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Victor’s Tribe at the Start of Book 9

Victor - Tame, Level 6. Empathetic Precognition, Level 1.

Sheela - Critical Strike, Level 2

Trel Idil-Iria Duchess of Family Iria - Structure Building, Level 5

Galmine - Grow, Level 3

Kacerie - Lance, Level 3

Emerald - Clone, Level 1

Liahpa - Mass, Level 3

Quwaru - Empathetic Thoughts, Level 2

Zoru - Jaunt, Level 2

Emta - Regenerate Self, Level 2

Youleena - Stone Meld, Level 3

Urka - Zap, Level 1

Adella - Water Pulling, Level 2

Keefaye the Golden - Bless Water, Level 4

Nomi - Eclipse - Level 2

Gee-kalata-beto-yahrit-ill-kanna-sae - Flame Dance, Level 2

Tannin - Wind Summon, Level 2

Veeraale - Ice Blades, Level 1

Ohkall - Blade Burst, Level 1

Haryoud - Vision Jump, Level 2

 

 

Jinx - Jinfengopteryx, male

Hope - Parasaurolophus, female

Bob - Parasaurolophus, male

Sonny - Parasaurolophus, male

Cher - Parasaurolophus, female

Tom - Triceratops, male

Katie - Triceratops, female

Nicole - Triceratops, female

Scoob - Troodon, male

Shag - Troodon, male

Fred - Troodon, male

Daphne - Troodon, female

Velma - Troodon, female

Chandler - Balaur bondoc, male

Joey - Balaur bondoc, male

Ross - Balaur bondoc, male

Rachel - Balaur bondoc, female

Monica - Balaur bondoc, female

Phoebe - Balaur bondoc, female

Bruce - Pteranodon, male

Grumpy - Purussaurus, male

Mike D - Stegosaurus, male

MCA - Stegosaurus, male

Ad-Rock - Stegosaurus, male

Shirley Temple - Parasaurolophus, female

Beavis - Pachycephalosaurus, male

Butt-Head - Pachycephalosaurus, male

Shirley - Parasaurolophus, female

Dwayne - Utahraptor, male

Soju - Jinfengopteryx, female

Larry - Ankylosaurus, male

Moe - Ankylosaurus, male

Curly - Ankylosaurus, male

Selina - Pteranodon, female

Talia - Pteranodon, female
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Chapter 1

“You… Wish to conquer this world?” Ohkall asked as he turned his head from the ancient painting on the wall to my face. “I know you are powerful, but that seems such… a… difficult task.”

“Look at the painting,” Emta scoffed. “That seems to be what is going on, eh?”

“King,” Veeraale started, and then she took a deep breath and cleared her throat softly. “I would never wish to question you, but would you mind telling us your ability? Maybe then Ohkall and I would feel more comfortable with your goal.”

“I was not uncomfortable,” the big stone man grumbled. “I will follow King where he goes and do as he says. My statement was more one of awe. Wyss spoke of such things, but with little conviction.”

“I’m not Wyss,” I said with a shrug.

“My apologies, King,” Ohkall gasped as he raised his long blade-like fingers. “I did not mean to--”

“I’m not offended,” I cut him off. “Also, you three have a bit of the wrong idea of me. I’m not as brutal as I acted before when I was speaking with you all. I just did what I needed to do to buy us time. I knew what Wyss’ power was, and I mostly knew what you guys could do, but you didn’t know what I could do, so I emphasized that fact to make him freak out a bit.”

“Sooo… You aren’t as scary as we thought?” Haryoud asked.

“Oh, he is,” Gee’s voice laughed from the cave tunnel behind us, and we all turned to see the flame dancer skip into the cavern like a bouncing fireball.

“Here,” Nomi stepped toward her so the two women could hold hands, and the air immediately cooled.

“You are really made of fire?” Veeraale asked.

“That I am, girl,” Gee laughed. “I’m the Flame Dancer, the only one on my world, and I command the Iron Navy across all the seas of lava, but I follow that man over there, as do all the other women here, so you’d best do the same and not even bother to question his strength. Oh, and I killed that boy screaming out his stomach.”

“Thanks.” I smiled at her and then turned back to the three new members of my tribe. “What do you think my power is?”

“Hmmm…” Veeraale hummed as her red eyes looked up and down my body. “I’m guessing you can move very fast?”

I turned to Ohkall.

“You don’t take damage, can’t die, and are incredibly strong?” the ten-foot-tall rock-man asked.

I looked at Haryoud.

“I… I wonder if you can control the beasts of this world?” the orange-furred man with the spider face asked.

“Why do you think that?” I asked as I tried to keep the grin off my face.

“I just noticed that these beasts seem to always be around you, and they act strangely. They don’t attack or run away. They seem to be watching and waiting. Am I correct?”

“You are.” I finally smiled at the fox-spider man. “Good job. You are observant.”

“My only power is my sight,” he chuckled nervously as he bowed his head.

“Tell me about your power,” I asked. “I know a bit about what the three of you can do, but I want to know more details.”

“My power is called Vision Jump,” Haryoud started. “I can make my vision stay in a location up to five miles away, and I can see across various light and heat spectrums.”

“That is a useful power,” I said.

“Really?” His many eyes opened wide. “Wyss never seemed to think so.”

“Wyss was an idiot,” I scoffed. “Whoever has the most information about the enemy tends to win. If you are able to see our enemy before they see us, that’s a massive advantage. What level is it?”

“Just level two,” Haryoud sighed. “I can’t quite figure out how to level it higher.”

“Vic--uhhh King can help you with that,” Eiter blurted out with a surprising amount of emotion. “He helped me.”

“How?” Veeraale asked.

“I’ll explain in a bit,” I said to the teal-skinned woman with the long white hair. “Your power is Ice Blades? Tell me about it.”

“It’s only level one. There isn’t much complication to it.” She shrugged her shoulders and then raised her right hand with the palm up. Then a glittery line of snowflakes appeared a moment before a sword with a straight blade of about four feet formed.

“Can anyone else hold one?” I asked.

“Well, kind of.” She frowned. “It would only last half a minute or so before it melts, but the blade maintains its strength most of the time.”

“How strong is the blade?” Sheela asked as she stepped forward and leaned her face down to study the weapon.

“Strong as metal. You can hold it if you would like.”

“I would like to.” Sheela carefully picked up the ice blade and slowly moved it through the air.

“How’s it feel?” Emta asked.

“Well balanced.” Sheela said as she swung the sword a bit faster. “It is a bit cold to touch, but if I did not see Veeraale just make it, I would not believe it was ice. Here.”

Sheela passed the sword to Emta, who then swung it around with small, controlled movements.

“I like it, but ahhhh… it’s melting.” Emta held the sword up and we could all see water begin to trickle down the edges.

“Yeah, that’s about as long as it lasts,” Veeraale said.

“It turns into water?” I asked.

“Yeah,” the teal-skinned woman answered.

“Can you drink the water?” Kacerie asked.

“Hmmm… I ‘ve never tried, actually,” Veeraale sighed. “I feel kind of stupid giving you that answer. I should have thought about doing that.”

“It’s fine,” I said. “Not everyone can think of everything.”

“Can I hold one?” Liahpa asked as she floated to the front of the group.

“Of course.” Veeraale made another blade, and then another, and soon everyone had one in their hand and was making small swings so that they didn’t accidently cut anyone else.

“It’s sharp enough to shave with,” Kacerie said as she tested the edge along the fine hair on her forearm. “That’s very useful. Can you make it any other shapes?”

“Different sword or dagger shapes,” Veeraale answered.

“Do your people shave?” Kacerie asked. “If you could make me some straight razors, I could shave King’s face easier.”

“Like this?” Veeraale held out her palm, and an ice straight razor with a fixed handle instantly appeared there.

“Perfect!” Kacerie gasped as she gently took it from Veeraale.

“I wish it could last longer for you,” Veeraale said as she glanced at my beard. “I’ll probably have to make you four or five to shave his face.”

“I’ll take it,” Kacerie chuckled. “I’ve been using small pieces of obsidian. They are sharp enough, but hard to hold. This handle will give me much more control.”

I was about to suggest that Kacerie teach Veeraale how to shave my face, but I knew that my pink-haired lover took a lot of joy from taking care of me, and I didn’t want to deny her that for the sake of efficiency.

“Ohkall?” I turned to the ten-foot-tall man. “What is your ability?”

“It’s called Blade Burst, but I admit it’s not very useful beyond Wyss’ ability to shadow clone me. I can slightly change the shape of my finger blades, but my true power involves exploding my body so that blades shoot in all directions.”

“But then you die,” I stated, since I’d already seen the ability at work.

“Yes.” The big man nodded. “Hence why the ability is only level one, but I have other ways to serve you, King. I am strong, hardworking, and will never disobey you. Even if I cannot use my ability to help you, I hope that you will allow me to--”

“I’ve already decided to bring you into my tribe,” I interrupted him. “I’ve heard your conversations with Veeraale and Haryoud. I know how the three of you felt about Wyss and his leadership. As I said a few minutes ago, if you treat me and my tribe members with respect, you will get it in return.”

“I will, and thank you.” He gave me a strong nod of his large head, and I had to fight against laughing out loud at the ridiculousness of the situation. My head came up to Ohkall’s elbow, and he probably weighed three times as much as I did. Yet here he was practically begging me to include him on the team.

“Do we need to study this picture anymore?” I asked the group as I gestured to the painting, and then my eyes settled on Gee since she wasn’t here when we first saw it.

“I see me a bit in the back there,” the Flame Dancer said, “and Nomi whispered to me about what is going on. I look quite firesome. Just wish I could meet the girl or guy who painted it.”

“We’ve got a bit of a walk back to Heeyuna’s camp,” I started. “Veeraale, Haryoud, and Ohkall, the rest of my tribe can explain to you their powers while we are walking. Sheela, can you go first?”

“Yes, Vic-- King.”

“Also, my name is Victor,” I told the three new recruits. “That’s what my tribe is used to calling me. You can call me that or King. I don’t care either way.”

“I will call you king,” Ohkall bowed his head slightly. “It is the highest title one can achieve on my world.”

“So you are honoring me?” I asked as I raised an eyebrow.

“Yes, King.” He bowed again. “As I said, I will serve you.”

“I will call you King as well,” Haryoud said.

“I will, too,” Veeraale said. “It seems a fitting name for someone as strong and potent as you are. But Victor is also noble and powerful.”

“Getting a bit thick in here, isn’t it?” I heard Emta whisper under her breath next to me, but I didn’t think Veeraale heard her.

“Let’s start our walk out,” I said. “Sheela?”

“My ability is called Critical Strike,” the cheetah-woman began, “I have good aim with a bow or spear.”

“That is useful.” Veeraale smiled at the cheetah woman.

“It helped me survive this world when I first arrived,” Sheela said as we all started to walk out of the chamber with the old painting.

“What level is it?” Haryoud asked.

“Two,” Sheela replied. “Victor has figured out a method to help us level, but we have not yet applied it to my particular ability yet. We will soon.”

“Kacerie, you go next,” I said.

“My ability is called Lance, and it’s level three,” Kacerie started. “I can shoot a beam of energy out of my hand that instantly kills my target. When I reached level three, I figured out how to make controlled beams that look somewhat like Veeraale’s ice blades, and they cut through anything they touch.”

“Damn…” Haryoud breathed. “That’s… scary.”

“How many times can you instantly kill something?” Veeraale asked.

“Twice a day,” Kacerie said.

The group of us had moved into the messy dining room cave, so we only had a few minutes to go before we reached the exit. Dwayne and Grumpy were still outside, and I didn’t get any alert emotions from them, so I wasn’t worried about our walk back to Heeyuna’s camp even though it was the middle of the night.

“My ability is level three and called Mass,” Liahpa said. “I can make something heavier or lighter when I touch it.”

“Is that why you are floating?” Eiter asked.

“I’m not sure if that’s because of Mass or not,” Liahpa said. “Everyone on my world floats like this, we can walk like you all as well, I just have to focus on making my feet touch the ground.”

“I do not have the mind to puzzle out the possibilities, but I would imagine that your ability has many uses in combat.” Ohkall nodded to the silver-skinned woman.

“It’s been more useful with helping to build forts and move rocks,” Liahpa chuckled. “In battle, I just hit things with my axe.”

“My ability is called Regenerate Self,” Emta said. “It’s level two. I can heal myself from anything, well… I can’t get my fucking head cut off or get boiled to death, but one of the dinosaurs bit my legs off a few days ago, and I healed them no problem.”

“No problem?” Liahpa snickered.

“Well, okay, it was a bit of a problem,” Emta snorted, “but I’m still here, aren’t I?”

“And we are glad you are.” I smiled at the olive-skinned beauty.

“That is a powerful ability,” Veeraale whispered as she studied Emta. “You must be an amazing warrior.”

“I’m no Victor, Liahpa, or Sheela,” Emta said, “but I can hold my own. Easy enough to learn from my mistakes if I don’t die every time I make one.”

“Zoru,” I said as we reached the last tunnel leading out of Wyss’ base.

“My ability is called Jaunt,” the purple fox-man said. “I just leveled up to two. I can move back in time for a few seconds.”

“I don’t understand,” Ohkall said. “Please forgive me.”

“It is no problem,” Zoru chuckled. “Observe.”

The group of us started walking and turned to Zoru. As soon as all our eyes were on him, he blinked out of existence and then walked around the far corner of the tunnel behind us.

“So like a teleport?” Veeraale asked as he joined us again.

“Somewhat, but I instantly appear back where my position was a few seconds before. I just learned I can bring someone with me. Like this.”

Zoru laid his hand on Emta’s shoulder, and then they both disappeared and then walked around the tunnel corner again.

“Fuuuck,” Emta groaned. “Tell me you are going to do that next time! Makes my head spin.”

“My apologies, Emta,” Zoru said.

“I think he picked you because he knew you’d complain the most,” Liahpa chuckled.

“This may be true,” Zoru actually laughed. “Urka isn’t here, so someone should poke you.”

“Yeah, well, I didn’t expect it to be you.” Emta rolled her eyes, “I expected it from Liahpa.”

“Me?” Liahpa gasped with fake outrage. “I am innocent of any wrongdoing or pranking.”

“Says the woman who cut a notch in my axe haft so it broke at the first swing.”

“That was funny,” Gee laughed.

“When was this?” I asked.

“Back when you first went with Eiter up here,” Emta said. “we were cutting out the first layer of trees on the switches.”

“Seems like you all have fun while you work,” Veeraale said.

“We do,” Kacerie said. “Helps the work go easier.”

“Hey, Zoru, I thought you could only do Janut every day or so?” I asked.

Zoru’s eyes opened wide, and then he glanced back down the cave where he had teleported. “You… you are correct. I did not even think of it. I just felt as if I could use the power again. It must have gotten easier after I leveled up, and I did not realize.”

“That’s great,” I said. “Test it out later and let us know how often you can use it.”

“I will.” He nodded at me.

“Who is next?” Gee asked. “How about me?”

“Sure,” I said, but at that moment we exited the cave, and Dwayne, Jinx, and Soju met us there. The big Utahraptor leaned down for a hug, and I wrapped my left arm around his neck and petted the top of his head with my right hand. Then I knelt down and gave Jinx and Soju pets and hugs. I wanted to talk with them and tell them that they did a great job with the mission, but I didn’t want to show any cracks in my fake “tough guy” armor yet, until Veeraale, Haryoud, and Ohkall were more integrated in the tribe.

“Impressive,” Ohkall said, and I saw the three new recruits eyeing the big raptor cautiously.

“I’ve seen those two little ones around!” Haryoud gasped, and then he looked at me. “They’ve been working with you the whole time?”

“Yeah,” I chuckled. “They are smart. At least the ones that work with me are. Gee, can you tell them about your ability?”

“I burn like fire and kill everyone I don’t like.” She winked.

“Why are you holding her hand?” Veeraale pointed at where Nomi and Gee grasped each other.

“My power is called Eclipse,” Nomi whispered. “It is level two and it makes it so that someone else’s ability doesn’t work.”

“Woooow,” Haryoud gasped. “That is quite powerful.”

“That’s why she is holding my hand,” Gee laughed. “Otherwise, all of you would be melting right now.”

“It doesn’t burn your hand?” Veeraale asked Nomi.

“No. I believe I am also immune to other’s abilities.” The dark-haired woman shrugged slightly. “I don’t mind holding Gee’s hand. We are friends.”

“That we are,” Gee said. “This girl makes it so I can sit near everyone.”

“Are you on fire all the time?” Ohkall asked.

“Yes. I’m the Fire Born. The Flame Dancer. I’m She-Who-Burns, but there was no Nomi on my world, so no one could get close to me.”

“Sounds lonely.” Veeraale frowned.

“Ehhhh. It was worth it to go through the change, but I’m happy I’m here. I have good friends, plenty of assholes to burn, and I can swim in the ocean when I want.”

“You indicated that Eiter can figure out where people are located?” Haryoud asked.

“It seems that I can,” the lavender-haired woman said. “My ability is called Path, and Victor has helped me reach level two.”

“How?” Haryoud asked us.

“Just changing the way I think about my ability,” Eiter said. “I used to think it would just lead me to a goal, but now I understand that it also seems to understand the future possibilities.”

“Interesting,” Veeraale said as the three of them looked at each other. “What about the two with the green hair and the purple gems on their foreheads?”

“That is Emerald,” I said. “She doesn’t speak. Her ability allows her to clone herself and her memories.”

“They both are the same person?” Ohkall asked. “Two bodies controlled by one mind?”

“Uhhh, no,” I said as I smiled at my beautiful lovers. “When she makes a clone, it takes all her memories up to that point, but then it is like a new person, and she can make her own decisions moving forward.”

Yes, but both of us are driven to ensure our mate succeeds with his goal so that our offspring has the best chance at surviving.

One of the Emeralds gestured at herself as she smiled at me.

If our mate rules this world, it will allow him to take all the resources and use them as he wishes. We will support him with advice and breed as much as possible so that his powerful lineage lasts for generations.

The other Emerald’s smile grew wider as she signaled with her hands.

“Is she speaking through her hands?” Veeraale asked. “What is she saying?”

“They are happy you three have joined us,” I said.

“Awwww, that is so sweet.” Veeraale smiled at the Emeralds, and both of the murderous queens mirrored her expression.

“There are a few others back at our camp,” I said to Ohkall, Haroud, and Veeraale. “Members who have important roles, but I left them behind so they could work on building projects. You’ll meet them when we get back home.”

“We are looking forward to it,” Ohkall said. “Thank you again for accepting us. We will work tirelessly to earn our places.”

I nodded and then gestured for everyone to walk down the slope of the anthill. The two moons were out in full force, so the grassy field between the anthill base and the jungle to the south looked like a dark Caribbean ocean.

Dwayne, Jinx, and Soju sprinted ahead to scout, and Bruce, Talia, and Selina covered us up above in the night air. The rest of us fell into whispered conversations as we walked south toward the cotton tribe’s cottage. Kacerie joined me at the point of the group, and she leaned in close so that she could whisper to me.

“You’ve been quiet. I’m not used to seeing you not smiling.”

“Just keeping in character a bit,” I whispered back, and then I gave her a small smile and a wink.

“For how long?” she asked.

“I don’t doubt their sincerity, but I’ll relax a bit once they’ve got jobs to do back at camp. Right now they think I’m this badass murder dude who rules with an iron fist. I told them it was otherwise, but I don’t want to give them mental whiplash.”

“That makes sense,” she said. “But I don’t think you need to worry as much as you are worrying. You lead a group of powerful individuals. They are amazed by everyone’s abilities. We all follow you. It’s implied that you are a ‘badass murder dude’ without you even needing to try.”

“That’s probably true,” I chuckled softly, “but I did have a bunch of conversations with Wyss where I pretended to be tougher than I actually am.”

“I don’t think you were pretending,” Kacerie whispered. “You are our leader. You are my man. If you saw yourself the way I see you, and the way Sheela, Trel, Liahpa, Emerald, Galmine, Quwaru, and Keefaye see you, well… You wouldn’t be concerned with what new members assumed about you.”

“I’ve still got a lot to learn about leadership,” I said with a shrug. “You owned a business and had employees. I was just a goofy guy finding lost animals for the city.”

“Let me raspberry like Trel: pffft,” Kacerie stuck out her tongue and then gave a soft laugh. “You are a natural leader, and these three are already smitten with you. I wouldn’t be surprised if Heeyuna, Eiter, and Oppena want to join when we get there.”

“You think?” I asked.

“Sheela and Liahpa seem to think so, and I trust their instincts on the matter. It’s good that our tribe is growing. Every new member makes all of us safer.”

“As long as they are loyal,” I said.

“Quwaru can make sure of that,” Kacerie said as she shrugged her slender shoulders. “I know you worry about us, but things are really coming along since we got the new fort location. Soon we’ll have running water—maybe even running hot water, toilets, homes made out of stone, and walls that will be difficult for enemies to penetrate. Then we won’t have much to worry about.”

“We pretty much have the dinosaur risk mitigated,” I said. “It will be nearly impossible for a big predator to get through the trees and attack us, but I’m always going to worry about new survivors.”

“But now we have Eiter,” Kacerie whispered even softer as she leaned close to my shoulder. “We can take the fight to Chrysanthemte.”

“True, but I’m not that worried about her right now,” I said.

“You aren’t? I thought you were.”

“I killed the guy who opened her portals,” I said. “Then we moved our fort. She still knows we are out here, but she might not ever find us again, and she might not ever be able to get to us. I’m going to have to take her out eventually, but I’m more worried about all the hostile tribes between us, and I’m worried about the powerful survivors that might just land near us. No matter how much I prepare, a guy like Aytron could just beam down in a column of light and start attacking us.”

“Except you have Nomi, Gee, and me,” Kacerie said as she smiled at me. “I know you try to think of every option, but you’ve done a lot to ensure we all stay safe. It’s working, and all it will take is a bit more time to build our humble camp into a place where everyone wants to live.”

“I never thought of myself as a mayor,” I chuckled.

“Not a mayor,” Kacerie purred. “A king. Our king. My king.”

“Damn, I like the way that word sounds on your tongue.”

“I guessed you would,” her whisper was now dark and husky in my ear, and I could feel goosebumps descend down my neck.

“We haven’t had much time to talk about the wedding,” I said.

“I’m not complaining,” she said. “I know we’ve both been busy. It’s not that important.”

“But it is,” I said. “I know it’s important to you, and it’s important to me. I want it to be special for you. What does the ceremony look like?”

“It’s normally two people standing in front of their friends and family,” she said.

“That sounds similar to what we do on my world,” I said. “Is divorce common?”

“Not really,” Kacerie said. “Before a couple is married they consult the computers to get approval.”

“Do the computers ever say no?” I asked.

“All the time,” Kacerie laughed. “The longer two people date, the better chance they have of getting the marriage accepted.”

“That makes sense,” I said. “What about decorations during the wedding? And is there a ring or other token the couple wears to show they are married?”

“There aren’t any physical tokens of the marriage. Why would you need that?”

“To keep other people from attempting to date the married couple,” I said as I held up my ring finger. “We wear a ring here so that people who aren’t married know that someone is taken and not interested in dating.”

“Can’t they just ask and then the married person tells them?” Kacerie asked.

“Yeah, but then it’s uncomfortable for both parties,” I said.

“Why? You ask if they want to date, they say they are married, and then you move on. What is uncomfortable about that?”

“I guess you’ve got a point. No one should be offended if they are asked out and have to deny, but it upsets people on my world. Could even make some people angry because they feel embarrassed that they asked and were rejected. For example, you are beautiful, and I would have loved to ask you on a date.”

“I would gladly say yes,” she chuckled.

“You would now, but maybe not the old me,” I laughed a bit. “The old me would have thought you would never date me. You are successful, beautiful, and just… I was just a guy who caught dogs and could barely pay the rent on his tiny apartment. I would have had to seriously work up the courage to ask you out. It would have been a big event for me, and if you refused by saying ‘I’m married, sorry,’ I would have been mad because I spent a lot of time agonizing only to get rejected, when I could have seen the ring on your finger, known you were married, and then moved on with my life.”

“Ahhh, I understand,” she said. “People on my world just don’t get as worked up. Rejection is really common, and even if you date someone for a long time, you might not be able to marry them because of what the computers say, so we are all used to dating multiple people.”

“Does it bother you that your computers won’t be able to approve our marriage?” I asked.

“Not at all,” she said. “I don’t live on that world anymore. I’m here, with you, and I love you, and I don’t need a computer to tell me that you are the one meant for me.”

“Good, I didn’t like that computer anyway, “ I chuckled as I looked down to where her hands lay over her womb. “How is everything feeling with the baby?”

“It’s… Well, I know he or she is in there, but I don’t really feel different except that I do feel different. I know that doesn’t make any sense, but that is the best way to describe it. I just feel really warm there, and… complete? I guess that’s a good word to describe it. I’m… so fucking happy, Victor. I know my body is going to change, and I know I’m in for many weeks of discomfort and pain, but right now I just feel… I’m so glad that night… that… you wanted to fill me up, and I didn’t want to, but then I wanted you to so much, and it felt so good when you came inside of me. And… here we are. Your baby is growing in my womb. I would have never guessed this would happen before I came to this world, but I’m so happy it did happen.”

“Me, too,” I whispered to her, and then I couldn’t help but lean toward her so that we could kiss each other while we walked.

Kacerie’s mouth tasted like honey and apples, and she let out a delightful sigh when our lips finally parted. For just a moment we felt like lovers taking a midnight stroll through the garden of a tropical resort, and I couldn’t help but feel an incredible amount of love for the beautiful woman.

“Okay,” I said. “Let’s talk more about the wedding. What do--”

An ear-shattering roar cascaded through the night air, and we all flinched.

“West!” Sheela shouted, and we all turned across the grassy clearing as eight massive T-Rexes sprang out of the jungle trees five hundred yards away from us.
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Chapter 2

These eight T-Rexes were some of the biggest I’d seen so far in Dinosaurland, even larger than Mohawk and his crew, and I guessed that each of their knees were about as tall as my head. I quickly glanced south toward the jungle and then east toward the river. They were equal distances apart because we were still in the middle of the clearing.

“Run to the river!” I shouted, and the entire group pivoted one hundred and eighty degrees around.

“Why the river?” Ohkall shouted over the thundering sounds of the approaching T-Rexes. “Wouldn’t the jungle be safer?”

“Nope,” I replied, and then I glanced over my shoulder to see how close the massive predators were getting to us.

I had to admit to myself that this was a bit of a tight spot. Dwayne was a killing machine, but the T-Rexes were each three to four times his size. There was a chance he’d be able to take one or two out if we worked together, but what I really needed right now was my bigger herbivore dinos. Tom, Nicole, and Katie would be able to use their horns to give us a defensive wall. Ad-Rock, MCA, and Mike D would be able to use their tails to spike-n-smash the predators. Larry, Moe, and Curly would just… not get hurt and bash around these predators. Even if there was no perfect solution to eight T-Rexes attacking us out in the open, just having some big dinos on my side would enable me to come up with some better strategies.

I’d have to work with what I had: just the group of us, Dwayne, Bruce, Selina, and Talia.

Oh, and the ace up my sleeve: Grumpy.

We got to the edge of the river, and the group spun around to face our attackers. The tyrannosauruses were a good hundred yards from us now, but that meant I only had a few seconds to yell out a plan.

“Kacerie!” I shouted. “Use Lance!”

“On it!” she yelled, and the night sky suddenly lit up with the pure whitish-blue light of her ability.

The beam of her power instantly traveled the space of the grassy clearing and hit the first T-Rex in the chest, left a breakfast-table-sized hole in the torso of a second, and then blew through the neck of a third beast. The giant predators stumbled forward a half a dozen steps with their carried momentum, but then they rolled forward like toddlers tripping over their untied shoelaces.

Two of the rexes got caught up in the legs of their dead companions, and they screeched with dismay as they fell face forward into the dark grass. This left three of the big dinos actually coming after us, but I knew a way to tie that trio up.

“Emeralds, give me blinding lights!” I shouted, but even before I finished my sentence, my two lovers had already turned on the gems in their foreheads.

I knew that they could radiate a powerful light, but it was like two off-road trucks with LED light bars had flipped their switches. The three T-Rexes actually skidded to a stop and let out a painful yelp as they tried to hide their eyes, and two of them actually had to turn their massive backs to us so that they could escape the agony.

That was the opening I needed.

“Emta, protect the back line. Grumpy, take the right one! Dwayne on the left! Everyone else is on the middle!”

Then I ran toward the fucker closest to the group as I pulled the Cricket Bat of Doom from my back.

Dwayne sprinted past me so he could attack the leftmost of the T-Rex trio, and I heard Grumpy stomping up on my right side. Sheela, Liahpa, and Zoru caught up to me in two seconds, but then Gee flew over our heads like a leaping comet. Her fiery whip trailed behind her shoulder like the tail of a kite, and she impacted with the shoulder of the center T-Rex like a wrecking ball smacking into the side of a big rig’s trailer.

The tyrannosaurus let out a screech as it tipped over from the force of Gee’s impact, and my mouth fell open as I tried to figure out the physics-math behind a woman her size knocking over a creature that probably weighed a hundred times what she did. Then again, she was on fire all the time, so it wasn’t like physics or math or the science I learned in high school had anything to do with what was actually happening on this planet.

The center T-Rex fell with its kicking feet toward my group, so Sheela, Liahpa, Zoru, and I cut right to avoid its toe claws. This brought us near Grumpy just as the springing purussaurus latched onto the leg of the tyranno on the right.

That one screamed louder than the center one had, but it tumbled to the grass just as easily as the one Gee had smited. I figured Grumpy was going to be fine finishing that one off since it was on its side and he had the thing’s leg in his maw, so I focused on the one in the center again, and tried to pump my legs harder so that I could keep up with Sheela, Liahpa, and Zoru.

The air smelled like cooking chicken from where Gee had started melting the center rex, but the beast wasn’t going to die that easily, and he let out angry goose-like screeches and honks as it tried to snap its jaws at the Flame Dancer.

“Too slow!” Gee shouted as she rolled and tumbled across the flank of the thrashing predator, and it ineffectually tried to bite her like a dog nipping at a fire ant skittering across its belly.

Then Liahpa got there.

I was a bit surprised that the athletic beauty was faster than Sheela and Zoru, especially since she’d carried her pizza cutter axe in her hand as she sprinted, but then she lifted the weapon like it weighed as much as an empty wrapping-paper roll and practically beheaded the T-Rex with one executioner strike.

She really was just insanely strong.

Zoru and Sheela drove their spears into the left eye of the dying tyranno a moment after Liahpa struck her blow, so I figured that they could finish off the dino without me getting my strike in, and I pivoted around the creature’s head so that I could dash as quickly as I could to the predator that Dwayne was attacking.

My Utahraptor was tearing through the right leg of the third T-Rex, but the bigger carnivore swung his tail around, and my pal had to disengage and roll to avoid getting smacked. The defensive movement of the tyrannosaurus brought his face back around to stare right into the Emeralds’ lights, though, and he stumbled back a bit as he closed his eyes.

It was just the opportunity I needed.

I pivoted my grip on my Cricket Bat of Doom so that I could swing it from my left side, braced my legs in the soft dirt, and then twisted my hips as I brought the weapon around in a baseball swing that would have made Ty Cobb tip his hat. My weapon cut into the left shin of the rex about two feet, and then it smacked into the creature’s shin bone. I felt the strike radiate up into my shoulders like I’d just hit a brick wall with a sledgehammer, and I had to ignore the rattling in my brain as I yanked the bat out of the gash.

That got his attention.

I threw myself backward like someone had yanked on my marionette strings and landed on my upper back just a fraction of a second before the T-Rex’s massive teeth snapped the air where I’d been standing. Then I rolled to my right side just in time to give the predator a mouthful of grass and dirt instead of a mouthful of Victor Shelby.

I popped up to my feet just as Dwayne went rabid on the rex’s right leg again, and the combination of our attacks made the eighteen-foot-tall apex predator stumble to its knees.

Dwayne surged up the T-Rex’s haunch like a murderous monkey as soon as he could, and I made a quick swing that connected with our opponent’s snout when he tried to nip me. I just caught him with the top twenty percent of my bat, but it was enough to make the rex yelp like a kicked dog, and by then Dwayne had fully climbed up the back of our victim.

The Utahraptor was in full Tasmanian devil mode now, and he used equal parts tooth and claw to practically burrow into the tyrannosaurus’ back. Blood was pouring down and spraying up like a Monty Python movie that Kubrick directed, so I figured that I could consider the third T-Rex taken care of.

I turned around to look at the last two rexes and found them coming up to their feet in unison. They were looking right into the Emeralds’ light beams, and they were fluttering their massive eyelids with obvious pain, but I didn’t think it was having quite the flash-bang effect that we got with the first trio of T-Rexes.

Kacerie didn’t have another Lance because she had used one on Wyss and her last one on our attackers. It meant that everyone who could fight besides Emta, Ohkall, and Veeraale were occupied, and I didn’t think the four of us would be able to take out two T-Rexes. Hell, I didn’t think we could take out one of the T-Rexes, but that was pretty much all I had left to work with on the team.

“We--” I started to say, but Gee cut me off by launching through the air like an anime character and cutting the head off the nearest T-Rex with her whip.

“Whoaaaa,” I gasped as the tyrannosaurus’ head tumbled off its neck. Unlike the damage Dwayne had done to the other Rex, Gee’s whip had completely cauterized the wound, and there was no blood spraying out as the predator tumbled over dead.

“I got this last one, too!” Gee shouted as she leaped off the ground again, and she somehow gained altitude as she spun her arms around like a top. Her flame whip trailed behind as she grasped it so that it cut through the air like a spinning pinwheel.

The last T-Rex seemed to realize that Gee was a threat, and he kind of flinched away from her as she rocketed toward him, but the beasts on this world had never seen anyone like the Flame Born woman, so there was no way for them to really understand that the correct answer to Gee attacking them was to fucking run.

She flying-kicked the massive predator right in the jaw, and then she used the force of the impact to backflip away. As the flame woman spun back, she swung her whip around under her spinning body to hit the last rex a second time. This whip attack didn’t cut the head clean off like the previous T-Rex, but it left a wide gash in the creature’s neck that peeled open like a PEZ dispenser.

The predator let out a weak gurgle as it realized it was dead, and its blinking eyes frantically darted around as it looked for any escape from its fate. I wanted to feel a bit bad for the big guy, but he would have chewed me up and shit me out without a care in the world, so I had to save my sympathy for dinos that joined my family.

Gee completed her flip like an Olympic gymnast and then stood still as the last T-Rex tumbled over. For a few moments, no one moved, and then the flame dancer flicked her hand to banish her whip before she smiled at me.

“How about that, Victor? You ever seen such an impressive display of righteous ass kicking?”

“Last time I saw something like that was when you killed all those guys at the camp near us,” I chuckled.

“Yeah, that was fun.” Gee gave me a wink and then strolled toward the river. “Mind if I swim for a bit before we continue?”

“Just for a few moments,” I said. “Anyone hurt?”

“I do not believe so,” Sheela said as she glanced at Liahpa and Zoru.

“Everyone looks fine back here,” Emta called out, and, after the light dimmed, I glanced over to see her standing beside Nomi, Eiter, and the Emeralds.

I glanced at Veeraale, Ohkall, and Haryoud and raised an eyebrow. The three of them nodded, even though they wore different expressions on their faces. Veeraale seemed surprised, Ohkall looked pensive, and Haryoud looked terrified.

“We are good,” Veeraale said with a slight nod, but then I focused my eyes on Haryoud.

“You okay?”

“Yes… K-k-king,” he stuttered a bit. “You just destroyed eight of the massive ones with almost zero effort.”

“I didn’t do much,” I chuckled as I gestured to my team. “Everyone else did most of the work. Especially Kacerie and Gee.”

Grumpy let out a rumble, and I couldn’t help but laugh as I glanced over to where he was casually munching on the neck of the T-Rex he butchered.

“Yeah, buddy. You did good, too. So did Dwayne.”

Dwayne let out a hoot as he trotted over to me, and the blood from his drenched muzzle dripped on my bare shoulder when I petted him.

I didn’t care.

“Your creatures seem… really affectionate?” Veeraale asked.

“Yeah,” I said as I looked around at everyone again. “I know we’ve been through a lot tonight, but I want to get back to Eiter’s camp.”

“Thank you.” She nodded at me. “My friends will be worried about us.”

“Dwayne, Jinx, and Soju, you are on point again.” I pointed southwest to the jungle, and the three raptors took off again. I actually hadn’t noticed Jinx and Soju during the fight with the T-Rexes, but that just proved that the two of them were smart enough to keep out of the way when shit got real.

Soon we were trampling through the jungle, and I gestured for Kacerie, Emta, and Liahpa to step near me.

“Go up front with Veeraale, Ohkall, and Haryoud and get them talking,” I whispered. “I want to have a conversation with Sheela and the Emeralds.”

“About what?” Liahpa asked.

“I’ll tell you later,” I said. “I just need you to charm them and give me some space.”

“Me? Charm them?” Emta raised both her eyebrows.

“Veeraale is a no bullshit kind of woman, just like you.” I smirked at her.

“That I am,” Emta chuckled.

“We’ll do as you ask, Victor.” Kacerie smiled at me, and then the three of them walked to the front and gestured for the new recruits to follow them.

I casually gestured for Sheela and the Emeralds to drop to the back of the group with me, and I made sure we had enough space between Nomi, Gee, Zoru, and Eiter so that they wouldn’t accidentally overhear.

“Did you notice anything about those T-Rexes?” I asked Sheela and the Emeralds.

Sheela pursed her lips together in thought, but one of the Emeralds pointed up to her eye, then to the sky, and lastly to the jungle to the west.

Your pteranodons did not see them. They stalked us to the edge of the jungle and waited until we were right in the middle of the clearing before they attacked.

“Is she saying that the large predators did not attack until we reached the center?” Sheela asked.

“Yeah,” I said with a nod. “Also, Bruce, Selina, and Talia did not see them. They like… hid in the jungle? I don’t know how else to describe it.”

“It is dark and the jungle trees are tall,” Sheela hummed. “Perhaps Bruce, Selina, and Talia did not see the T-Rexes because of those reasons?”

“Bruce was surprised,” I said as I pointed up to the air where my pal was circling. “He had no idea they were there, and he knows to watch around the area where we are traveling, especially when we are out in the open. He’s a smart guy.”

“Soooo…” Sheela let out a long breath. “Are they getting smarter?”

“I don’t know.” I shrugged. That’s why I wanted to talk to the both-- errr, three of you. You three are really observant.”

A counterpoint to your theory, Mate. The late predators let out a magnificent roar as soon as they entered the clearing. This destroyed any subterfuge they might have aspired to.

The second Emerald opened her mouth to fake roar as she gestured with her hands.

“That is true,” Sheela said. “If they were smart enough to stalk us, why would they announce their presence as soon as we could see them. If they had remained silent, they might have been upon us before we noticed them.”

The Emeralds and I stared at Sheela for a few seconds after she finished speaking, but then the beautiful blonde gave us a puzzled look.

“Did you… just figure out what Emerald said?” I asked.

“I suppose I did,” Sheela chuckled. “But it was not hard to understand because of the way she opened her mouth and how she pointed with her fingers back to the jungle where our attackers emerged.”

“I guess that’s a good point,” I said. “However, that’s how it started with me. I slowly began to understand what she said with movements that seemed obvious at the time.”

Perhaps we should test. When we return to the cottage where Eiter, Heeyuna, Avern, and Oppena live, I wish to hold hands with Keefaye.

The first Emerald’s hands were slow as she made her movements, but they were still complicated since she was referencing other people who weren’t present.

“What do you think she communicated?” I asked Sheela.

“She… motioned that… She is going to… hold hands with Keefaye when she gets back to the cottage?” Sheela’s eyes narrowed, and she bit her lip at the end of the questioning statement.

“Yeah, that’s pretty much what she said,” I chuckled. “I don’t know how this is working, but you are starting to understand her.”

It is because you are our mate, and we are your women. Our bodies accept your dominance and your seed has filled all our wombs.

The second Emerald ended her statement with her palms over her lower stomach, and she smiled widely at the Cheetah-woman.

“Well, that is one theory,” Sheela chuckled at Emerald. “I do not think that getting filled with Victor’s semen gives us communication powers, but there might be other factors connected to him at work. Let us return to the topic of these dinosaurs becoming more intelligent.”

“Just keep your eyes open when we see new ones,” I said. “I’m not sure if it’s actually happening, since this could have just been a random fluke that they kind of snuck up on us, but just… pay attention to it so I can have a second and third opinion.”

“And what if it does seem as if they are getting more intelligent?” Sheela asked.

“I don’t really have an answer for that,” I said. “I’ve noticed that the dinosaurs I Tame tend to get smarter the longer they are with me, but if the aggressive dinosaurs are getting smarter, we are really going to have to increase our defenses. Emerald and I picked the spot for the new fort because we figured that the larger dinos couldn’t make it up the hill through the jungle, but if they are going to figure out how to sneak through and ambush us, then… shit. I don’t know. Let’s hope I’m wrong.”

“Let us hope so,” Sheela agreed.

“Let’s get back to the group,” I said, and the three of us increased our walking speed so that we merged more with the group. A minute or so later I was still walking next to the Emeralds, and I gave the closest one a smile as I moved my eyes to her lean stomach.

I do not think your seed has taken root.

“Ahh, really?” I asked, and the other Emerald began to motion with her fingers against her tummy while she frowned.

Too many days passed between when you filled us and our tribe discovered Galmine’s new ability. There is still a possibility, but my kind normally begin to feel the early signs of pregnancy by this point.

“I can think of a--” I began, but then I felt Jinx give out a warning emotion.

Is there something wrong, my mate?

“Let’s talk a bit later about this,” I said, and then I leaned in to give both of them quick kisses on their lips.

Both of the beautiful clones kissed me with just the smallest amount of tongue, and then we parted so that I could jog up to the front of the line.

“What is it buddy?” I said as soon as I got to Jinx and Soju’s side.

My two little pals were staring at a tree, and as I stepped closer, I could see what they were both looking at.

It was a rusty sword stuck inside of a tree like the sword in the stone. It would have been impossible to notice if I didn’t have Jinx’s sharp eyes, especially in the darkness of night and under the canopy of the jungle.

“Huh,” Liahpa grunted as she came to stand next to me, and then one of the Emeralds caught up and illuminated the weapon with her forehead light.

“How old do you think it is?” Emta asked as everyone else circled around us.

“No idea.” I reached out to touch the handle of the blade, and the leather wrapping practically crumbled into dust as my fingers grazed it.

“The metal is very rusted, but I don’t think it’s rusted through,” Haryoud said.

“Liahpa, do you think you can pull it out of the tree?” I asked as I stepped back a bit.

“Fuck, yeah, I can.” The rest of the group let out some chuckles as she stepped up to the weapon, and then she smacked her palms together a few times and widened her stance before she grabbed the rusted hilt.

The handle was only big enough for one of her hands, but she used her other hand to grab onto her own wrist. Then she took a few deep breaths and began to flex her back and legs as she pulled it out.

Liahpa’s body was a perfect specimen of female athleticism. Sometimes it was harder to tell if she was more muscular than Sheela when they were both just standing around, but as soon as the silver-skinned lift ball player began to use her muscles, her body seemed to bulk up by a good twenty-five percent, and I could see every perfectly etched vein laying against her chiseled muscles. The embedded blade was no match for her strength, but the tree let out a groan as she slowly pulled it out.

“There we go!” she gasped as soon as the blade was free, and then she held it up in Emerald’s light so that we could all see it.

The metal of the blade wasn’t rusted at all where it had been sheathed in the wood of the tree, but a few inches before the hilt were in pretty rough shape. The metal was a light blue color, but as purple light hit the edges, it seemed to emit a soft red counter light.

The blade looked to be about two feet long, and it was straight and wide with a triangle-type point. The grip was probably only three inches long, so it would have been uncomfortable for me to hold, but Liahpa’s hands were a bit smaller than mine, so she could fit all her fingers around it. I wouldn’t exactly call it a short sword, but it wasn’t very long, and it reminded me of the types of blades I saw Vikings use in historical art and movies.

“It is quite pretty, isn’t it?” Kacerie asked.

“Yeah,” I agreed.

“Edge still seems sharp too,” Liahpa said as she held it up to her nail so she could test it. “We’ll just have to scrape some of the rust off the bottom of the blade and hilt, and then rewrap the grip. Too bad we don’t have any sandpaper. I’ve already got the ring axe, so I don’t really need another weapon. Who wants it?”

“I can use my Lance as blades now,” Kacerie said as she looked to Emta. “You don’t really have any special weapons.”

“Neither does Sheela.” Emta waved her hands as she nodded at the Cheetah-woman. “She’d need it before me.”

“I am fine with my current equipment,” Sheela said as she gave the other woman a slight smile. “Victor seems to be lending me his Cricket Bat of Doom quite often.”

“That’s true,” I chuckled. “You should take it, Emta. Everyone else either already has a nice weapon, or their hands are too big to hold onto the grip.”

“Zoru?” Emta asked the purple fox-monkey man. “Do you want it. Your hands seem to be about the same size as mine.”

“You can have it, my friend.” Zoru smiled. “My kind normally fight with our claws, but I’ve learned to love our spears and axes. I know you will use the sword to protect us.”

“Well… if you all say so.” Emta gave us all a bit of a shy smile before she reached out to take the weapon from Liahpa.

“Congrats,” I said as I nodded to her.

“Thanks, Victor.” Emta’s eyes were fixed on the blade as she carefully balanced it in her hands. “I suppose I’ll have to busy myself with cleaning it and fashioning a scabbard.”

“Perhaps Oppena will be able to make you one,” Kacerie said.

“I bet she can,” I said, and then I nodded south. “Let’s continue.”

The group began to move forward, but it was as if a social dam had broken, and everyone began to have their own conversations with each other as we moved through the dark jungle.

“Are you skilled with the blade?” Veeraale asked Emta.

“Uhh… no. Not really. At home, I would often wrestle and box with my brothers. I learned how to use a spear, axe, and bow when I got here.”

“I could show you a few things, if you are interested.” Veeraale ran her fingers through her long white hair as she spoke, and I guessed it was a nervous movement.

“Yeah, I’d like that.” Emta nodded.

“I would as well, if you are going to give lessons,” Kacerie said. “Now that I can make my Lance act like swords, I should use them better.”

“I can show you, too.” Veeraale smiled at both of them, and then she looked over to where I walked next to them. “If King is fine with me teaching you.”

“That sounds good,” I said. “We should all learn how to get better from each other.”

“I imagine you are well skilled with your… weapon,” Veeraale cleared her throat a bit, but her red eyes darted from the Cricket Bat of Doom to my belt where my badge was clipped.

“From all the ladies moaning in his hut at night, I’d say he’s quite good at using his weapon!” Gee laughed from behind us.

“Do we have to start calling you ‘Big Urka’ now?” Emta called back over her shoulder.

“Someone has to make the jokes about Victor’s--"

“Let’s just focus on getting back to the camp,” I interrupted, and I tried my best not to smile at their antics. Veeraale’s face was twisted in confusion as she tried not to glance back over at Gee, and she finally nodded to Kacerie and Emta, slowed her walk, and then matched stride with Nomi and the Flame Born shit talker.

“Hey, Victor,” Emta whispered to me after a few minutes of walking

“Yeah?”

“What are you… uhhhh… gonna do with the three of them?” Emta glanced back over her shoulder to make sure Veeraale, Haryoud, and Ohkall weren’t within hearing range.

“Uhh… take them back to camp?” I whispered back.

“I think what Emta means is, they think you are a murderous psychopath,” Kacerie softly chimed in. “Are you going to tell them it was all a trick to get inside Wyss’ head?”

“Yeah, like… they are going to fucking figure out you are a nice guy in the next few hours.” Emta glanced back over her shoulder again.

“If you keep looking back like that, they are going to think we are talking about them,” Kacerie whisper-laughed.

“Well, we fucking are, aren’t we?” Emta grunted. “But yeah, what Kacerie said. What are you going to tell them, Victor?”

“I already kind of told them I’m not a fucker,” I said with a half shrug. “I’m just going to let them figure it out. It would be too much work to sit down and explain my whole back story and then talk about how I’ve changed since I got here. Also, it doesn’t matter. The three of them are smart. I’m giving them a safe home and work. They might start to wonder why I’m not acting like I did before, but are they really going to bring it up and try to challenge my authority? I doubt it.”

“Especially when we all support and love you,” Kacerie said.

I got a small burst of emotion from Jinx and Soju, and then Emerald’s beam light flickered. The group stopped their whispered conversations, and we all focused our attention ahead. We were just on the edge of the cotton farm, and I felt the two hundred pounds of tension in my shoulders relax a bit.

It wasn’t home, but it felt like the next closest rest stop.

“We are here!” I called out as we stepped into the clearing around the cottage area.

“Victor,” Keefaye shouted as the door to the cottage opened, and then the golden-haired beauty jumped out, turned toward me, and began to run.

She leaped into the air with a giggle right before she reached me, and I caught her in my arms as she showered me with passionate kisses. Her long hair tickled my nose as I spun her around, and I gave her one final, lingering kiss as I set her back down on the ground.

“I… uhhh… missed you,” she whispered, and then her cheeks turned a bit red when she realized the entire group was watching us.

“We noticed,” Emta grunted.

“How are Oppena and Heeyuna doin--” I started to ask, but then a growl made every hair on the back of my neck stand on end, and I spun around to see Heeyuna standing before us with Oppena beside her.

“What are they doing here?” Heeyuna growled again as she pointed at Veeraale, Ohkall, and Haryoud.

Then her red eyes began to glow a neon blue that was twice as bright as the Emeralds’ gems.
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Chapter 3

Everyone froze as Heeyuna’s eyes grew brighter, but before I could say anything, Haryoud cast himself down on his knees and raised his arms toward her.

“Please!” he screeched. “We beg forgiveness! We understand what terrible things we’ve done, but it was not entirely our doing.”

Veeraale and Ohkall kneeled beside their friend, and then they both bowed their heads.

“Wyss was our leader, but we did not agree with his actions,” Ohkall rumbled. “We are sorry, Heeyuna.”

My friends were slowly side-stepping away from the three new members of our tribe, but I was still at the front of our group, so if Heeyuna was going to blast the three, I was for sure going to be collateral damage.

“Heeyuna, can we speak privately?” I asked as I did my best to disguise my fear. I didn’t really know the woman that well, so I didn’t know for sure that she wouldn’t Surge me in anger.

“Y-y-yes.” She blinked her glowing blue eyes a few times, and then the light began to fade from them until they turned back to their usual red color. She seemed to realize that she’d scared the shit out of everyone, so she cleared her throat and then gestured behind her to where the nearest grove of cotton-like trees stood.

We both walked about fifty yards away from the group until I guessed we were out of hearing range, but Jinx, Soju, and the balaur bondocs came with me and rubbed against each of our legs like they were cats looking for scratches. I hadn’t really told any of them to do it, but their affection seemed to bring Heeyuna back to reality, and she smiled slightly as she bent down to pet each of them.

“Your little friends are cute,” she sighed. “Sorry… I lost it back there. I realize you have brought them because they are joining your tribe.”

“Yeah,” I said. “From what I’ve observed Wyss and Syson were the only two assholes. Veeraale, Ohkall, and Haryoud were just looking for safety.”

“But Veeraale was his woman. She must have made some contribution to his plan to kidnap us?”

“Not really,” I said with a shrug. “It wasn’t like he was forcing himself on her. I think it was more that she was the only female and he was the leader. I don’t really care to dive deep into their past relationship. The fucker is dead. I killed him, and now we can talk about how both our tribes move forward as friends.”

“Yes…” she drew out the word as her now red eyes met mine. “Friends… Ahhh… Victor. I think we should have a different discussion.”

“Oh?”

“Wyss is dead?” she asked. “Really?”

“Yes,” I said, “your tribe doesn’t have to worry about him anymore.”

“I thank you for dealing with him, but it has occurred to me that I don’t have much of a tribe left.” She glanced in the direction of the cottage.

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“Eiter and Oppena want to join you,” she said.

“They do? Did they tell you that?”

“Not in those words,” Heeyuna said, “but Oppena hasn’t stopped talking about all the amazing women who follow you, and I don’t think I’ve ever seen Eiter smile, but she does it when she is around you and your followers.”

“We like her,” I said, “And Oppena, and you.”

“I also need Keefaye’s water.” Heeyuna crossed her arms. “Or I’ll die.”

“I said we’d give it to you in exchange for the cloth. Again, you don’t need to join us unless you want to. I’m not trying to force anything on you.”

“I didn’t want this,” she sighed as she gestured around the orchard. “I didn’t want to lead them. I didn’t want to come to this world.”

“None of us did at first,” I said.

“At first?” She furrowed her brows.

“Yeah. It’s… weird. The longer I talk to everyone… well… It becomes clear that most of us had a shitty life back on our worlds. Being brought here is initially terrifying, but once we start surviving, we start flourishing.”

“Is that how it was with you?” she asked. “Your life on your world was poor?”

“Yeah,” I chuckled.

“I find that hard to believe.” She blinked her eyes a bit as she glanced down my chest. “You are strong, intelligent, and charming. You have leadership skills that seem natural.”

“Yeah, well, I guess I’ve always been smart, but everything else I figured out when I got here. What about you?”

“On my world…” She paused a bit and then looked up into the night sky. “It doesn’t matter. You wouldn’t care.”

“I do care, or I wouldn’t have asked.”

“Okay, fair,” she laughed a bit. “We’ll talk about me later, and I’d like to learn more about you. For now, let’s talk about us. We would like to join you. Is that acceptable?”

“Yes.” I smiled. “We’d love to have you.”

“Even Avern?” She raised an eyebrow.

“Uhhh…” I sighed. “That guy.”

“I understand how you feel about him,” Heeyuna said. “I feel the same way, but I will argue his opinions about Wyss’ abduction plans were meaningless.”

“It’s a shit thing to think about your friends,” I said.

“He can’t do anything.” She shrugged. “His words are empty. Annoying and infuriating, but empty. The services he provides by tending to these trees is quite useful. The outfit I arrived in was not suited to the trials of this planet.”

“Oh?” I raised an eyebrow.

“We’ll speak of it later,” she actually laughed loudly, and it sounded like bells chiming. Like most of the women I’ve met on this world, Heeyuna was extremely beautiful. Her long, curly blue hair ended with dark purple tips that looked like they were dyed with plum juice. Her red eyes were a slightly different shade of crimson than Liahpa’s or Veeraale’s. They were almost vermillion and reminded me of the setting sun. Her sharp cheekbones and elf-like ears reminded me a bit of Trel, and Heeyuna had the same fierce danger around her that matched my arrogant lover. She had an air of confidence where she realized she could just destroy anyone around her, and that was alluring.

“You are staring at me,” she said with a smirk.

“Ahh, sorry.” I actually felt my cheeks heat a bit.

“Oppena explained to me that most of your tribe are your lovers?” Heeyuna raised a blue eyebrow. “Do you have the same plans for me?”

“Oh! No. Uhhh… The three of you are not expected to… uhhh… you know… with me.”

“Yes, Oppena explained that as well.” Heeyuna winked. “I’m just giving you a hard time, Victor.”

“Okay,” I let out my breath.

“Your cheeks are red.” She smiled wider. “It’s cute. You aren’t at all like I thought you were.”

“Is that good or bad?” I asked.

“It’s good.” She nodded.

“You also seem different,” I said. “More… uhhh… nice.”

“I’m feeling better.” She shrugged. “Keefaye’s water is really helping. Although I’m not used to this feeling in my head. I’m a bit dizzy and playful.”

It took me a second to realize what she meant, but then I guessed she might be buzzed from the blessed water. I thought about bringing it up, but then I figured it would be better to figure out a solution to it once we got everyone back to my camp. It was very possible we could catch enough fish and meat for her once we got our food systems better in place.

“We should talk about our next steps,” I cleared my throat.

“Of course.” She nodded. “Soooo… Avern?”

“Yeah. He can come.”

“Excellent.” She nodded. “Should we tell everyone now?”

“Yeah. Do you want to say--”

“You can,” she interrupted me. “My words are meaningless at this point.”

“What do you mean?”

“Victor, I need you,” she sighed. “Well, I need Keefaye, and she’s your woman. We need your protection. Your tribe works great, and it’s because of you.”

“It’s not all me,” I said. “Everyone is cooperating and doing their part.”

“Yes, so we want to be part of it. If you want, I can just say we are joining to get it started, and then I’ll let you take over. Just… keep my friends safe, okay?”

“I can’t guarantee anything on this world,” I sighed, “but I’ll do my best.”

“Your best seems really damn good.” She smiled at me. “Thank you.”

We looked at each other for a few more moments, and then we both turned to walk back to the cottage.

“Hey, everyone,” Heeyuna called out softly. “I have something I’d like to say.”

The group turned to look at the blue-haired woman, and I could read the nervous look on Veeraale’s face, along with Ohkall’s slightly slumped posture and Haryoud’s quick flickering of his eyes.

“What’s going on?” Oppena asked as she flicked back her hair.

“I want to thank Victor and his tribe for saving us from Wyss,” Heeyuna started, and then her red eyes turned to the three new members. “I’m sorry I was angry before. We’ve been through a lot, and--”

“Please don’t apologize,” Veeraale blurted. “We get it, and we are sorry to be a part of what happened.”

“Let’s move forward as friends.” Heeyuna nodded. “With that said, I’ve decided that what is best for me is to join with Victor’s group to the south. Avern, Eiter, and Oppena, I know you’ve picked me as your leader because of my abilities, and I’m not going to speak for you, but I’m guessing you are fine joining as well?”

“Yes!” Eiter actually smiled and clapped. “I would like that.”

“I would, too,” Oppena chuckled as she looked at Eiter. “Look at how happy the news made you.”

“Sorry for the outburst.” Eiter cleared her throat and then nodded to me. “Victor is a good leader, and I have come to be friends with all of you. I feel loyal to you, Heeyuna, so I would stay if you asked, but I think this is the best for all of us.”

“What of me?” Avern asked as he slowly raised his hand.

“You can come,” I said as nicely as I could stomach. “Just… Look… I’m not going to put up with any of your bullshit. Got it? You’ll get a roof, food, water, protection, and a job taking care of your trees.”

“Thank you, Victor.” The tree-man nodded his head.

“I’ll just say it one last time, and then we are done with this conversation: If any of my tribe says you are talking about raping them, or that rape is okay, or anything along the lines of what you told Heeyuna, Eiter, and Oppena, then I’ll drag your ass to the southern cliff of my campsite and throw you into the ocean. It’s about a hundred feet down, and the waves crashing into the rocks there won’t be kind. Do. You. Understand?”

“Yes, Victor.” He bowed even lower than before, and everyone could see his shoulders trembling. “I thank you for this forgiveness. I’ve had time to think about my words, and I will seek to change my beliefs.”

“If you need help, you can speak to me about it,” Zoru offered. “My kind also engage in aggressive behaviors to breed, so it has been interesting learning how different species love and produce offspring, and I feel a deeper understanding of how most of these different people come together.”

“Thank you… ahh… I forgot your name?”

“Zoru.” My friend smiled.

“Alright,” I said after I took a deep breath. “That’s out of the way. Now let’s talk about what our next steps are. It’s probably two in the morning, and the rest of the tribe is going to be worried about us. I know everyone is probably really tired, but if we head back now, we can make it in time for breakfast, and then--”

“Victor.” Heeyuna cleared her throat. “We should really bring Avern’s trees.”

“Bring them?” I said as I glanced around the orchard.

“Yes, please,” Avern said. “They are all mature and produce the knots of fiber. If I were to bring just the seeds with me, it would take a year to grow them, and you cannot tell from a seed if it will be a fiber-bearing tree. It might be a male, which only produces the pollen. I’ve carefully nurtured and cultivated our orchard here so that they are mostly--”

“You’ve been here for a year?” I asked as I raised my eyebrow.

“Well… no, I’ve--”

“Then how do you know that it takes a year to grow them?” I tried to keep my voice flat so that the new recruits didn’t hear me losing my shit with this guy.

“The orchard was here when he got here,” Oppena said.

“It was?” Heeyuna and Eiter asked at the same time.

“You said you grew these yourself,” Heeyuna growled at the tree-man.

“Well, I’ve… grown some of them, but yes…” Avern slowly turned to Oppena. “How did you know?”

“Cause I’m not a fucking idiot,” the rainbow-eyed woman scoffed. “I watched you move around the camp, and I paid attention to the trees. You told us your power was growing them, but the trunks on them look too old.”

“You lied?” Heeyuna’s voice was like a raspy scrape of a knife across sand now, and her eyes were starting to turn blue.

The woman obviously ran hot with her temper, and I probably needed to do something or she was going to fry him, but it also seemed like losing the guy really wasn’t going to be that big of an issue.

“No!” he said as quickly as he could as he slowly rotated his hands. “I do help grow them. We have these trees on my world. I am very familiar with them. No one else will be able to manage their soil or make them produce as I do. Please, Heeyuna. Please, Victor. I am of use to you. I am of use to these trees.”

“I’ve got someone back at my camp who is really fucking good at growing plants,” I sighed as I rubbed the bridge of my nose. “But I don’t think she wants to start over from seeds. If these trees have been here a while, someone got us started, and I think we should do the best we can to bring some. How many are there?”

“There are three hundred,” he answered.

“Well, we aren’t going to be able to bring that many,” I said. “I don’t even know how we’ll bring them. How much does each weigh?”

“We could pick up the smaller ones,” Kacerie said as she glanced at a tree near us. This one only came up to her waist, and I guessed it would have weighed twenty-five pounds or so if we put it in a few gallon bucket.

But we didn’t even have buckets to take them.

“It will take me probably two or three days to go back to camp, get Larry, Moe, and Curly, and then clear a path through the jungle back here.”

“I could burn us a path,” Gee chuckled. “Would go reeeeeal quick like.”

“Nope,” I laughed. “Keefaye and I burnt a ton of the jungle to the south already. I don’t want to test our luck.”

A low rumble to our east cut through our conversation. Eiter, Heeyuna, Oppena, Veeraale, Ohkall, and Haryoud all took a step away, but the rest of my crew just turned toward where Grumpy had been lounging at the base of a tree at the edge of the jungle.

“Oh, that’s a great idea, buddy,” I laughed. “I should have thought of that, but I’m not a genius like you are.”

Grumpy snorted, and I laughed again.

“What did he say?” Kacerie asked.

“He said we should just build rafts and let the current take us south, and he’s totally right. Even if we navigate the water really carefully, it would only take us an hour or two to get there instead of most of the day.”

“That is smart,” Heeyuna said as she glanced apprehensively at the giant purussaurus. “You can really understand all that he said with that one scary rumble?”

“Yeah,” I said.

“And… he is safe for us to be around?” Haryoud asked. “He is large and looks… hungry.”

“Grumpy is a member of our tribe,” I said. “He’s saved my life too many times to count. Back to the topic at hand, I don’t think we can make enough rafts to bring all these trees back. Well, we could, but I don’t want to spend a week building them. I want to get back home by tomorrow.”

“Victor,” Avern raised his hand slowly. “I… Please do not take the raft. I will not make the journey.”

“You won’t?” I asked.

“No. I am sorry. My body is too weak from being kidnapped and taken through the trees for those many hours. If my feet leave the earth for even ten minutes I fear I will petrify.”

“Fuck,” I sighed.

“I’m begging you not to leave me behind,” he whispered. “I know I have said some things, and I--”

“We said we weren’t going to talk about what you said in the past anymore,” I interrupted him. “You are in my tribe now, so we are going to take care of you. Understand?”

“Yes. Thank you, Victor.” The tree-man bowed his log-shaped head low again. “You bless me with grace and forgiveness.”

“Yeah, I do,” I muttered under my breath, but I doubted anyone heard me.

“So what’s the plan now?” Emta asked, and all eyes turned back to me.

I glanced around at everyone, and then I turned to face the trees for a few moments before turning back to them.

“We’ll split into two groups,” I said. “One group will escort Avern through the jungle back to our camp. The other will take the rafts and what trees we can south back to our fort. We’ll need to start working on rafts and digging up the trees right now.”

“King?” Ohkall spoke up. “If you do not mind the question, why do we need return to your fort so quickly?”

“I brought most of my warriors with me here,” I said as I gestured to my friends. “The women still at my camp have some protection, but I won’t feel better until we have more muscle back there guarding the place, and you, Haryoud, and Veeraale are part of that ‘more muscle’ group.”

“I understand.” The big rock man nodded.

“We will not let you down, King.” Haryoud nodded his head. “We will work now. Tell us what to do.”

“I need a raft building team and a tree-digging-up team,” I said.

“We have some items in the cottage we should bring with us,” Oppena said. “That alright?”

“Yeah,” I said. “And a ‘packing up the cottage’ team.”

“Will only take us fifteen minutes,” Oppena laughed, “but thanks for giving me a special group.”

“I can cut wood for the rafts,” Liahpa said as she made a few slow swings with her ring axe.

“I’ll help with rafts,” Kacerie said.

“I can dig the trees,” Sheela said. “We can use some sticks like we dug the well in our old camp.”

“I can help dig.” Ohkall raised his hands, and the blades on them merged together a bit to form a shovel shape.

“That’s a neat trick,” I said. “Avern, you’ll need to help them pick the right ones. We aren’t going to be able to take all of them, so pick the forty that are the smallest and strongest.”

“I will,” he said as he began to shuffle toward the orchard.

“We have some cloth,” Oppena said. “We can use them as sacks to hold the roots of the trees in.”

“Good idea,” I said. “Help them once you are done with the cottage stuff. I’m sure Eiter and Heeyuna can help you.”

The remainder of my tribe quickly split themselves into the work groups, and I suddenly found myself standing in front of the cottage with the two Emeralds.

“Looks like we better find a group to help,” I chuckled to her.

No, you should not.

“No?” I asked.

Look over there. At Veeraale and Haryoud.

The other Emerald pointed to the raft group where Veeraale was zealously cutting down a thin jungle tree with her ice sword and Haryoud was dragging branches over to a pile where Keefaye was sorting them.

“What about them?”

They work hard. Eager to please you. They are already good minions. They are happy to serve their king.

“Sooooo… I should just… not do anything?”

Both the Emeralds smiled at me.

“No,” I sighed. “I’m not that kind of leader. You know that. I worked my ass off to build our first fort, and our second fort, and then--”

We know the things you have done. We know the sacrifices you have made. We know the enemies you have crushed under your heel and the blood you have bathed yourself in.

“There wasn’t really any bathing of blood, but--”

The respect of your core followers is built, my mate. The example has been set. What will slaves think of a king who works beside them?

“Whoa now. They aren’t slaves,” I whispered to the Emeralds. “They are members of our tribe with equal rights.”

Are they, though?

One of the Emeralds smirked.

Are they equal? Would you pick one of them over us? Would you allow a fall of the two-colored stone to determine fate? That is what equal means.

“Well… Okay… No,” I admitted.

You can have your favorites. Your wives will take precedence, which is why females will beg to bear your children. The males will be expendable, and they will be grateful to stand near your greatness. The aura around you will give them more safety and comfort while they live, and that will be worth dying for.

“That’s really fucking grim,” I sighed. “I don’t know if they are going to go for that. I don’t know if I want to be the kind of king that--”

It’s no different on my world, Kacerie’s world, Sheela’s world, your world, anyone’s world. We all die, my mate. We struggle to obtain as much comfort as we can while we are living, and we hope to pass our essence on to our offspring before the darkness takes us.

“I don’t want to agree with you, but you make sense,” I sighed and then rubbed the bridge of my nose again.

A ruler needs compassion for his subjects.

One of the Emeralds gestured to her heart.

But he also needs to be absolute in his ruthlessness. Lesser beings will doubt and try to usurp. Such as my brother tried with me. Do not let any see your weakness. Now you are tired. You should not let your new subjects see you like this.

“Yeah, I’m fucking exhausted,” I admitted as I finally allowed myself to feel the headache I’d been fighting. “My brain is telling me I need to rest, but my body feels like a live wire, and I just want to cut down or dig up some trees with my friends.”

Your new subjects are eager to prove themselves. Let them spend their energy. They will not question you. They are terrified of your might. Use that fear to give yourself some space. You have worked harder than everyone else for the last few days.

“Alright,” I said. “Let me walk around real quick and make sure everyone is situated. Thanks again for your advice.”

Of course, my mate. It is our job to ensure you are successful.

I gave both of them a quick hug and kiss, and then I walked over to where Sheela was working on digging up a tree on the edge of the orchard with a wide branch. She saw me approaching and gave me a small smile as she paused her work.

“Sheela--” I started, but she interrupted me

“The moons are up,” she said as a small smile spread on her lips.

“The… moons?” I looked up and saw both the white and red moon making their way toward the edge of the planet.

“Yes,” she said as her smile grew wider. “You normally ask ‘what’s up’ but I have beat you to it.”

“God, I love you,” I chuckled. “I think that’s the cutest thing you have ever said to me.”

“But was it funny?” she asked. “I was hoping to get some of your world’s humor.”

“It was,” I said, “and cute.”

“I never try to be cute.” She frowned.

“You are all the time.”

“Never.” Her smile was practically splitting her face, and my heart ached with how much I loved her.

“When I hold you in my arms after I make love to you, and you purr against my chest. That is when you are the cutest.”

“Oh.” She stared into my eyes, and the golden orbs swirled with emotions. “That is fine. I suppose.”

“You seem like you are in a good mood.”

“I try to always be in a good mood, but yes. My shoulders feel light and my heart is… happy. Yes. That is a word I like. Even though I have been much happier since you and I have become together. It is because we have defeated Wyss and gained new allies.”

“Really?” I asked. “I didn’t think that would make you especially happy.”

“He was the deadliest opponent we have faced yet, and we gained seven new members from the battle. It is an amazing victory. I am very proud of you. I am proud to be your woman. I am proud of our tribe. That is why I am happier than usual. I am sure it will wear off in a few days and I will return to my usual self, but for now, I wish to celebrate this with a smile and kind words to my husband.”

“I love it,” I chuckled. “I’m in a good mood, too.”

“But you are tired,” she said.

“That obvious?” I asked.

“I know you very well. You should rest for a bit. Let the others work. Especially Veeraale, Ohkall, and Haryoud. They want to prove themselves.”

“Emerald said the same thing,” I laughed.

“They are cunning.” Sheela nodded to the cottage behind me.

“Cunning?” I raised an eyebrow. “That’s an--”

“I am happy they are on our side,” Sheela interrupted me. “I believe that… our… connection has increased. I understand more of the details of what she says. I will respect my sister-wife. She will protect me, and I will protect her.”

“Let’s talk about our marriage,” I said to change the subject. “We spoke about it a little when we were traveling to our new home, but I didn’t get to ask you the details of the ceremony.”

“You wish to speak of this now?” Sheela bit her lip slightly, and she glanced down at the hole she was digging around the tree.

“We can talk about it later, if you want, but since you are in a good mood and I’m in a good mood. I figure a few minutes break won’t hurt the progress on that hole much.”

“If you would like to talk about it,” she whispered, and then she gave me a shy smile that seemed very un-Sheela like. “What would you like to know?”

“How does the ceremony work?”

“There is a gathering of the two families,” she began. “The bride’s kin sit on her side and the groom’s on his. An elder male officiant will say a few words to each of them and then ask them if they wish to be committed to each other. Once they do, the ceremony is over, and the couple goes to their room to mate. The rest of the attendants normally have a party to celebrate the union.”

“That sounds similar to how it is on my world,” I said, “but the couple normally goes to the reception party after the wedding instead of having sex right afterward. The bride and groom normally have a few of their friends stand up there during the ceremony.”

“Yes, that is different than my world. The couple stand there alone, save for the elder. When do the pair mate?”

“After the reception party,” I laughed. “On your world, do they even go to the party afterward?”

“Sometimes,” Sheela said. “I only attended a few weddings in my life. It is a weird thing. We often wish to congratulate the pair, but if we see them at the party, it is often assumed that the male finished breeding his new wife too quickly, but it could also mean that he did a thorough job and has ensured she is pregnant.”

“So it could mean either thing?” I chuckled. “Yeah, we have weird cultural things like that on my world, too, where people are talked about negatively no matter what they do. What about decorations and outfits?”

“The pair are expected to dress elegantly,” Sheela said. “The bride should wear a green, yellow, or brown dress that conceals most of her legs. The male must also wear a dark coat and lighter shade shirt. White flowers must be displayed as decorations. All that attend the wedding normally take one home and try to keep it alive as long as possible. It’s considered lucky if the flower does not wilt within a month.”

“I don’t know if we can do the dress and the coat for me,” I said, “but I can probably find some white flowers. I haven’t really been looking around for any, but I will now.”

“I… might know where some are,” she whispered. “Are you sure that… you want to--”

“Yes,” I interrupted her and put my hand on her arm. “Sheela. I want to marry you like your people do. I know you call me your husband and I call you my wife, but let’s do it the right way. Well, as best as we can. Have you seen some flowers that will work?”

“Do you recall when we talked about this while we were traveling? Just a short time afterward, when we reached the base of the hill where the ocean and sand met the grass of the savannah. The jungle trees to the west had some flowers at the base of the trees on a vine. They looked almost identical to the specific type of vine flowers that we use for weddings on my world. I… well… I felt that it was a good omen. Even though I try not to believe in such things. It is silly.”

“It’s not silly to me,” I said. “You and I talked about getting married, and then you saw the flowers you wanted? That’s perfect. Even if it’s just luck, I’ll take it.”

“I do not know if they are still there,” Sheela sighed. “When we get back, perhaps you and I can go investigate the area?”

“That sounds like a great idea,” I said. “How many flowers do we need?”

“As many as possible,” she stated, but then her mouth turned into a sad frown. “The grander weddings have them everywhere. On the seats and on the floor. On the ceiling and strung between the walls so that they hang in the air.”

“Was that how your wedding to your ex was?” I asked.

“It was decorated fine,” she said. “Not that grand, since I was the seventeenth wife, but better than most get since he was a lord. It does not matter if we match it here. What matters is that you and I exchange our vows in front of our friends. I do not need flowers or a dress. I just need you.”

“And an ‘elder’ person,” I chuckled. “Who do you think we should get to marry us?”

“I have not actually thought about that part,” Sheela admitted. “I did not think we would actually have this conversation again.”

“You didn’t? Why?”

“We are so busy,” Sheela said as she shrugged her shoulders slightly. “Every day there are new challenges for us to face, especially you, Victor. You know I am often like this. I am fine with small bits of happiness, since it might not ever come again.”

“You are a stoic,” I said.

“Hmmm?” Sheela tilted her head. “I think the translations are strange. It sounded like you told me I was a ‘bearded thinker from the old times.’”

“Wow,” I laughed. “That’s… something else. It’s kind of true actually. In my world’s ancient times, when we were figuring out how to govern ourselves democratically and communicate with each other, there were a bunch of guys trying to figure out how to live life.”

“Stoic…” She said the word slowly again, and then she nodded. “Ahh. I think the translation is helping me to understand it more. Yes. It is an interesting word and belief.”

“I don’t know much about Stoicism, but they attempted to separate their emotions from their decision making process.”

“This seems like an intelligent way to go about making decisions.” Sheela nodded. “Can you tell me more about their teachings?”

“I’m afraid I can’t,” I said. “I just watched a few videos on YouTube-- uh, that’s like television on my computer-- about it randomly.”

“I see,” she said. “I am glad there is a name for the method of thinking. Perhaps we can speak on it more if I have future thoughts about it?”

“You want to be my philosophy buddy?” I chuckled. “I’d love that actually. I just… love you so much, Sheela.”

“I love you as well, Victor.” She stepped closer to me so that we could hug. “I am looking forward to finding white flowers with you, and getting married to you, and speaking about this Stoic belief, and having children, and… life with you.”

“Me, too,”

“But for now, I must help dig these trees out of the ground,” she said as we parted. “And you should get some rest.”

“I will,” I said, “but I’m going to talk to Kacerie first.”

I gave Sheela a quick kiss and then walked over to where the team was working on the rafts. Kacerie and Keefaye were talking through their build ideas as they arranged logs on the ground beside each other, while Veeraale, Liahpa, Emta, Gee, and Nomi worked on cutting down jungle trees.

“How’s it going?” I asked Kacerie and Keefaye as I stood next to them.

“We have it mostly figured out,” Kacerie said.

“We also thought of a new idea that Trel will probably love,” Keefaye said.

“Oh?”

“You know how we used the clay jug to float down the river yesterday?” Keefaye asked. “What if we craft some larger clay jugs that are closed off with air, then we can build a raft platform on top of them. That should make it safer.”

“That’s a good idea,” I said. “We had those kind of boats and rafts on my world. We call them pontoons. You might want to ask Gee if she knows about them. I’m actually surprised she isn’t helping you design the rafts.”

“We asked, but she said we were smart enough to tie a bunch of wood together,” Kacerie chuckled as she pointed into the jungle. “I think she just wanted to cut down some trees.”

I followed her finger and saw Gee stand clear of the other women before she let go of Nomi’s hand. As soon as her body was engulfed in flames, she pulled out her whip and cut down a tree with a trunk about three feet in diameter with a single swing. Then she let out a loud laugh before she grabbed Nomi’s hand again.

“We… aren’t even using logs that big,” Keefaye sighed.

“It’s okay, she can have her fun.” Kacerie shrugged.

“You are the schedule manager,” Keefaye said as she winked at both of us.

“Schedule manager?” I asked.

“Yes,” Keefaye said. “Kacerie normally keeps everyone on track so that we ‘meet the schedule.’”

“That’s actually a good impression of my voice,” Kacerie laughed.

“Yeah, you sounded close,” I laughed.

“I did my best,” Keefaye laughed. “I’m surprised our translation stuff in our brains, or ears, or wherever is actually doing that accurately. I wonder how everyone really sounds in their world’s language.”

“I have wondered that, too,” Kacerie said.

“Victor sounds like he comes from the western region of my world,” Keefaye said. “It’s a very sexy accent.”

“Oh, I do?” My mind spun for a bit because I’d never considered that my voice or accent might sound different through the language translation thing the Overlords put in our brains.

“You have regional accents?” Kacerie tilted her head.

“You don’t?” Keefaye gasped. “Everyone talks exactly the same?”

“Well, not exactly the same,” Kacerie clarified, “but I would not say anyone has an accent. We all speak the same language and are taught by the computers. It would be strange for someone to speak incorrectly.”

“Wait,” I said as I held up my hand. “Does your world only have one language?”

“Yes?” Kacerie looked surprised by my question, and then she turned to Keefaye, who also had her eyes opened wide.

“Do people on your world have multiple languages?” Keefaye gasped.

“Uh, yeah,” I said. “Like… I think there are hundreds of languages, and accents in those languages, and then someone who grew up speaking one language and learns another will have an accent in that new language that tells people what their native language is.”

“That sounds insane,” Kacerie laughed. “How does anyone get anything done in your world if you can’t talk to each other?”

“It’s not that bad,” I laughed. “It’s regional. My language is spoken by most of the people on the planet. There is an island nation there that conquered most of the world three hundred years ago. My country had a revolution and broke away from their rulership, and now our countries are friends, but actually to me, both of you and Emta sound like you are from different parts of that island nation.”

“What? I like this. Tell me more.” Kacerie smiled at me.

“Yes. I want to know more about this conquering island nation and what my voice sounds like to you.” Keefaye practically bounced on her toes.

“Okay,” I said as I tried to figure out the best way to explain all the nuances with the British Empire. “So… Man. This is a bit of a history lesson, but the country is called the United Kingdom, but before I get too far into that, I lived in a country called the United States of America. America being a large continent across a massive ocean from the United Kingdom. Our language and cultures are somewhat shared because the land was first settled and colonized like five hundred years ago by a few other countries, including the United Kingdom, that uhhh, was called England back then when they conquered the world. Okay, I’m probably losing you both.”

“I understand,” Keefaye said. “It is fascinating. There is not colonizing, or conquering, or different tribes like this on my world.”

“Oh, that helps,” Kacerie said. “If I think of them as ‘tribes’ I can make better sense of it. Please go on, Victor. Tell us more about what we sound like to you, though.”

“The United Kingdom is made up of four smaller countries on two islands, I think. England is the southern part of the main island. That was like the original country that did all the conquering back in the day. Wales is on the west side of that island, and I really couldn’t tell you the difference between them except they have super confusing names over there. Scotland is in the north, and it’s a lot of mountains, wind, and cold plains. Ireland is a smaller island off the main island to the west that gets a lot of rain, so it’s normally drenched and green, but I think only part of that country is in the United Kingdom. The rest is just ‘Ireland’ I think.”

“You don’t study this country much?” Keefaye asked.

“That’s actually a funny thing about my country,” I laughed. “The rest of the world kind of rolls their eyes at us because we tend to not give a fuck about what they are doing. Most countries know everything about us, but we don’t know anything about them. We don’t bother learning their languages or studying their cultures. Someone once said ‘When the USA sneezes, the rest of the world catches a cold.’ My country is powerful economically.”

“But this United Kingdom place used to be?” Keefaye asked.

“Yeah,” I said. “There was a great war, and they kind of got fucked up during it and never recovered to their previous grandeur. Anyway. It always seemed like a nice place to live with cool people who had awesome accents and fun ways of doing stuff. Kacerie, you talk like someone from a high wealth area of the biggest city there: London. We’d call it a ‘posh’ accent. It sounds really classy.”

“That works for me,” Kacerie said. “I like that. It really fits my personality. Or, it fits how I used to be. I think I’ve changed a bit since coming to this world.”

“Yeah, you have,” I said, “but I like the way you talk. It’s fancy.”

“What about me?” Keefaye asked.

“You sound a bit like you come from Scotland and Ireland,” I said. “It’s kind of a blend of both. My dad was from Ireland. I’ve never been to any of these places. I’m just telling you what I know from talking to him and watching TV shows. He liked Scotland because they invented whisky and golf, but he’d tell me that the Irish drink whisky and play golf better than the Scots.”

“What is golf?” Kacerie asked.

“It’s a game you play outside on a field of grass,” I said. “The players have a small ball two inches in diameter and wood or metal clubs of various sizes. The idea is that you hit the ball across the field and into a pre-dug hole. The person who does it with the least amount of swings wins. It’s normally played in a large area where there are eighteen of these holes, so you add up how many swings it took you at the end.”

“Did you play this game?” Keefaye asked.

“I… yeah… a few times,” I said. “I was never very good at it.”

“You played it with your father?” Kacerie asked.

“Yeah,” I cleared my throat. “Anyways. We are a bit off topic. Keefaye, the Scots and Irish are independent and proud people who live in harsh environments. Most people from my country love their accents.”

“Ohhh, that makes me happy!” she cooed. “I like learning about your world. It seems much more interesting than mine, but I lived a very sheltered life.”

“I did not live a sheltered life, and Victor’s world seems so alien,” Kacerie laughed. “Different languages and cultures and accents and games? I want to learn more.”

“Who else in our tribe has an accent?” Keefaye asked. “You said Emta had one?”

“Yeah,” I chuckled. “It sounds a bit like the poorer parts of London, so opposite of Kacerie’s accent.”

“Interesting,” Kacerie said. “She sounds exactly the same as someone who lives on my world. No accent.”

“She sounds like she comes from the east,” Keefaye said. “It is a nice area with a lot of farms and ranches.”

“Gee sounds like someone from an island country called Jamaica,” I said. “It is surrounded by a beautiful ocean, and the people who speak the language tend to be more relaxed and laid-back.”

“That sounds like her!” Keefaye gasped. “To my ears, she also has an accent from an island a few thousand miles from my city!”

“Hmmm…” I glanced over to the flame dancer as I thought through the similarities. “What about Sheela?”

“Oh, that is a strange one,” Keefaye sighed. “I have never heard an accent quite like that. I once spoke with someone from the other side of our world, he said he came from a small mountain ice colony, and the passes only melt for a few days during the summer. Other than that they were completely isolated. Her accent was similar to that man’s but not a complete match. How does she sound to you?”

“She sounds like she’s from this massive island on the other side of the world from me, too,” I said. “It’s called Australia, and it used to be a place where England would send their prisoners. There are a lot of dangerous animals there.”

“Do you think there is a common theme between the way survivors’ voices sound to each other?” Kacerie asked.

“I’m wondering,” I replied. “What about Trel?”

“She sounds like she comes from a rich mountain part of my world,” Keefaye laughed. “They have a lot of gold and other precious metals there. How about you?”

“She sounds like she’s from an area in Eastern Europe,” I said. “That’s another large continent on my world. It was where a lot of old kings used to rule the land. It’s steeped in dark, foreboding, and mysterious fable. It’s an area of my world that’s always having political problems.”

“I think there is something to this,” Kacerie said. “We should talk to everyone and--”

“Hey!” Gee called out. “We’re almost done cutting these trees. You have a plan for the rafts?”

“Yeah! I think we’ve got one!” Keefaye called back.

“Then help us carry the rest of these branches over to you!” Liahpa shouted, even though she was currently dragging four massive branches by herself, and I doubted I could drag more than one of them at a time.

“Let’s talk about this later,” Kacerie said to both of us, but before she could turn to walk over to the cutting group with Keefaye, I gently grabbed onto her shoulder.

“Can we talk privately for a bit?” I asked.

“Of course,” she said. “Everything okay?”

“Yeah,” I said as I motioned for her to follow me a few dozen feet away from the raft building site so we could have some privacy.

“I know what you are going to say,” she said as soon as we were more alone.

“You do?” I asked.

“Yes. I’m taking it easy.” She patted her stomach. “I didn’t really lift anything that heavy.”

“Oh, I trust you to do what’s right for our baby,” I said. “I don’t know anything about this.”

“You don’t?” She raised an eyebrow.

“Nope,” I laughed. “I’ve never gotten a woman pregnant before, or had a baby, so this is all new to me.”

“And now you have… five women pregnant?” she said with a small smirk.

“The only one we are sure of is you,” I said. “I don’t know about anyone else. But back to your earlier comment. Why is it weird that I’m trusting you with our baby?”

“Oh, it’s just that…” Kacerie paused a bit and then took a deep breath. “Sorry. I still forget that we are from different worlds. You look just like a man I’d date on my world, and you talk like one, and you… well… during this time I would be seeing doctors every week or so.”

“I think women on my world see a doctor every ten weeks, and the pregnancy lasts around forty weeks.”

“Just four visits?” Kacerie gasped. “That doesn’t seem like enough.”

“Do the doctors ever find an issue?” I asked. “That seems like a lot of visits.”

“Well… there normally isn’t an issue,” she said. “You know, now that I think about it, I don’t really know why we go to the doctors so much when we are pregnant.”

“Maybe it has something to do with the computers that tell you all what to do?” I asked.

“They don’t exactly tell us what to do,” she laughed. “There is some nuance in there. You are right, though. It might have something to do with the computers. They might need to have the information. The point I am not exactly doing a good job of making is that, on my world, the husband normally frets the most with the pregnancy and is responsible for making sure his woman is making all the appointments.”

“Oh, okay, I get it.” I smiled. “Tell me what you want me to do, and I’ll do it. Anything to make you more comfortable with all this.”

“I feel completely fine,” Kacerie chuckled. “I always thought the husband-fretting-stuff was a bit annoying, and I wasn’t looking forward to that part when… well… here we are, and we are on a strange world with dinosaurs and the father of my child is from another world. I realize I’m going to have to be really clear with what I need from you during all this, since you aren’t going to know.”

“That will be helpful,” I said. “It’s good advice for all people in a relationship: tell the other person what you want from them instead of just expecting them to read your mind.”

“I’ll make sure I communicate with you. We’ve been great together so far. I don’t have any fears.”

“Me, either.”

“Besides the… you know… Are we going to get eaten by dinosaurs or murdered by other survivors. Having a baby in all this seems rather droll.” She laughed as she rested her hands on her stomach.

“It’s our first time, so we’ll just do what feels right. If you want to lift logs, go for it. If you want to take it easy, please do. I’ll take care of you. You know that.”

“I do,” she sighed as she fluttered her eyelashes at me. “I love you so much.”

“I love you, too,” I said.

“But you wanted to talk to me about something else?” she asked.

“Yeah. I wanted to know about the marriage ceremony on your world. We talked about it a bit, but I didn’t get a lot of details.”

“The large flying dinosaurs attacked us,” Kacerie said. “That was terrifying. What did you call them?”

“Quetzalcoatlus,” I said, “and then there were the T-Rexes a bit ago. Right before they attacked us you were about to tell me more about how the marriage ceremony worked.”

“Yes.” She smiled at me, and her cheeks flushed a bit. Then she took a deep breath and let it out slowly.

“You okay?” I asked.

“Oh, yes,” she laughed. “It’s just that whenever you speak of this I get really, really happy. I know we talked about this before, but I dreamed of finding my soulmate and getting married, but I dated all these rich men who were as wrapped up in their businesses just like I was wrapped up in mine. None of us wanted to commit to each other. I was quite frustrated, but at the time I didn’t have the introspection to realize that I was just as much at fault as they were.”

“Yeah, you and I talked a bit about that,” I said.

“I had to get abducted and dumped onto a primitive world with giant lizards to realize what kind of man I needed and what kind of woman I needed to be. Soooo… anyways, when you start to talk to me about the wedding ceremony my heart just kind of flutters and spins around in my chest, and all I can think about is how much I love you and how happy I am that your baby is growing inside of me.”

“I’m happy, too,” I said. “And I want to make you happier, so tell me how we do this wedding ceremony the right way? I want the specifics.”

“We are starting off a bit incorrectly,” she began. “After a couple has dated for a while, and they want to get married, they have to go to the computers and ask permission.”

“Here we go with the computers telling you guys what to do again,” I laughed.

“Okay, well… yes,” she giggled. “In this case the computers do tell us what to do, but they tend to do a very good job.”

“How would a computer know?” I asked. “That just seems crazy to me.”

“They often refuse,” she said with a shrug. “Couples really worry about that, so there are all these steps people who are dating take to try and increase the chances of the computers saying yes.”

“Wow,” I said. “This is a bit off topic from our own wedding, but I’m really interested to know what you’d do to convince the computers to say yes.”

“Well, they don’t give us an exact answer,” she said. “There are just things people have noticed over the years. One thing that is really absolute is that the pair can’t live together before. If they do, the computers almost always say no.”

“Damn.”

“They must each have separate homes. It also helps if each person lives on their own and pays for their own means. If someone lives with their parents, even if they are helping their parents because they might be older, the computers seem to have a higher chance of declining the marriage.”

“So each person must live by themselves--”

“They can have roommates,” she clarified. “And the thing with the parents isn’t a hundred percent rule. It just seems to sway them more to decline the marriage.”

“Okay, so each person lives within their own means and has a job to pay for their own place. What else can you do to ensure that the computers say yes?”

“Cooking together helps,” she said. “Living in the same city, seeing each other three times a week at least, but seeing each other every day seems to decline average acceptance rates, so most people will only see their partner five times or so a week. One of those dates should be a date with another couple. Oh, and they should have one date where they work on improving something, like painting a room or fixing something that is broken.”

“Huh,” I said. “What about sex? Does that help?”

“No one noticed a trend either way with how much sex the couple has,” she said. “It’s really frowned on if a woman becomes pregnant before they are married, but if she does, it seems to increase the chances of the computers saying yes.”

“That sounds like a gamble, though,” I said.

“It is,” she agreed. “Getting the computers to agree to the marriage is the main goal for everyone dating seriously, so some couples will go to drastic extremes to get favor with the computers. I just didn’t think it all worked like that, though.”

“You didn’t?”

“Nope,” she laughed. “I always thought that if I dated someone, and I cared for him, and we did the things we thought we should do, then the computers should say yes. It didn’t make sense to go crazy over it. Some couples really lose their minds.”

“But what happens if the computers say no to the marriage?” I asked.

“Then that’s it for them,” she said. “They can’t get married.”

“But… can’t they just stay together and have babies?” I asked. “Does your world give a special benefit to those who are married?”

“Yes.” Kacerie nodded quickly. “They pay very little in taxes comparatively, and if there are services provided by the computers, married families are given them first.”

“That doesn’t seem fair,” I said. “If a couple loves each other and they have a child, they should be able to have the same--”

“The computers don’t care about what we think is fair,” she cut me off. “They are programmed to progress and ensure the safety of our species. They are never wrong, so if a couple is told they are not a good fit for marriage, they should not stay together, and they should definitely not have a child. That’s why it is frowned upon to have a baby outside of wedlock. The computers might think the couples that do would damage society, and if we consider that they are right about everything else…”

“I guess I kind of get it,” I said. “But can couples get a divorce?”

“It is rare, but it does happen,” she said. “They would have to ask the computers again.”

“How often is rare?” I asked.

“Oh, like… I’ve heard of it happening three times in my life,” she said.

“In your city or--”

“Oh, no, the world,” she laughed. “And all three cases had something in common. Can you guess?”

“Hmmmm… did they cheat on each other?”

“Nope.”

“Did…” I paused as I tried to guess what would persuade a genius supercomputer that seemed to be able to tell the future to change its mind about the marriage of two people “Something happen to change the personality of someone in the marriage?”

“Wow, you got it,” she gasped. “You are so smart.”

“Lucky guess,” I chuckled. “What happened?”

“On one, the man was struck by lightning. It completely changed his personality. On the other ones, it was a head injury the woman had, and the husband said she was no longer the same woman. The last one is interesting because the man’s testicles were injured.”

“So he couldn’t have kids?” I asked.

“They had already had three kids,” she said. “He was actually much older, but without his testicles his hormones didn’t produce correctly. They were able to separate because his personality changed dramatically.”

“I feel like my personality has changed since I got here,” I said. “I don’t even think I’m the same Victor you first met, and I am so much more capable than the Victor I was when I first got here.”

“We’ve all changed since we first got here,” she said. “Remember how much of a bitch I was? Ugh. I think it is the growth we have together that matters. If our personalities change together with age and experience it will be fine. I’m confident the computers would agree to let us marry, and I would never ask them for a divorce.”

“I think these computers would like us together, too,” I said as I smiled at her. “So then I’d want to marry you. What does that look like?”

“Oh, it’s a big deal,” she cooed. “Tons of bright flowers. Especially purple ones.”

“Purple?” I asked. “Why purple?”

“Because it’s my favorite color!” she laughed. “And I’d wear a dress the same color, or maybe the color of Eiter’s hair. I love that shade of lavender. Then I’d wear pearls in my ears and on my neck. You’d be dressed in a white suit with a long tail and a single red flower on your left lapel.”

“Why a red flower?” I asked.

“Because that is my second favorite color,” she chuckled. “Also reminds me of your heart.”

“These are all good reasons,” I laughed. “What about the ceremony? Who comes and what happens?”

“Everyone comes,” Kacerie said. “They sit down all facing the same place in the room. Then they listen to two of our favorite songs. Once that’s over, we both walk out hand in hand. Then we thank everyone for coming and tell them what we love about the other person. Others in the audience can stand up and talk about why they think the computers approved our marriage. It is a fun event that can last many hours. People will bring out drinks and snacks and hopefully everyone will have a chance to speak. Then, when we feel like everyone has had their say, the event is over. We’d go back to our home or a hotel room and make love until we were sure I was pregnant.”

“I really like this ceremony,” I said. “We don’t have that much audience participation on my world. There is kind of a stiff formal event when the pair get married, and then there is a party afterward where a few people might say something about the couple, but I like how everyone gets involved in your ceremony.”

“The hard work has already been done,” Kacerie said with a small shrug. “The computers already said the couple is good to be together. It is done instantly. All that is left is to tell everyone and wonder why the computers agreed.”

“So… for us?” I trailed off. “We don’t have your computers agreeing that we should be married, but can we do all the other stuff? Like we can stand in front of everyone and they can say why they think we are a good match to be married?”

“Yes, that would be perfect,” Kacerie sighed, but her voice sounded a bit strained.

“You wish your parents could come?” I guessed.

“Yes,” she said as she gave me a faint smile. “They lived in a different city than me, so we mostly spoke on the phone, but they would have wanted to be there when I got married, and they most certainly would have wanted to know their grandchild.”

“I’m sorry,” I said.

“I just wish they knew I was okay,” she whispered. “Actually, I’m better than just ‘okay.’ I’m flourishing. I’ve met the man of my dreams, and I’m doing things I never thought I was capable of. I’ve made real friends that I think of as my sisters. I want them to know all that, just if it could only be a few seconds where I could tell them before I’m gone again forever.”

“You don’t want to go back home?”

“No,” Kacerie said with a firm shake of her head. “Absolutely not. I was kept busy with my salon and endless dating of men who were just as shallow as me. My family is here now. You are here. I just wish they knew, but ahhh… I should not complain. My parents are still alive.”

“That’s why it’s harder for you,” I said. “I don’t think you should feel bad for missing them or wanting them to know you are doing great.”

“Thanks, Victor,” she sighed again, but this time she wore a large smile on her face. “So, yes, with our wedding. It would be nice if I had a beautiful dress, and you had a handsome suit, and I had an ocean of purple flowers and you had a red one over your heart, but all that really matters is that we stand before our friends and they tell us how happy they are that we are going to be together.”

“We can do that,” I said. “I’ll start with the planning.”

“That’s normally the woman’s job,” she chuckled.

“You do plenty around the camp,” I said.

“Yes, but not as much as you.” She pursed her full lips.

“Then we’ll each do what we can. First step is to get back home. You aren’t tired at all? You don’t need to rest?”

“No, I feel great.” Her electric-blue eyes traced up and down my chest before she studied my face for a few moments. “You, however, look exhausted. Maybe you should take a quick nap?”

“Sheela and the Emeralds just told me that exact same thing.”

“Then you should listen to them.” Kacerie nodded, and then she pointed behind me to the cottage. “It looks like Eiter, Heeyuna, and Oppena have finished pulling out the dishes and such.”

I turned around and saw that Kacerie seemed to be correct. The three female members of the cottage tribe had stacked up half a dozen cloth sacks in front of the cottage where the Emeralds were waiting. Then Eiter and Oppena walked toward the jungle where the team was cutting down trees for the rafts, and Heeyuna walked toward Kacerie and me.

“We are done packing our things,” Heeyuna said when she got to us. “Can I help with anything else?”

“Sure,” Kacerie said, “but Victor needs to rest. Can he sleep in the bed inside?”

“Of course,” Heeyuna said as she nodded to me. “There is actually a way to bar the door inside with a stick. It won’t keep anyone from forcing their way inside, but it should give you some privacy if you want to take off your clothes and air them out.”

“Do I smell that bad?” I chuckled.

“Actually, no,” Heeyuna laughed. “Just thinking you might want to take a break from them. Any chance I get, I often take off my clothes so-- Sorry, Kacerie. I’m not trying to flirt. I know he is your man.”

“I thought nothing negative,” my pink-haired lover laughed. “I love sleeping naked, and I’m looking forward to doing it more once we have sheets for our beds, new clothes, and new underwear.”

“And you all have soap,” Heeyuna sighed longingly. “I heard that’s something you are personally responsible for?”

“It is,” Kacerie said. “Trel is trying to figure out how to get us hot water into the camp. I’m sure we are just a few weeks away from it. She’s quite a genius. She’ll tell you she is, of course, many times, but it is the truth.”

“Yes, I heard about her,” Heeyuna laughed. “Oppena said she was very funny.”

“Yes… funny… that works,” Kacerie giggled. “Come on, then. I’ll tell you the plan we have for the rafts. Victor, go rest. We have this handled.”

“Yes, ma’am,” I gave a small salute, and then I walked toward the cabin.

The two Emeralds were waiting for me by the door, and I took one look at their white eyes and knew what they had planned.

“Uhh… I’m supposed to be taking a nap,” I whispered as I opened the door to the cottage.

You will.

One signaled as they pushed inside behind me and closed the door behind.

We will put you to sleep.

The second one threaded a rod of wood into the latches to lock the door.

But before that, you will fill us with your seed so we can bear your powerful offspring.

The first one motioned again, and then they both kneeled before me and began to unfasten my leather belt.
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Chapter 4

Whatever exhaustion I felt lifted from my shoulders as soon as the two Emeralds freed my cock from my underwear, and I suddenly felt twenty pounds lighter. A light shiver descended my spine as soon as the cool air of the cottage kissed my stiff erection, but before I had any more time to think, the Emerald on my right leaned down and slid her warm mouth over my tip.

“Ohhh, shiiiit,” I moaned as her tongue began to lightly caress the urethral opening.

The inside of the cottage was lit by a few glowing embers in the small fireplace in the far corner. It was more than enough light to see since my eyes were used to the darkness, but as the Emerald continued to press the tip of her tongue against the opening at the tip of my penis, the purple gem on her forehead began to glow and pulse.

“Why… are… you… lighting?” I gasped between the incredible sensations coursing through my shaft.

It is how we express our pleasure with lovemaking.

The second Emerald motioned as she finished untying my boots, and then I reached down to hold the shoulders of the Emerald sucking my cock so that the other one could remove my boots.

“You didn’t glow on the cliffs before,” I whispered, and then I let out a long moan as she took my shaft all the way in her mouth and began to swirl her tongue around the base.

We did not want the enemies down below to know we were there. It added a bit of eroticism to our lovemaking, which was fine, but now we can light and glow all we want. In fact, all the females here will see my light and know you are pleasuring and filling us with your seed. This will raise their arousal and fertility.

The second Emerald pulled down my pants as she gestured, and I made the easy comparisons between having sex with someone and trying not to be loud so people in the other room didn’t hear.

I was then free of my pants and underwear, but I still had my socks on, so I once again used Emerald’s shoulders to balance so that I could rip them off. Then I was totally naked, and I leaned my head back and closed my eyes as the other Emerald took a turn tasting my cock.

“Woooow,” was all I could moan as I felt two sets of hands roam my body while two mouths licked, sucked, and nibbled on every part of my genitals.

If one Emerald took me all the way in her mouth, the other would lick and suck on my balls. When the other sucked at my tip, her clone would run her tongue up and down my shaft. It was a swirl of wet sounds and velvety caresses punctuated by the gentle purple glow that each of their forehead gems gave off.

I ran my fingers through each of their thick green manes, and I gazed down into their beautiful and deadly-looking white eyes as they stared up at me. They both gave me matching looks of complete adoration as they pleasured me, and the sight of both of them so into tasting me almost made me lose control.

“This feels so good,” I grunted as I struggled to hold onto my orgasm, but the pair of them seemed to sense my distress, so they slowed the aggression of their mouths for a minute or so and just ran their fingers up and down my chest and hips.

Then, once I’d regained control, they began pleasuring me again with their tongues.

The minutes passed as they devoured me, and I felt an orgasm beginning to build again, but before I could warn them, they both backed off once more, and they brought me back from the edge with patient fingers and wide grins.

“You are torturing me,” I chuckled in between ragged breaths.

It is all to ensure you pour the maximum amount of sperm into our wombs.

We listened when Trel told us how to make love to you efficiently.

“Well, that was nice of her,” I chuckled, “but I think it’s time for me to work on you two. I’m going to lie on the bed, and one of you will ride my face while the other one rides my cock.”

Yes, Mate.

We would love that. We are eager to be penetrated by you.

The straw mattress was covered with the same orangish fabric that Heeyuna’s tribe used for all their clothes. I guessed that it would feel exactly like cotton, but it felt more like silk or satin against my skin when I laid on it. It was a pleasant surprise, but then I was surprised again when both Emeralds attacked my cock with their mouths as soon as I laid on my back.

“Noooo…” I groaned after I let them lick me for a few more moments. “One… of… you on my cock. The other on my face.”

They both grinned at each other, gave my shaft a last stroke, and then began to take off their clothes. The clones moved perfectly in sync with the same procedure of removing their white shirts first, then their tight black pants, and finally their simple underwear, so it seemed like one person with a mirror held up so that there was a reflection.

Once they were both naked, they moved to take their positions, but I held up my hand and they both froze midstep.

“Let me look at both of you,” I whispered.

They nodded and stood up a bit straighter so that my eyes could easily trail down the twin vision of their perfect necks, small but firm breasts, narrow waists, full hips, and slender thighs. They both really did have bodies that would have been perfect for a swimsuit magazine cover or a New York City runway, and the silky-looking scales on their skin along with the green hue only added to their alien beauty.

“Turn around,” I said as I raised my pointer finger and twirled it.

The two Emeralds nodded and smiled even wider. Then they turned in opposite directions so that I could see their perfect little asses. Their butts had the ideal amount of thickness of muscle and fat on them, and their long legs made my mouth water.

“Bend over and show me where you want my sperm to go,” I purred.

The room suddenly burst with bright purple light coming from both of their foreheads, so I guessed they were turned on by my order. It took them a few seconds to act afterward, but then they slowly bent over at the waists so that their asses were thrust out toward me.

Then, ever so slowly, they both reached back with their hands and spread open their pert little ass cheeks so that I could see their glorious pussies.

“Fuuuuck,” I groaned. “You both are dripping wet. It’s sliding down both of your thighs a bit. It looks so delicious. I can’t wait to taste one of you with my mouth and slide inside the other one of you with my cock. Are you ready for me?”

They both nodded, and the bright light from their gems bounced in the small cottage, but they didn’t move.

They were waiting for me to give them the order.

“Come on then,” I whispered, and they both spun around and practically leapt toward the bed.

The one who didn’t move toward my face swung her leg over my hips, grasped the base of my shaft, and pointed the tip of my erection at her glistening pussy. I tensed my body as I prepared for her to slide me inside, but then the other Emerald gently pushed down my face with her hand before straddling me.

“Hmmmmmm,” I moaned as I felt my cock slide into the tight tunnel of one Emerald while the dripping pussy of the other one pressed against my mouth. I was overcome by the pleasurable sensation of my penis being enveloped in velvety tightness and the wonderful, musky scent of Emerald’s sex pressed into my nose.

My tongue pushed into her slickness while the other Emerald began to rock her hips back and forth, and I couldn’t help but moan again as the purple lights began to slowly pulse and flicker in the room.

The Emerald riding my cock was moving in a way that made every inch of my shaft rub against every part of her tunnel, and I was so deep inside of her that my tip felt like it was being squeezed by her mouth again. Each time she rolled her hips back and forth I didn’t think I could get any deeper, but somehow I seemed to slide more inside of her tightness after every minute, and it soon felt like I was practically in her stomach and being squeezed by her strong hands.

The sensation would have been enough to make me climax, but I was trying to focus on pushing my tongue as deep as it could go into the Emerald riding my face before swirling it around her clit. I licked slowly at first before gently pressing the tip of my tongue as far as I could into her sopping tunnel, but after a few minutes, I could tell from the way her body squirmed and the flashes of light that she liked it when I quickly thrust my tongue into her and then lapped up her clit like I was eating an ice cream cone.

I tried to ignore the incredible sensations coming from my cock while I worked on the Emerald on my face, but I let my hands roam between them, and I firmly squeezed an ass here, rubbed a nipple there, and trailed my fingers everywhere I could across their slick skin. It was strange making love to women who didn’t moan, pant, or say my name, but the lack of their vocal expressions made me hyper focused on the way their hips moved as they accepted me, how their pussies tightened or relaxed, and how much wetness poured out of them. The flicker and intensity of the lights really helped, but they seemed to get brighter as they both approached their orgasms, and I had to close my eyes because it felt like I was staring into car headlights.

A few seconds after that, both of their orgasms crashed into them.

The Emerald riding my cock clenched around me like a velvet vise as her body spasmed, and the one on my face shivered like she’d just gotten out of freezing water. They were already soaking wet and pouring onto me, but the amount of liquid that came out of both of them when they climaxed was probably a good four ounces, and I had to lap up her deliciousness so that I didn’t drown in it.

They climaxed for a good ten or fifteen seconds, and then they both slumped against each other with the one riding my cock wrapping her arms around the one riding my face. Their chests moved dynamically, but I could barely hear the sound of the air leaving their lungs. Their eyes were both half closed with pleasure, and the one that had been on my face slowly moved her fingers up and down her chest as she smiled at me.

Our mate is incredible at pleasuring us. We never thought such climaxes were possible.

“We aren’t done yet,” I chuckled.

No. You have not filled us with your seed yet.

“Exactly,” I growled, “but there are two of you, so I need to try my best to give you equal treatment. Switch positions.”

They both nodded, and I hissed as the one my cock was currently buried in raised her hips so that I slipped out. My shaft was only cold for half a moment though, since the other Emerald quickly grabbed it and lowered herself down so that she was impaled on me.

Then the one I’d fucked first moved up to my face, and I was soon licking another gushing pussy while enjoying the feeling of my penis deep inside of the tunnel of another Emerald.

Both of their bodies felt and tasted exactly the same, so I used the same technique with my tongue that I’d used on the first Emerald. They were both much more sensitive now because they’d already climaxed, so it didn’t take more than five or so minutes for them both to orgasm again, and then we were all dripping with their wetness.

Incredible.

The one on my cock motioned before she slowly raised her hips to slide me free of her. I gave a groan of protest when my cock was free of its warm sheath, but then both of them began to lick and suck on me again, and the room started to spin violently.

“I thought you wanted me to cum inside both of you?” I gasped as I felt an orgasm begin to tiptoe near.

Oh, yes, we do, but we are getting you closer.

We need all of your seed, Mate.

Every last drop.

Every last sperm must seek our eggs. We are fertile and need to produce your strong descendants. Galmine will help, but the seed must be fresh and potent.

And plentiful.

“Then let’s get it done,” I growled as I sat up. “I want both of you on your knees. I’ll take you from behind.”

Yeeeeeeesssss. Claim us, Mate.

Force your essence into us as deep as you can.

You have dominion over our bodies and our souls. Control us, possess us, breed us. We want to feel your power. We want it so much.

I didn’t think my penis could get any harder, but the whispered words in my mind dripped with hot desire, and the two Emeralds trembled with need as they kneeled and presented their entrances to me. My mind was still spinning from forcing my orgasm down, and an animalistic growl escaped my throat as I kneeled down behind the Emerald on the left.

I grabbed her left hip with my left hand, and then pointed my cock between the lips of her pussy with my right. Then I thrust as deep as I could into her as I let out a roar.

Her body bent back against me as her purple light began to flicker like a strobe, and I brought my right hand to her right hip so that I could yank her back into me as I thrust in again. It was as hard as I think I’d ever fucked a woman, and little pinpricks of light erupted across my vison as I felt her tighten around me.

I did a half a dozen more deep and savage thrusts into her before I realized I wasn’t paying any attention to the Emerald kneeling on my right.

“I didn’t forget about you,” I growled as I moved my right hand over and pushed two of my fingers into her drenched tunnel.

Ohhhh… Soooooo good…

She pushed back into my hand, and I soon found a rhythm where I thrust into both of them simultaneously. It was a little awkward to only hold onto one of Emerald’s hips while I pushed into her, but she seemed to realize this too, so she bent her body down and raised her ass more so that most of the momentum of my thrust pushed her chest into the bed instead of horizontally across it. The Emerald on my right seemed to realize that was a smart idea, so she quickly did the same, and their positions provided enough pushback for me to use most of my hip strength to slam my cock as deep as I could into the left Emerald.

I lost myself for a good fifteen or twenty minutes. Their bodies just felt more than incredible against me, and the sound of my wet cock and fingers sliding deep into their bodies put me into somewhat of a meditative trance. Her tunnel felt like it was made to accept my cock, and every moment felt like unbelievable bliss.

The Emeralds seemed to share my pleasure, and they kept climaxing over and over again, until they were just in a constant state of spasming around my cock and fingers, and the lights from their forehead gems glowed as brightly as the full moons.

Sweat poured down my chest and added to the wet sound of our bodies coming together, and a slow tug deep in my balls told me that I was creeping toward a climax.

And I wasn’t going to resist this one.

The sensation spread from my groin to my thighs, and then up to my stomach and chest. Even though I knew I was destined to climax, I still held on for as long as I could so that I could prolong everyone’s pleasure. Then Emerald seemed to sense my approaching orgasm, and she pushed her body up from the bed and began to buck back against me.

“I’m going to cum,” I growled. “I’m going to fill you up and give you a baby.”

Her light seemed to shine like the sun against the walls of the cottage, and I wondered if anyone outside could see it, but then I really didn’t care. All I cared about was filling my woman up with my seed and watching her stomach grow with my child.

I let go as I thrust as deep as I could into her.

“Ohhhh… Emerald…” I growled as my entire body tensed, and she reached back with her left hand to dig her claws into my ass so that I couldn’t pull out.

Not that I wanted to.

I poured into her like a bursting river, and it felt like every cell in my body was screaming with sweet agony. My balls tensed and relaxed a dozen times, and I pulled my fingers out of the Emerald on my right so that I could grab around the other Emerald’s throat. Then it felt like she was squeezing my cock with both her hands, and it just made more of my cream pour into her.

We stayed locked together as one pulsating and vibrating body for a good minute, but then my balls finally relaxed, and we both fell forward onto the bed in one wet heap.

“Fuck.” I sucked in air and realized I’d been holding my breath during my entire orgasm. I could barely breathe, and my heart felt like it was hammering at two hundred beats a minute.

You claimed her well, Mate.

The Emerald on my right smiled at me as she kneeled on the bed.

He did. I am filled with his warm essence. I feel it leaking into my fertile womb. After Galmine uses her ability on me, my body will begin with the task every woman is blessed with: creating an offspring for her mate. We are lucky, for our mate is the strongest of the males, so our child will be very powerful.

I slowly moved my hips back, and I gasped as my cock slid out of Emerald’s warm tunnel. My penis was covered with both of our cum, and some of it dripped from my tip as I moved over on my knees to the other Emerald.

“Lay on your stomach,” I ordered the right Emerald.

Her white eyes opened wide, and then she practically bounced on the straw mattress as she followed my order. I moved her long legs so they were more together, and then I straddled them and scooted up so that my cock rested on her ass crack.

“It is your turn,” I growled as I spread open her butt cheeks to expose her anus and vagina. Then I pushed my slick cock into her even wetter tunnel and let out a groan.

“You feel so goooood,” I growled as her tightness enveloped me, and then I began to grunt as I thrust into her at a moderate pace.

The angle I had into her was exquisite, and each time I pushed into her tunnel, it felt like every part of me rubbed against every part of her. She felt even tighter than normal because her legs were together, and I soon found myself putting more of my weight on her so that I could get even deeper.

Yes. Yes. Yeeeeesssss!

Her right palm slapped against the bed cover every time I bottomed out inside of her, and the slickness between us made the most delicious sound as I snapped my hips against her beautiful ass. The position even put tightness around my balls, and her body felt so small and soft beneath me that I couldn’t help but grip the back of her neck so that I completely dominated her body.

Ohhhh… Victor. Yeeeeesssss. I’m yours. Fill me up. Impregnate meeeeee.

Her hands clawed and tore at the orange cloth as my lovemaking turned into an animal drive to possess every part of her. My blood raced through my veins and my heartbeat screamed like a truck engine in my ears. Every part of her I touched felt like wet fire, and my stomach began to tie up in knots as my second climax approached.

I bit her shoulder as my orgasm crashed into me, and the room filled with a purple light so bright that it was practically white. I was actually blinded for a few seconds, but I didn’t care because I was having an even more intense climax than the one I had ten minutes ago. My body didn’t seem to be under my control anymore, since my spine felt like electrical currents were rushing through it, and my muscles felt like I’d just jumped into a pool of freezing water. It was somehow pleasure, agony, and a refreshing feeling at the same time, but I also felt my seed spraying deep inside of her, and the amount of times I pulsed with a new load felt like more than my first orgasm.

I relaxed my bite on Emerald’s shoulder so I didn’t break the skin, and then I shivered as the last squeeze of my balls caused a final spray of my cum to pour into her. Then I collapsed on top of her, and I had to focus on my breathing so that I didn’t faint.

“That was incredible,” I whispered into her ear, and I felt her right hand come up to stroke my hair.

Then I felt the other Emerald’s hands gently trace my back. I took a few more slow breaths before I slowly raised my hips to slide out of the Emerald I’d just filled up.

We are blessed to be with such a powerful mate.

The Emerald I’d just fucked curled her body against mine and laid her head on my chest.

It was beautiful to watch you two mate.

The first one moved to lay on the other side of me.

It felt beautiful.

I believe he filled you up with more sperm than me.

How do you know such a thing?

Look at your womanhood. He poured so much inside of you it is leaking out.

It is the same with you, Emerald.

Ahhh. So it is. We should not waste it. Push it back inside?

There is no more room inside of me.

Hmmmm. I love Victor.

Yes. Yes. Yes. He is wonderful. Powerful. The ideal mate.

We must speak with Galmine as soon as we return.

I am interested to see how different our offsprings are, since Victor’s seed will be the only variable.

My eyes started to close as I watched them talk with each other, but before sleep claimed me, I realized they weren’t using their hands.

They were using their forehead gems to signal each other.

I startled awake because there was no way I should be able to understand what they were saying just from their light pulses, but neither of them were laying on me anymore.

“Emerald?” I looked around the small cottage and realized that the coals in the fireplace had burnt out. I could still see though, but that was because there was light coming through the cracks on the bottom and sides of the rough door.

It was morning.

I quickly put on my underwear, pants, and belt. Then I sat on the bed and put my socks and boots on. My socks were practically threads at this point, but my boots still looked like they had plenty of life left in them. Hopefully Oppena would be able to Meld more cloth into new socks for me sooner rather than later, but everyone in my tribe really needed a new outfit. Sheela’s bikini was practically turning to dust on her, and Kacerie’s white shirt was now an ashen gray and her designer jeans had more holes than denim. They were probably the worst off, but I knew everyone was going to be thrilled to have new outfits, even if they were all the same color of orange.

Maybe we could figure out how to dye cloth? It wasn’t something I knew anything about, since I’d never had a casual interest in looking it up on the internet, but I knew the Romans had figured out how to do it, so I didn’t think any advanced technology was involved. Wasn’t it some flowers and beetle guts or something?

A knock at the door interrupted my thoughts, and I finished lacing up my last boot before walking over there.

“You are awake,” Keefaye stated the obvious, but her golden eyes lit up as soon as I opened the door, and her mouth split into an adorable smile.

“Good morning, beautiful,” I said as I leaned forward to give her lips a lingering kiss.

“Ohh, yes, it is a good morning.” She let out a long breath after our lips parted, and she fluttered her golden lashes at me. “Hmmm. Oh, wait. Yes. I’m supposed to wake you up. Rafts are done, and we are ready to put the trees on. Everyone is getting along really well, in a great mood, and ready to get going. They are waiting by the water.”

“Awesome,” I said, and then I took her hand and walked with her east toward the river.

As we walked, Keefaye kept looking down at where we held hands, and then she’d give me a shy smile before turning her head back to our path. Then she’d look down at our hands again and smile at me.

“You okay?” I chuckled when she did it a fourth time.

“Very much so,” she sighed. “Sometimes I can’t believe you and I… You know.”

“Yeah,” I said as I squeezed her hand.

“I’m smitten by you,” she whispered. “I just can’t stop looking at you and thinking about you. My heart skips beats when you look at me, and… well… I’m hoping Galmine’s ability works.”

“Me, too,” I said. “I agree with all of those things. I was just thinking about how beautiful your eyes are, and how I love it when you smile at me.”

“Awww,” she cooed, but then she cleared her throat a bit. “Have you decided who is going with you on the rafts and who is escorting Avern?”

“Yeah, but I’ll tell everyone when we get there,” I said. “You’ll have to be patient for another minute.”

“I can do that.” She nodded. “We are all excited to get back home. It’s been quite an adventure.”

“Especially for you,” I said. “You don’t normally leave the camp.”

“Yes,” she paused a bit, and then bit her lip as she looked back at me. “I… uhhh… wished to talk to you about that? If we could?”

“Sure. Go ahead.”

“I… well… I want to be part of the team. I want to be your… wife… and well… have your babies and be a good sister to the others.”

“I know you do,” I said.

“Yes, but… I don’t think I’m really cut out for the whole adventuring life,” she sighed. “When we were at the base of that rocky hill and hidden in those cracks while Syson and Haryoud walked past us. I… I was so terrified. My entire body was frozen and I couldn’t stop shaking, and then when we were floating down the river after my blessed water caused the explosion.”

“I said this before, but I am so proud of you for all those things. Maybe my opinion doesn’t matter, but--”

“No!” she interrupted. “Only your opinion matters. I know you told me that you thought me brave because I continued to do the things that needed to be done. I’m just… well… My point is that I will do whatever you ask of me, Victor. I will be brave for you. I will tear down mountains for you. I will fight all the assholes even if I tremble with terror on the inside, but if you are deciding who to bring with you when you travel outside of the camp, you don’t need to feel like I will be forsaken if you skip me.”

“I would never think that,” I chuckled. “I totally understand what you are getting at, and I really respect how brave you are to tell me.”

“Thank you,” she sighed. “I’m just… a woman who reads a lot of books. I am not a strong warrior like Sheela or a honed athlete like Liahpa. I am perfectly fine doing domestic things around the camp while everyone else goes out and deals with the dinosaurs. Ugh. I know you said I am brave, but I feel like such a coward admitting my feelings to you.”

“Admitting feelings is the opposite of being a coward,” I said. “I’ll do my best to leave you at home, especially once our baby begins to grow in your womb.”

“Hmmmm…” She moved her free hand to her stomach. “I hope that is very soon.”

“Me, too,” I said. “The one hesitation I have in telling you that I can always leave you at the camp is that your ability is incredibly powerful. I’m going to need it. I think I’m going to need it quite often actually.”

“It’s… really? You do?” She blinked.

“Uhh, yeah,” I laughed. “You saw what it did to the jungle. I don’t think we’ve even started to understand all the awesome things your water can do. Alcohol is incredibly useful on my world. It can fuel our machines, sanitize our injuries, and clean our tools. Then there are all the weaponized uses for it. There is a chance you can do most of what we need at camp, and I can just bottle it and use it where I need it during conflicts, but I might need you to come with me sometimes.”

“And I will go with you,” she said with a firm nod. “As I said, I will do anything for you. I will go to battle, but my point is just that I don’t quite love it.”

“I understand.” I squeezed her hand. “Thanks for telling me.”

“Thanks for listening.” She squeezed my hand back, but then I could hear laughter and the sound of the river, and we turned the last tree-lined corner of the trail before the shore of the river.

My group had assembled four large rafts out of the jungle trees. Each was a fifteen-foot square, and way better put together than I would have imagined for something done over a night. The areas where the logs were joined didn’t seem to have any seams, but I couldn’t see any cordage or orange cloth tying the wood together. The rafts were all still sitting half on the shore, and the group was loading up each one with the cotton trees. Each of the little guys was about chest high and their roots were wrapped with orange sacks.

“Victor is here!” Gee called out from where she crouched in the river, and then the rest of the group turned to shout out greetings and give waves.

“Hey everyone! Wow, these look great.” I crouched next to the closest raft and ran my finger down the edge of where the logs were joined together. “How did you… Wait? Oppena?”

“Yep,” the rainbow-eyed woman laughed as she tossed back her brown hair. “You all have been talking about using powers in different ways, so I tried it with these logs. As you can see, it worked well, and I’m level three now.”

“Congratulations,” I said.

“We are pretty much ready to go,” Kacerie said. “Everyone worked hard through the night.”

“And everyone got along?” I asked as I glanced around, but then my eyes set on Heeyuna.

“Yes.” She nodded, and then she turned to Ohkall, Haryoud, and Veeraale. “Working together on a task has helped strengthen our friendship.”

“Thank you, Heeyuna,” Veeraale said as she nodded at the other woman. “This has been a good experience for us.”

“Yes,” Haryoud chimed in. “We appreciate the work and the respect given. It’s been quite a change from our last home.”

“Agreed.” Ohkall rumbled. “I am eager to help more. King, what is next for us?”

“This is where the tribe splits up for a few days.” I stood from the rafts and glanced around at everyone. “Avern needs a slow escort to our new home. I’m going to split my heavy hitters so that he makes it there okay, and everyone that accompanies him can protect each other. Dwayne and the bondocs are going to be going with Sheela, Zoru, Liahpa, Kacerie, and the Emeralds. Jinx, Soju, Grumpy, and everyone else is going to be taking the rafts. I don’t think it will take more than two days for you all to walk back to camp, and we’ll take the time to get everyone situated. Any questions?”

The Emeralds each raised their hands, but before she could start motioning to communicate, I held up a finger.

“I’ll talk to you both privately. Anyone else?”

The group shook their heads and began to say goodbye to each other, and then I gestured for the Emeralds to walk back with me a few dozen yards so that we were out of earshot.

“I know what you are going to say,” I whispered as soon as we were alone. “This won’t be a problem for my sperm. It can live for five days.”

Yes. That was our concern.

One Emerald nodded and the other rested her hand on her stomach.

We must visit Galmine quickly. We missed our opportunity last time.

We are eager to fulfill our roles as your mate.

“It should be fine,” I said. “I really need you to help the group escorting Avern. The light you can provide during the night will really help them.”

Yes. We understand your strategy. It is sound.

“I actually thought you were going to argue that he wasn’t worth the time or the risk,” I chuckled.

You need more followers. The group you have escorting him is powerful. He will make it there alive. He will be grateful and loyal for not being discarded. It is not often my way, but sometimes kindness is better than fear. My only concern was the copious amount of seed we carry in our wombs and vaginas. If you say it will survive our journey, then we have no more worries.

“Should be fine,” I said.

Perhaps it will be better than fine. If your sperm lives for five days and it will take two to make it, the weaker ones will have died. Only the strongest half will be ready to inseminate us once Galmine uses her ability.

“That’s a silver lining,” I chuckled.

What does… oh, yes. I understand. It means the slight positive to a negative situation?

“Yeah,” I said. “Oh, but that reminds me. I could have sworn that I heard both of you talking to each other after we made love, but you were using just your light beams to speak? Is that possible?”

The two of them looked at each other and then glanced back to me. Then the gems on their foreheads began to glow and pulse. I stared at them for a few moments and then I shrugged my shoulders.

“Maybe I was just imagining it,” I said.

We formed a strong connection during the mating process. Perhaps that allowed you to understand our light for a few moments?

One of them signaled with her hands.

Yes. We should test that theory out. As soon as possible.

They both grinned widely at me.

“Yeah,” I chuckled. “Once you both get back. Let’s ‘test it out’ again. Maybe even a few times.”

We would very much enjoy that, Mate.

“Looks like they are almost done loading the trees,” I said as I glanced back to the river. “Let’s get back there.”

They both nodded, but before we returned I gave each of them a gentle kiss that made their forehead gems pulse.

Ohkall and Haryoud were putting the last of the trees on the rafts, so I walked over to give Dwayne, Chandler, Joey, Ross, Rachel, Monica, and Phoebe hugs and pets.

“You seven have to take care of everyone, got it?” I said to my raptors. “I’m counting on you.”

The balaurs let out affirmative hisses, and Dwayne just responded by pushing his big head into my chest so that I would scratch him more. After another few dozen seconds of pets, I walked over to where the Avern escort team was preparing to push the rafts out into the water.

“I’ll see you all in a few days,” I said as I wrapped my arms around Sheela. Then I gave her a long kiss before doing the same to Kacerie and Liahpa. I gave Zoru a strong hug, and then I stood back to smile at all of them.

“We will be fine.” Sheela nodded.

“Yeah, you’ve got your most badass wives on the field,” Liahpa said.

“We will miss you, of course,” Kacerie said.

“I’ll miss you all, too.” I reached out and rested my palm on Kacerie’s stomach, and then I did the same for Liahpa. “You both have precious packages, so be extra careful.”

“I’m not a hundred percent sure I am pregnant,” Liahpa cleared her throat a bit, and I could see the red color come to her silver cheeks, “but… yeah. I’ll be careful, and I’ll watch out for Kacerie, too.”

“Please do not worry, Victor,” Zoru said. “You are my best friend. I would sooner die than let anything happen to your mates. We all feel this way. This is why our tribe is the strongest on this harsh world.”

“Awww, thanks buddy.” I smiled at the purple monkey-fox. “I like you, too, and I appreciate you looking out for everyone.”

“Are we gonna get going, or what?” Gee called out from the river. “I could stay in this here water all day, but I thought our king was worried about all our friends back at the camp, eh?”

“Yeah!” I shouted back, and then I turned back to Avern. “You take care, too.”

“Victor…” the man choked out as he nodded his head. “I do not deserve your kindness.”

“Yeah, you don’t,” Liahpa scoffed, “but you got it, so fucking deal with it.”

“Alright,” I said before the tree-man could respond, and then I walked over to the four rafts. Everyone had already taken spots on the makeshift boats, with Emta alone on one, Gee, Nomi, and Keefaye on the second, Heeyuna, Oppena, and Eiter on the third, and Ohkall, Haryoud, and Veeraale on the fourth. I thought about telling them all to mix it up a bit so that the factions were riding together, but they were already set up and it seemed like there was a good mix of fighting prowess on each raft.

“Looks like I’m riding with the king,” Emta joked as soon as I jumped on her raft.

“And Jinx and Soju,” I chuckled as the two brightly colored raptors dashed on board with us.

“The more, the merrier,” the olive-skinned woman said.

“We’ll push you all off!” Liahpa called out as Sheela and her began to push against the rafts.

Then the four of us were floating down the river, and I managed to get one last wave in before we moved out of sight.

“If you don’t mind, I can steer,” Emta said as she used a long pole to push against a rock so that we stayed clear of it.

“Fine with me,” I said as I looked behind us. Keefaye steered for the second raft, Oppena for the third, and Ohkall for the fourth. There was a good twenty or so feet between each of our rafts, so while I couldn’t really talk to the fourth raft, they’d be able to hear me if I yelled.

Grumpy surfaced on the river beside us, and he casually bumped into our side so that we skirted around a boulder.

“Hey, I got this!” Emta joked.

Grumpy snorted, and a billow of water erupted from his front end.

“What did he say?” Emta asked.

“He said that if you ‘got it’ then he wouldn’t have needed to bump the raft,” I laughed.

“Well, I was going to get it, but then he got it, so I didn’t need to get it, did I? Busybody.”

We both laughed after she was done talking, and even Grumpy let out a rumble before he swam behind us to help the other rafts.

“Looks like Oppena made you a sheath,” I said as I glanced to where she wore a hip-hugging orange belt and matching sheath with her new blade in it.

“Yeah,” Emta chuckled. “It feels really comfortable. I’m going to work on cleaning it up when we get back home.”

“I’m looking forward to seeing it,” I said. “I’m glad we found it for you.”

“Yeah,” Emta said, “Sooooo, a couple of hours to get back, yeah?”

“I’m not sure exactly, but yeah. Hour or two.”

“I get you for an hour all to myself?” she snickered as she dipped her pole into the river and pushed us to the right a bit. “Everyone is going to be jealous.”

“You and I haven’t spent a lot of time together,” I said as I sat next to some of the trees in the center of the raft and reached out to pet Soju. “I’m sure they’ll be fine.”

“Yeah, you and I haven’t done the whole ‘Victor takes you out and fucks you’ thing.”

“Oh,” I snorted. “Didn’t realize you were waiting for that.”

Emta didn’t say anything, and her back was turned to me so I couldn’t see the expression on her face. I just watched her move the pole absently through the river water.

“Uhh… I guess that was a bit of the wrong thing to say,” I cleared my throat. “Sorry. I didn’t mean--”

“I know what you meant,” she cut me off. “It’s fine.”

“Okay,” I said, but then she didn’t say anything else afterward, and we stayed silent as she steered us.

Gee and Keefaye laughed from behind us, but they were too far away for me to hear the joke. The sound did cause Emta to turn around, and then her eyes met mine before she quickly jerked her head back to face forward.

“Look, I didn’t mean to make it awkward between us,” I started.

“You didn’t,” she huffed. “I was joking around. I shouldn’t have said anything at all.”

“We really don’t know much about each other,” I led.

“You don’t know anything about me,” she said. “I know a lot about you, so there is that.”

“I really didn’t mean to piss you off,” I sighed. “I feel like--”

“I’m not mad at you!” she huffed. “I’m mad at myself is all. Look, let’s just drop it. I made it weird between us. I’m… it’s just… I’m not going to have a turn.”

“Not going to have a turn?”

“Ugggh,” she groaned. “I need to shut my fucking mouth. My dad always said I talked too much.”

“I like talking to you,” I said, and then I realized I needed to change the subject because something was making her super uncomfortable. “Can you tell me about your dad?”

“Maybe,” she grumbled. “Sure. I guess. What do you want to know?”

“I don’t know anything about your world,” I said. “Or what you did for a profession, or hobby, or your parents.”

“My dad was a cordwainer,” she said.

“Uhhh… that word didn’t translate well for me,” I said. “Or maybe it did, but I don’t know what it means.”

“He made boots and shoes,” she said.

“Oh, like a cobbler?” I asked.

“No,” she snorted. “Those repair boots or shoes. My pa was a cordwainer. He made them with new leather, and wood, and wax to shine them.”

“That sounds fun,” I said. “Is he good?”

“He was,” she sighed. “It wasn’t a fancy job, but he had orders for five years waiting on his desk. My mum and brothers helped him.”

“So you know a lot about making shoes and boots?”

“I said my mum and brothers helped him. I don’t know shit about it.” She twisted her grip on the pole, and I could see her knuckles whiten with all the tension in her hands.

“How many brothers did you have?” I asked.

“Two,” she said. “Both older than me. I was the baby. Last one they had.”

“I didn’t have any siblings,” I said.

“I know,” she sighed. “I know all about you, Victor.”

“And I’m trying to get to know you better.”

“Victor,” she sighed and then hung her head. “We… I can’t be your lover.”

“Okay, soooo… I’m not asking for you to be my lover,” I chuckled. “I know Trel keeps teasing you, but--”

“There is a thing with us,” she interrupted me, but then she didn’t say anything for a few moments.

“You… and me?” I led.

“I acted like a real bitch when we met,” she sighed and then looked over her shoulder at me. “I’m sorry about that. You are a good man. Naw. A great man. That’s why I don’t want to have this conversation.”

“Hey, I don’t know where you think this conversation is supposed to go, or where you think I’m thinking this conversation is supposed to go, but all I know is that you and I have been getting along just awesome for the last two or three months, and you are one of my friends and a valuable member of our tribe. Everything just got weird between us suddenly on this raft, and I’m totally confused.”

“Yeah,” she groaned. “Ugghh. Okay. I’ll lay it out for you.”

“Please do,” I said.

“I’m just torn up inside is all,” she huffed. “I… yeah… I want… to be your woman, but I can’t, and I feel like a fuck cause I didn’t even ask you if you wanted me, and then I just kinda said something stupid, and then I said something even stupider, and I just feel like a total asshole right now. Everything coming out of my mouth just sounds really dumb, and you are probably really confused, and I don’t know if I want to explain my whole life story to you when it doesn’t even matter because it’s not going to change anything.”

I took a deep breath and let it out slowly as I processed her words.

“Then, maaaaaybe we should just talk about something else?” I offered with a shrug of my shoulders.

“Ha!” she laughed, and then she turned over her shoulder to smile at me. “Yeah. If you don’t mind. What do you want to talk about?”

“Definitely not shoes,” I deadpanned.

“Fuck me!” she laughed again, and this one came from her belly, lasted a few dozen seconds, and she had to wipe a tear from her left eye when she was done laughing.

“That’s… what I needed. Thanks, Victor.”

“No problem,” I replied. “How do you like the new recruits?”

“I like Veeraale,” she said. “Seems like an honest woman. A bit… hmmm… well, they are all quite nervous around you, aren’t they? Probably for a good reason.”

“Yeah,” I said.

“She’s got eyes for you,” she chuckled.

“I don’t know about that,” I said.

“I do,” Emta scoffed. “Every time she can sneak a look, she does. Girl better get in line, though.”

“What about the others?” I changed the subject.

“Ohkall seems surprisingly gentle,” she said.

“Oh?”

“Yeah. He took a lot of care moving the trees around. He was respectful to all the women.”

“Good,” I said.

“Haryoud is twitchy.” She shrugged. “Poor thing looks like he’s expecting to get beat at any moment. I think he’ll mellow out after a few days.”

“I think he will, too,” I said. “He’s the smartest of the bunch. He’s said a few things that make it obvious he’s putting pieces together.”

“In a good way or bad way?” she asked.

“I think good,” I said. “He figured out about my dinosaurs right before our final battle against Wyss.”

“Oh, yeah. I remember him saying that,” she said. “I think the three of them will be fine. Gonna be a bit strange to have two men around, though. I wonder what Trel is going to say.”

“Probably call them idiots for a few weeks,” I sighed. “I’ll have to talk with her before she does too much damage to their egos.”

“That’s another thing. Are you gonna keep telling these guys you aren’t like… this ‘king’ character they think you are? That’s the main reason they are so twitchy. I know you already said a bit about it, but eventually they are going to find out you aren’t an asshole.”

“When they figure that out, they figure that out.” I shrugged. “I’m sure they’ve guessed it by now. It doesn’t change anything really.”

“I suppose you are right,” she said.

“What about Eiter, Heeyuna, and Oppena?”

“Oppena is my girl,” Emta laughed. “She’s sassy and smart. Every other thing she says makes me laugh. Eiter is a bit of a hard nut to crack eh? Doesn’t show her emotions at all. She’s like Veeraale though, always sneaking looks at you when she thinks no one is watching.”

I was about to comment about Emta noticing other women checking me out, but I decided not to because of the weirdness of our earlier conversation. Instead I just nodded and let her continue.

“Heeyuna seems fine. I haven’t talked to her much. Feels like she might have a personality like Youleena, and that’s kind of scary if you ask me.”

“Youleena is scary?” I asked. “I haven’t really--”

“Think about it,” Emta interrupted me. “Trel talks about being a fucking duchess every other breath. Liahpa is this pro lift ball player. We all know. Keefaye brags about her blessed water and all them people waiting in line to talk to her. But you know who doesn’t brag at all about anything: Youleena. Now, we all know she was some kind of princess or what have you, but she doesn’t say shit about anything unless we pry it out of her. That makes me think she’s a big fucking deal on her world. Like such a big deal that she doesn’t even give two fucks and three shits about what we think about her. Heeyuna seems the same to me. Like she’s got the swagger. Know what I mean?”

“Yeah, I guess I see that,” I said, “but you also don’t talk about yourself at all.”

“Yeah.” Emta shrugged. “I’m not that important. As I was saying. My pa made shoes. I’m a nobody.”

“I doubt that,” I said as our eyes met.

“Well…” she trailed off as she stared into my eyes. “I… I… Maybe we’ll talk about it later? Yeah?”

“Yeah,” I nodded. “No rush or pressure or anything. Whenever you want to talk.”

“Maybe uhhh… You can take me with you… if you go out again?” she asked. “Then we can talk more?”

“Sure,” I said.

“Good.” She nodded and then turned back to the river. “It’s just that… Ugh. Why is this so hard to talk to you about?”

“I don’t know,” I chuckled, “but like I said…”

My voice trailed off as I sensed danger coming from Bruce, Talia, and Selina, and I felt the air in my lungs rush out.

“Victor?” Emta turned around.

“Stop the rafts!” I shouted as I jumped to my feet, and my sudden movement made our raft rock and sway on the current.

“Fuck!” Emta shouted as she used her pole to steady us. “What’s wrong?”

“I’m not sure.” I pushed my vision to my flying pals and immediately saw what they were looking at.

About a quarter of a mile down the river behind the bend four Spinosauruses were hunting in the water.

And we were about a minute away from slamming into them.
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Chapter 5

“Everyone stop the rafts!” I shouted again as I turned and waved at the group.

“Uhhh, how do you want me to stop… them!” Emta grunted the last word as she shoved her pole against a boulder on the shore.

The long length of wood slowed our raft down a bit, but then we flowed past it and our entire platform began to spin.

“Just figure it out,” I growled as I pulled my Cricket Bat of Doom from my shoulder, kneeled at the edge, and tried to paddle the raft in the opposite direction it was spinning. It was a less than ideal tool for the job, but it worked better than just my hands would have.

Everyone on the rafts behind us had initially been startled by my words, but as soon as they saw me start to paddle, they realized some major shit was downstream, and I saw everyone with a pole try to dig in against the boulder we’d just passed or even paddle against the river with their hands.

It would have been a bit comical if I didn’t know what was downstream from us, and I felt my heart start to hammer in my chest as I realized that no one was able to really slow down.

I turned my head to look in the direction we were going and tried to figure out a better place to go ashore. The cliffs were steep on our right side, but up ahead on the left were some large trees with thick roots dipping into the water. Unfortunately, the shore next to the trees was the exact opposite of welcoming. It was mostly jagged rocks and sharp edges, and I worried that our rafts might break if we actually hit it too hard.

But hey, the roots could also destroy our rafts or knock us off our platforms.

“Go toward that big tree!” I shouted over my shoulder as I pointed to the big banyan.

“We are going too fast!” Emta shouted as she frantically used her pole to paddle and push off the sides of the river to slow us.

“Shiiiiit!” I hissed as I moved to help her, but before I could grab the pole I realized that it wouldn’t have helped for us both to grab onto it, and she was probably better at using the tool since she’d been steering us since we got on the raft.

But then I looked ahead and realized she was right.

We were going way too fast, and the tree’s roots were probably going to beat the shit out of the raft, the trees on board, and us.

But it was probably better than getting eaten by spinos, so I crouched down and braced for impact.

The raft suddenly lurched up at the front, and Emta let out a yelp as she stumbled back into the root structures. I reached up and put a hand on her hip to keep her balanced, and then I let out a gasp when I realized that our raft was slowing down dramatically.

Grumpy was at the helm.

“Yeaaaaaaah, buddy!” I shouted as my pal submerged himself again, and then our raft gently tapped into the roots of the trees.

Emta and I grabbed onto the roots coming down into the water so that our raft didn’t free itself and float down the river, and then I turned back in time to see Grumpy guide the second raft into us.

“Ooooooohhhh!” Keefaye gasped right before our rafts bumped together, and I reached over and grabbed the edge of their raft by Nomi so that they didn’t flip around us in the current.

“We are going too fast!” Oppena screamed, but then Grumpy brought his body up at the front of their raft, and the lip of their platform bumped into Gee, Nomi, and Keefaye’s vessel with an alarming crunch.

“Everyone hold onto each other and the rafts!” I shouted, and I saw Gee grab the side of the third raft with the hand that wasn’t holding Nomi while Eiter grabbed onto the side of the second raft opposite Gee.

Grumpy then guided the fourth raft into the group, and Ohkall, Veeraale, and Haryoud clung onto the connecting sides as best they could.

Then no one said anything for a few moments while we caught our breaths.

“What did you see up ahead?” Emta finally asked.

“There are four Spinosauruses,” I said.

“Which ones are those?” Haryoud asked.

“They are larger than a T-Rex and have a huge fin on their backs,” I explained. “They like to hunt in the water and marshlands and are extremely dangerous.”

“Especially if we are on rafts like these, eh?” Gee chuckled.

“Yeah,” I said.

“Uhhh… King?” Ohkall grunted. “I do not wish to say this, but I do not believe we will be able to hold this position much longer.”

I looked at the giant rock man and saw he was pointing behind my shoulder. I spun around and saw that the main root holding my raft in place was bending dramatically in the water.

“Of course it’s not rooted fully in the river,” I sighed, and even as I spoke I could hear the limb make a soft cracking sound as it strained against our weight.

“What the fuck are we going to do?” Emta asked, and the concern in her voice was obvious to everyone.

“I’m going to use Bruce to look again,” I said. “Try to hold on as long as you all can.”

“I’ll help,” Ohkall rumbled as he moved across the rafts, and then the big rock-man grabbed onto the root as high as he could beside Emta and staggered his legs. “I will carry this burden while you come up with a plan, King.”

“You sure?” I said as I stepped away from him. The big man was probably eight feet tall, and weighed a good four hundred pounds. His arms were as thick as my chest and corded with muscle, but I could see the limbs strain against the pressure of holding the thick root high above his head so that it didn’t break.

“Yes,” he said. “This will buy us some time. I do not know how long I can hold it, though.”

“I’ll be fast then,” I said as I pushed my vision up to Bruce so I could see what the spinos were doing.

“Ahhh, fuck,” I groaned when I saw the worse possible scenario: They were swimming up stream toward us.

I didn’t know if they somehow heard everyone shout, or if they heard our rafts smack together, or if they were just casually swimming upstream as part of their hunting routine, but I guessed they’d be on us in a few minutes. It was going to be more time than if we float down to them, but barely enough time to come up with any kind of decent plan.

“They are swimming toward us,” I said out loud.

“That’s not good,” Veeraale groaned.

“It’s fine,” Gee said. “I’ll just kill them boys easy.”

“While you are in the water?” I heard Emta say. “Last I checked you aren’t on fire when you are in the water.”

“Well, you have a point,” Gee said. “I can get off the side and then--”

“And set the jungle on fire?” Keefaye said.

“Can you all be quiet for just a few moments so I can think?” I asked as I had Bruce turn his eyes up the river so I could inspect the terrain.

Emta had a really good point, though. My only heavy hitters on this trip were Grumpy, Gee, and Heeyuna, and while the water was Grumpy’s natural environment, it was also the spinos’. Gee wasn’t going to be much help because of the water, and I didn’t quite know how Heeyuna’s power would do in this situation. Would she accidentally fry us all? Would the water dilute her Surge?

My eyes followed Bruce’s while he flew back toward us, but there wasn’t much we could use for cover beside the tree we were currently clinging to. The cliff walls on the other side were too steep for us to really get the rafts up, and they were dotted with a few shrub-like trees that weren’t enough to use as cover.

I mentally reviewed everyone’s abilities as quickly as I could. Emta couldn’t really help here since her power only did something after she got injured. Ohkall couldn’t help without killing himself, so that was out of the question. Gee could probably jump off the raft and kill one of the spinos, but the dinosaurs would have to be really close by then, and there was no way we could fight three while we were all hanging onto the tree roots here. Nomi’s power didn’t help. Then I got to Keefaye, and I let my eyes bounce back from Bruce so I was looking out my own body.

“Do we have any clay jugs with blessed water?” I asked.

“Yes,” Keefaye looked back to the raft behind them, and Heeyuna pointed down to the base of where the trees were.

“I’ve been drinking some every hour,” Heeyuna said.

“Bring it here,” I ordered. “Do we have any cordage?”

“Just a bit,” Eiter said as I picked up a small pile of it.

“How much?” I asked.

“Only twenty feet or so,” she said.

“Fuck, we need more rope,” I said, and then I looked up to the tree we were holding and saw that there were plenty of the root strands hanging from the banyan that looked roughly cordage size.

“Oppena, can you join any of those smaller roots and branches together to make a longer rope?” I asked.

“I think I can,” she said. “It might not be strong enough to put our weight on it, but--”

“I just need it to hold the jug of blessed water across the river,” I said. “Veeraale, can you climb up there and cut some down for us. And, like, do it really fucking quick.”

“Yes, King,” the teal-skinned beauty wasted no time sprinting across the rafts, and then she leapt from the edge by Emta, formed ice claws around her hands, and then latched onto the tree like a squirrel. She scurried up faster than I would have guessed Zoru could climb, and when she made it to the first set of finger-thick roots coming down from the higher branches, she formed an ice sword and began to hack through them.

“Keefaye,” I said as Emta caught the lengths of rope, “I need you to bless this water so it’s super concentrated.”

“As much as I did in the jungle, or…” her voice trailed off, and I could see the fear in her golden eyes.

“Not that much,” I said. “I need it to explode about the width of the river.

“I’ll try to guess it,” she said as she began to chant over the liquid.

“Gee,” I said as I turned to the Flame Born and pointed to the other shore. “Can you climb that cliff?”

“I’ll probably burn the trees clinging to the side, but yeah. Are there any trees on top?”

It’s bare on the top,” I said, “but before you do it: here is the plan.”

I took a deep breath as everyone paused their tasks and looked at me.

“We are going to run this root-rope through the loop of the jug. I’m going to have Bruce, Talia, and Selina fly it over there ahead of us about thirty yards. See where that tree on the side is and that opposite tree on the cliff?”

“I see it,” Heeyuna said, and everyone else nodded.

“This is going to be hard to do, but I’m going to have them either tie it to the tree or just hold onto the end with their beaks.”

“I think I know where you are going with this,” Emta said. “Heeyuna is gonna blow it up?”

“Yeah,” I said. “Just as the spinos’ faces are right in it. If we get lucky, then they’ll all get roasted by Keefaye’s blessed water. If they don’t, that’s when Gee comes in.”

“This is my favorite part,” Gee chuckled. “You want me to jump off that cliff and then cut these spino boys?”

“You’ll only be able to kill one of them,” I guessed. “So hopefully there is only one left.”

“What if there is more than one left?” Nomi whispered.

“Then we have Grumpy,” I said as I nodded to where my pal was floating in the water beside us. “I don’t really want him fighting against four in the water. Hell, I don’t really want him fighting one in the water, but if there are two left alive, and Gee kills one, then Grumpy will hopefully finish the last one off before it can make a meal out of Gee.”

“This will be dangerous for Gee,” Nomi said.

“Naw,” Gee snickered. “I’m gonna be fine, girlie. Don’t you worry. I’ll be holding your hand for the rest of our days.”

“Everyone got it?” I said.

They all nodded.

“Okay. Gee, you can get going. You’ve got under a minute to get up that cliff.”

“No problem,” she said, and then she let go of Nomi’s hand a split second before she jumped into the water. It was still enough time to feel the heat from her body, but it wasn’t really enough to burn anyone.

“The water is blessed, Victor,” Keefaye said.

“And I think I’ve joined enough of these roots together,” Oppena said. “I did what I thought was enough to get across the water, and then I did that length again, just in case.”

“Okay, good,” I said as Bruce, Selina, and Talia began to drop down. There wasn’t really enough room on the raft for them to land, so I grabbed one of the ends of the makeshift rope, ran it through the loop on the jug, and then raised the end as high as I could.

Bruce opened his wings like a parachute and slowed his dive as much as he could as he stretched out his clawed talons. This was probably one of the most complex maneuvers we’d ever performed together, and I let out a gasp of relief as soon as he snatched the end of the rope from my hand and beat his wings to ascend.

I grasped the other end of the rope and raised it up for Talia. Unfortunately, she missed the grab, but Selina was right behind her and managed to snag it. Then the trio of pteranodons flew downstream to where the two trees I’d indicated before were.

Gee was halfway up the cliff by now, and every grip she used on the rock left a smoky mark of wet-looking limestone behind. Her ascent was actually creating a makeshift ladder, and I filed that small fact away for future use.

I glanced through Talia’s eyes and saw that the spinos were a few seconds away from seeing us, which was bad because we weren’t quite set up yet, but I guessed that we still had enough time to do it.

Then Gee made it to the top, and both Bruce and Selina managed to wrap their ends of rope across the tree limbs. The pot hung a little too close to the surface of the river, so I asked them both to pull just a little on the ends they held in their grip. They both did so, and the pot moved up so that it was suspended probably about six feet above the surface of the river.

Then the spinos turned the corner of the river and spotted us in the distance.

We’d faced off against the giant predators a few times before, but I’d always been lucky enough to be on solid ground. Spinosauruses were still as dangerous as T-Rexes in that environment, but I knew they really excelled in wetlands, so this was probably going to be our toughest battle yet.

And once again, I wondered if these dinosaur attacks seemed a little planned. Either the big creatures were getting smarter, or I was just really unlucky with the timing of these battles.

“Heeyuna, move up front!” I shouted, but the powerful woman had already made it to my shoulder by the time I was finished yelling, and she grabbed a smaller root that butted against the raft so that she could lean her body out a bit more and get closer to her target.

The lead spino gave out a horrific howl that seemed to vibrate the water, trees, and our raft, and the tension in everyone’s shoulders was more than obvious.

“Tell me when!” Heeyuna shouted, but I could barely hear her over the sound of another spino crying out.

The spinos swam through the current like Olympic gold medalists, and their massive bodies moved perfectly in sync with each other as they made sideways snake-like movements to propel themselves forward.

“Wait!” I shouted as I tried to do the math in my head of how long it would take them to get to the suspended jug filled with explosive alcohol.

Then I realized that I didn’t know how fast Heeyuna’s Surge moved. Was it instant or did it take a few seconds to charge?

Shit. I should have asked her, but I just took my best guess when it seemed the lead spino was about to get to the jug.

“Now!” I shouted.

Heeyuna’s entire body lit up with blue ripples of electricity. It almost looked like the static I’d see on a TV screen if it was on a channel that wasn’t working, only it was blue and white instead of black and white. Then a wave of power erupted from her body and sped toward the dangling pot. I had guessed it would move as fast as a bullet, but it traveled more like the speed of a quickly thrown Ultimate Frisbee. It was slow enough for my eye to track, but too quick to really get out of the way of, especially since the wave was a good three yards across.

The wave of electrical power hit the jug right as the first spino’s face was about a foot from it, and the following explosion was bright enough to blind my vision for a good five seconds. There was also a deafening pop as the jug exploded, and my ears rang like bells as bits and pieces of fiery ash and liquid rained down around us.

“Shit!” I gasped, as my brain tried to figure out how many of the spinos we’d killed while also guessing how much burning rain was dumping down on our rafts. “Don’t let the rafts burn!”

“I… fuuuuck…” Heeyuna moaned as she fainted into Emta’s arms.

“I’ll help!” Veeraale shouted, but then we all paused as a giant crack boomed from the front of my raft.

Right where Ohkall was holding on.

“King!” he shouted as the root snapped from up above his hands, and then my stomach lurched as all four of our rafts spun out into the current.

Pretty much everyone except for the passed out Heeyuna either shouted or screamed some kind of curse word.

As my raft spun, I jerked my head against the rotation to keep my eyes on the spinos. The first one’s face was mostly melted, and the face of the second one that had been a bit behind was half burned, but neither of them were dead. In fact, all four of them looked fucking pissed and were screeching louder than a racecar track during the event’s last lap.

“Gee!” I shouted, but before I could give her instructions on which one to hit, she launched herself off the cliff.

The Flame Dancer’s whip came out as she arched through the air, and the weapon curled behind her a half second before it cracked forward. Her attack hit the spino at the rear of the group right in the neck, and the dinosaur’s head sprang from its body like someone had knocked off the cork of a champagne bottle.

Then Gee slammed into the water, and a torrent of steam rose up from the moving current.

“Grumpy, get the uninjured one first!” I shouted to my friend as my raft spun toward the group of spinos.

My purussaurus was normally the biggest guy in the fight, but he was probably twenty-five percent smaller than these spinos. I knew he was better in the water than them if he could come at them from below, so I watched his bulky form dive into the depths as I clutched my Cricket Bat of Doom with both my hands.

There was nothing we could do, we were going to collide with these guys.

And they were still on fire.

I guessed the one with the melted face had one eye that seemed to be working, since he angled his head to the side so he could look at us from it. But right before we collided with him, he twisted his maw back around and snapped at the biggest target he could: Ohkall.

The rock man had made his hands sharp, and kind of stabbed them forward as Emta tried to use her legs to keep Heeyuna from being thrown off the raft while she also used her pole to try and keep us from spinning.

There was just way too much going on, but I knew the largest danger was from the spino trying to eat Ohkall, so I stepped forward to the edge of the raft and swung my obsidian-edged weapon just as the big rock-man tried to protect himself.

Both his finger blades and my cricket bat connected with the nose of the spino with the melted face, and the creature jerked his head away, but the thing was half insane with pain and dove its face right back at us again.

“Aim for the eye!” I shouted as I tried to swing my bat over my head like a samurai doing his vertical sword practice, and the tip of my weapon managed to connect with the soft squishy eyeball of the spino.

The eyeball was probably as big as a watermelon, and it exploded with orangish-red blood when I hit it. The beast let out a screech that would have made Yoko Ono proud, and then it jerked its head sideways across the raft.

“Ahhh!” Emta gasped as the spino’s snout knocked into her, and she started to tumble backward away from where she was standing over Heeyuna as the raft lurched to the side.

I leapt to my left side and tried to grab any part of her with my left hand so that she wouldn’t fall overboard, and my fingers wrapped around her right tricep just as the left side of her body leaned dangerously out over the rushing water.

The second flaming spino snapped at the extended Emta, but I pulled her back at the same time as Veeraale jabbed her ice sword into the beast’s cheek. This spino also screamed, but the teal-skinned swordswoman let go of her blades and dove on top of Heeyuna before she could get knocked away.

The raft lurched, and Emta and I fell down beside Heeyuna’s body before a surge of water washed over all of us.

Ohkall scratched his blade fingers at the first spino, and he was able to get some good cuts in because the beast couldn’t really see the attacks coming. Still, it might as well have been a praying mantis trying to fight an iguana. The rock-man was big, but he didn’t have a large enough weapon to really do any serious damage to our attackers.

My legs were tangled up with Emta’s, so we quickly untangled each other while Veeraale and Ohkall did their best to hold off the two spinos at the front of our raft, but then the raft that Nomi and Keefaye were on slammed into us, and I heard a sharp retort as a log cracked somewhere.

Shit.

I glanced past Veeraale and Ohkall and saw that the third spinosaurus wasn’t around anymore. A quick search of Grumpy with my ability told me he was wrestling with the bigger dinosaur underwater, and that he was winning, so I moved my attention back to the two fuckers who were the serious problem

Bruce dive-bombed the spino that wasn’t blind before it could attack again, and then Selina and Talia scratched their talons along the face and head of the blind one.

“Spear!” I shouted as I turned behind me

“Here!” Oppena was on the third raft all by herself, and she tossed me a spear while she tried to steer her platform with the pole in her other hand. I hadn’t recalled her moving back there, but I guessed she’d done so right before we triggered our trap.

I caught the spear with my left hand and then switched the weapons so that my Cricket Bat of Doom was in that hand and the javelin was in my right. Then I pulled my arm back, waited for a few seconds, and launched it at the half-burned spino that Bruce had just attacked.

The massive dinosaur had its mouth open as it tried to snap at Bruce, so my spear stuck right into the top inside of the beast’s mouth with a thud that echoed across the river. The creature’s eyes opened crazy wide as it reared back, and then it began to twist and thrash its neck around as it tried to shake the long wooden projectile loose. Each bite only managed to drive the spear deeper into its mouth though, and it looked like gallons of blood were gushing out and pouring down its burned face.

The blind spino seemed to realize his friend had been seriously injured, but now our rafts had all floated to the side of it, and his thrashes and bites only connected with empty air above the river.

Then we were completely past the two spinos, and the one with the spear in his maw slowly began to sink under the water as it struggled to deal with the spear I’d impaled it with.

“Gee?” I called out as soon as we were past the dinosaurs, and my eyes blinked drops of water out of them so I could try to see better.

“Here!” I heard her shout, and then I looked downstream about twenty yards.

The Flame Dancer was swimming against the current toward us, but she really couldn’t fight against the flow of water, and I saw a group of boulders that she was being swept toward.

She was going to slam into them if she didn’t swim to the side.

“Behind you!” Emta shouted, and then Gee turned around and held her steaming arms up to protect her face from getting smashed.

Suddenly, she seemed to lift out of the water, and I saw a dark shape beneath her body.

“It’s Grumpy!” she laughed as her torso emerged from the river and began to burn.

“Hell yeah!” I cheered, and everyone else let out a laugh or a cheer as Gee flexed her arms to show her biceps and then struck a dramatic bodybuilder pose with one arm in the air while she seemed to float toward us.

Grumpy ferried Gee right to the second raft, and then Nomi grabbed the Flame Born’s hand so that she could safely come aboard.

“Did you see me murder that boy with my whip?” she asked everyone as soon as she stepped onto the raft. “Aren’t I amazing?”

“Hell yeah,” I said, and then I glanced around the set of rafts. “Everyone okay?

“Yes, King! We are fine.” Haryoud gestured with his pole and then nodded at Eiter. They were both on the fourth raft, and both of them looked soaked from head to toe.

“I’m good!” Oppena called out from the third raft. “I… uhhhh. Don’t quite know how to steer this thing, though.”

“I can help you. Give me the tip of your pole so I can pull you close.” Ohkall stepped to the second raft, grabbed Oppena’s pole when she pulled it out of the water and extended it to him, and then used it to pull her raft so it was nestled in with the other three. Then the big rock man stepped across and began to steer.

“Everyone else okay?” I said as I looked at everyone on the first and second raft. Veeraale and Heeyuna were now with Emta, Jinx, Soju, and me, and we were all soaking wet and still gasping.

“I am fine, Victor,” Heeyuna coughed out. “Just got a bit dizzy after I used my ability.”

“I will get you some more blessed water when we get back to our home,” Keefaye said. “That will recover your energy.”

“But no one else is hurt?” I asked.

“Just fucking wet,” Emta laughed. “And not in a good way.”

“Ha!” Gee bellowed. “How incredible are we? Four of them big water boys tried to eat us, but did they? No, sir. They got burned and stabbed and cut up and eaten by good old Grumpy. None can challenge us! We are the best! I’m proud to be in Victor’s tribe! What a great day!”

Gee’s joyful tone made everyone smile, and even though we were all drenched and had nearly been eaten by spinosauruses, the mood was definitely light.

“It was an amazing thing we just did,” Veeraale said as she smiled at me. “Quick thinking, King.”

“That’s how Victor is,” Emta chuckled. “He’s always got the answers.”

“I must admit that I thought we were done for,” Heeyuna said as she sat up more on the raft. “I didn’t think I’d be able to use Surge to kill more than one of them. Great plan, Victor.”

“It didn’t go as smoothly as I’d hoped,” I said. “If the blessed water had killed the first two, or even all four of them, that would have been a lot easier. It was kind of the worst outcome, but we still figured it out.”

“I’m sorry,” Keefaye sighed. “I should have made it more powerful.”

“No, I think you did fine.” I smiled at her. “Any more powerful and we would have had fire raining down on the rafts and trees. We might have killed more of the spinos, but if the rafts caught fire, we would have had other problems.”

“All the trees look safe,” Keefaye said as she glanced around at the rafts. “I can’t believe we got through that fight without losing anything.”

“Because we are the best!” Gee laughed again. “I wish I had you all on my crew back on my world. Ahhh… We’d just conquer the whole thing easy.”

“I thought you said your planet was filled with lava, hot as fuck, and there was almost no water?” Emta asked.

“Yeah,” Gee snorted. “It’s a shithole. I’d rather be here than there, but that doesn’t mean I wouldn’t have wanted you on my crew killing all my enemies and conquering the world, eh?”

“Fair enough,” Emta chuckled.

“It seems we are almost home,” Nomi said as she pointed downstream.

We all turned back to pay attention to the river, and I could see the waves of the ocean about half a mile ahead.

“Okay!” I said loud enough for everyone to hear me. “There is a small beach on the right side before the river turns into an ocean. Steer that direction!”

“Got it, King!” Ohkall said.

“Yes, King!” Haryoud shouted.

“We are finally home,” Keefaye sighed. “Feels like it’s been forever.”

“It does,” I agreed, and then none of us spoke until our beach on the opposite side of Aytron’s old camp came into view.

“That’s the one!” I pointed, and then we all angled our rafts so that we could beach on the shore.

The process of getting the rafts ashore went smoother than I would have expected, but I figured that everyone was an expert at steering by now. My raft did make a few loud cracking protests as soon as it was on the sand, but I didn’t have plans to use these rafts anymore, so I didn’t worry about it.

“Home sweet home!” Gee sighed as she stepped onto the sand. “Feels good to be back.”

“Yes, it does,” Nomi agreed. “I miss our friends.”

“Awww, me, too,” Gee said. “Especially that sweetie Galmine, oh, and Tannin, oh, and Trel always makes me laugh. But don’t forget Urka! Ha! I can’t wait to see what she’ll say about all these adventures. Quwaru will have some wise words for us, so will Youleena, and let’s not forget about Adella! I can’t wait to hear her sing.”

“That’s everyone,” Emta said. “You could have just said you missed ‘everyone,’ yeah?”

“I could have, but I didn’t.” Gee shrugged.

“Let’s get these trees unloaded,” I said as I nodded to the precious cargo.

“We will do this work, King,” Ohkall said as he gestured to Veeraale and Hayroud. “If it pleases you.”

“We can all lift a tree. It will make less trips, and--” the words caught in my throat as my eyes drifted from the rafts to the eastern sky.

“Eiter, did you say the next closest tribe was that way?” I asked as I pointed to the massive plume of smoke cutting through the morning sky like a dark stroke of paint.

“Uhhh, yes. I did.” Eiter frowned. “Can you give me a moment to use Path?”

“Yes,” I said.

Eiter closed her orange eyes, and then she opened them, blinked and closed her eyes again. This time her eyes stayed closed for a good half of a minute before she turned to look at me.

“The peaceful tribe and the smoke are coming from the same spot.”

“Fucking shit,” I sighed.
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Chapter 6

“How far away is it?” Oppena asked.

“About… four days walking,” Eiter said, “but it’s almost never exact because things can happen, and it depends on what time you--”

“It’s fine,” Heeyuna interrupted her. “We understand how it works. We know it’s not perfect, Eiter.”

“Sorry,” the lilac beauty apologized as she looked at me. “I wish I could give you an exact answer.”

“Your power is super useful,” I said, “but let’s get these trees up to the camp and show them to Galmine. Then we can grab some lunch and figure out what we are going to do about this other tribe and their smoke issue.”

Everyone nodded at my words, and we were soon picking up trees and carrying them up the switchback trail through the thick jungle toward our fort.

“Hey,” Emta whispered as she carried a tree next to me up the jungle hill.

“Hey,” I whispered back.

“Soooo… About the smoke?” She glanced back over her shoulder to where everyone else was walking to make sure they were still out of earshot. “We’re gonna go help them, yeah?”

“I’m going to have Talia fly over there,” I said, “but I’m worried it might be too far away for her to see anything.”

“Can you see out of her eyes as good as Bruce?” she asked.

“Yeah.” I nodded. “She seems to be the fastest flier, too. Bruce is a bit slower, but he’s really strong. Selina is better at maneuvering in the air, but she’s slower than both of them. I think she’s going to be the best at hunting fish for us.”

“How do you know these things?” Emta asked. “All three of them look the same to me. Well, maybe Bruce is a bit bigger cause he’s the male, but I would have thought they would have the same attributes.”

“I dunno,” I said as I felt my flying pals begin to spread out. “I just… kind of know these things now as I connect with them.”

“Your ability is really powerful,” she muttered. “Have you thought about how everyone is going to get along when we get back?”

“I figure everyone is going to be fine,” I said with a shrug. “They’ll just be happy to have shelter and protection.

“I’m not gonna tell you how to do your whole leadership job, but maybe you should mention Trel is gonna be like Trel and that Tannin should… I dunno. Maybe the guys should be extra gentle around her?”

“Good points,” I said as I gave Emta a smile. “Thanks for reminding me. You are smart.”

“Naw, I’m not.” Emta looked away from me and cleared her throat. “I’ve been an idiot most of my life. Judging people the wrong way, like you, and just… wasting time and opportunity.”

“No one is perfect,” I said. “Experience is based on mistakes. You mess something up, tell yourself you won’t do that again, and then you try not to do it again.”

“Yeah, well, I’ve messed up a lot in my past. Don’t think I’ll ever be able to make things right again. Especially since I’m here now and not at home, and the people who I could make things right with aren’t around anymore.”

“Is your family dead?” I asked as my heart sank.

“Yeah,” she sighed. “And it’s all my fault.”

“How could it be your fault?” I asked as I forced my voice to whisper more.

“We’ll talk later,” she said. “Maybe you should speak to the newbies?”

“Yeah,” I said, and then I slowed my pace so that I was walking with six new members of my tribe.

“Before we get to camp, I need to speak with all of you about a kind of… dynamic in the tribe.”

“This going to be about Trel?” Oppena laughed. “She’s adorable. I just love her.”

“Well, yeah,” I chuckled. “There is no real simple way to say this that won’t sound strange, so I’ll just tell it how it is: She really wants me to impregnate her, but because we are different species, I didn’t think it would work, so then she started recommending that I breed with all the women in the tribe to test out that hypothesis. Then we discovered that another member of my tribe, Galmine, seems to have the power to assist with the baby making stuff.”

“So we can breed cross species?” Veeraale gasped. “I also didn’t think that was possible.”

“We don’t know for sure yet,” I said. “The only one we really know is pregnant is Kacerie, but other women in the tribe might also be carrying my children.”

“I will protect them, King,” Ohkall rumbled. “I will treat your women as my sisters, and your children as my blood. You have saved our lives and given us protection and kindness.”

“Agreed,” Hayroud said. “Whatever you need, just tell us, and we’ll do it.”

“My point with Trel is that she’s going to tell all the women to have sex with me and get pregnant, and she’s probably not going to like Ohkall and Haryoud. On her world, she says that males are really dumb and useless, and it took her a month or so to warm up to me.”

“I will do my best to please her,” Ohkall said. “I understand what you are saying.”

“She’s just going to tell us to fuck you all the time?” Heeyuna asked me.

“Yeah,” I sighed, “but her words are harmless. She just kind of has a two-track mind: building stuff around the fort and making sure I put babies inside of every woman.”

“I see,” Heeyuna asked. “Eiter mentioned this to me a bit, but--”

“I didn’t get any of that from Trel when I was working with her,” Oppena said. “Probably because we were on a deadline to do all the copper stuff. I found her wicked smart and hilariously sassy. You are going to love her, Heeyuna.”

“Okay.” The other woman nodded.

“The other person I wanted to talk to you about is Tannin,” I said. “Before I saved her, she was… abused by some asshole men. She had wings attached to her back, but these men tore them off so she couldn’t escape, and they… well… they did things to her that you all can guess at. She’s just starting to come out of her shell a bit, but she might be very scared of Ohkall and Haryoud.”

“Should we try to avoid her, then?” Haryoud asked.

“Just be aware of the situation,” I said. “She’s a valued member of my tribe, and I don’t want her to feel any panic. Give her some space unless she talks to you. Okay?”

“Yes, King.” Ohkall nodded, and Haryoud repeated the movement.

There was a hoot up ahead, and I set down my tree just in time for Scooby, Shaggy, Fred, Velma, and Daphne to jump on me.

“Ohhh, hey guys!” I laughed as I gave my troodons equal pets and kisses. Then the group of tiger-striped raptors ran around the rest of the group getting pets until they came to Jinx and Soju.

My little blue pal let out a proud squawk as he showed off his new wife, and the larger orange predators all took turns nuzzling the little pink-cream-colored dino. Once that small ritual was completed, the group dashed off up the trail, and I guessed it was because everyone couldn’t wait to show Soju the rest of the camp.

“Happy bunch, aren’t they?” Oppena asked me once the feathered dinos had blasted off.

“Yeah,” I laughed. “I’m excited for you to meet all my dinosaurs.

“They are very nice,” Eiter stated in her emotionless voice. “I am happy to be a part of your tribe, Victor.”

“Me, too.” I smiled at her, and her orange eyes met mine for a few moments before she looked away.

A few minutes later, we reached the end of the lower jungle and were at the first clearing.

“Victor!” I heard Tannin shout from across the clearing at the campfire, and she bounced up and down as she waved at me.

“We are back!” I shouted as we all began to walk across the clearing, and all my herbivore dinosaurs moved across the grass to greet us.

“Awww, hi guys!” I said as I set down my tree and gave rubs to my pets. I introduced everyone to each other, and let my new tribe mates pet each one. Even baby Shirley got some pets as she zoomed around everyone’s feet, and she honked and tooted with unabashed excitement when she got all the attention.

“I like these ones with the plates on their backs and spikes on their tails,” Ohkall rumbled as he petted Mike D. “They look strong.”

“They are,” I chuckled.

“The ones with armor also look formidable,” Veeraale said as she pointed to where Larry, Moe, and Curly were getting pets from Emta.

“Those are ankylosauruses,” I said. “All brawn and stubbornness.”

“I like them more now,” Veeraale giggled.

“Victor!” Galmine said as she stepped into the circle of dinosaurs with Tannin, Adella, and Urka.

“Hello, beautiful,” I whispered as I took her in my arms and pulled her luxurious body into mine. “I missed you.”

“I missed you, too,” she muttered before our lips touched, and then the world seemed to float away as our tongues explored each other for a few moments.

“Ohhh, my.” She fluttered her eyelashes as soon as our kiss ended, and then she gently ran her fingers down my face as her green eyes stared into mine. “I recognize Eiter, but have you brought new friends?”

“Yeah,” I said. “Let’s all go sit around the fire, and I’ll introduce our new tribe members.”

“I was cooking some fish,” Tannin said as she nervously glanced at Hayroud and Ohkall. “I could make some more if anyone was hungry.”

“Please and thank you,” Heeyuna sighed. “I’m starving.”

“I’ll bless some water for you, too,” Keefaye said, and then we all picked our trees back up and moved the rest of the way across the clearing until we were at the campfire.

“What are these beauties?” Galmine asked as she caressed the leaves of one of the cotton trees. “Are they the plants which make the clothes Eiter and her pretty friends are wearing?”

“Yes,” Eiter replied, “but Oppena takes the material and uses her ability to press it into the cloth you see us wearing.”

“I was hoping you could figure out how to make them flourish here,” I said.

“I don’t think these ones like the sun too much,” Galmine said as she ran her fingers down the trunks. “They just want a bit of light every day, especially in the mornings, but then they just want some damp clay soil and lots of love. I can help them feel right at home here. Is this all that you brought?”

“This is about a quarter of them,” I said.

“I can go get the rest,” Ohkall said as he pivoted around.

“Wait,” I said before he could take a step. “Let’s do our introductions and get everyone a bite to eat. The trees aren’t going anywhere.”

“Yes, King.” The rock-man nodded at me.

“Ohhh, he calls you King!” Galmine gasped as she clapped her hands. “What a nice and truthful thing to say. I have been calling Victor my king almost since the moment I met him.”

“Then you are a wise woman,” Ohkall said as he bowed his head to Galmine. “For he is a king in all aspects.”

“I am Galmine, what is your name, gentle friend?”

“Ohkall.” He bowed his head lower. “My family name is lost now that I am not on my home world, so I will take my king’s name once he deems me worthy.”

“Is that what we are doing now?” Urka chuckled as she wiggled her eyebrows at me. “Taking Victor’s last name? I think Urka Shelby has a pretty good ring to it.”

“Let’s just figure out what everyone’s first name is,” I laughed and then looked around the huts. “Where is Trel, Youleena, and Quwaru?”

“Those three have moved up toward the cliffs overlooking the sea,” Adella sang out. “To plan where to put our new homes so that we can live inside buildings made of stone.”

“Ahhh,” I said. “I should go get--”

“Okay!” I heard Trel shout from the jungle to the north. “We are coming! You don’t have to hoot so much at us!”

The group around the fire turned, and we saw Trel, Quwaru, and Youleena being herded like a trio of sheep by the troodons, Jinx, and Soju.

“Perhaps it is lunchtime already?” Quwaru asked, but then she glanced up from the feathered dinosaurs and her silver eyes met mine. “Victor!”

“What?” Trel gasped as she looked up at me, and then a massive grin split her beautiful face as she bounded around our huts with an almost terrifying speed.

“Whoa,” I gasped just before the spider-woman collided with me, and her arms wrapped around me like a straightjacket as her mouth hungrily devoured my lips.

“Hmmmmmm,” she moaned down my throat as she aggressively kissed me, and then she broke her kiss off, stared into my eyes, let out a happy sigh, and then kissed me again.

I kissed my lover back with equal passion, and the world seemed to melt around us for a few moments. Then our second kiss ended, and I realized she was suspending both of us a good three feet off the ground with her back legs.

“I missed you, too,” I whispered as she nuzzled her face into my neck.

“Oh, Victor,” she muttered. “You have no idea. It has only been what? A day, but it has felt like four hundred years, and that is just me, everyone else was just crying and weeping every second you were gone. I had to comfort them and remind them all that you’d be back any moment, and there was still plenty of work to do around the camp.”

“Yep,” Urka snorted. “That’s exactly how it happened. We were all crying every second you were gone, and Trel kept us all in check. Pretty much exactly that. Every. Single. Minute. Just like that.”

“I don’t doubt it,” I laughed to Urka as Trel finally set us both down, and then I reached for Quwaru, pulled her to me, and tasted her full lips with mine before our tongues briefly danced together.

“Hello, you,” she panted once our kiss broke. “I see you brought us some friends?”

“Yes,” I said. “They are all joining our tribe.”

“Where is Sheela, Kacerie, Liahpa, Zoru, and Emerald?” Trel asked.

“They are walking here,” I said. “One of the new tribe members can’t move that quickly, and he couldn’t take the rafts.”

“Rafts?” Quwaru asked.

“Yeah, we made rafts so we could move the trees down here quicker,” I explained. “Let’s all sit down and get to know each other first before I explain what happened. All of you have met Eiter.”

“Hello,” she gave a shy wave to everyone.

“I love how your nails match your hair, Eiter,” Galmine sighed. “It’s such a calming shade of purple.”

“T-t-thank you,” Eiter stuttered a bit.

“I don’t think everyone has met Oppena,” I continued.

“Hi. I’m Oppena.” the brown-haired woman gave a fanged smile and then nervously ran her hand through her shoulder-length brown hair. “I met some of you before. I can Meld similar items together to kind of join them.”

“Your eyes are beautiful,” Quwaru said. “And I love the healthy glow to your skin. I didn’t get a good look at your beautiful features before because it was so dark that night. Please be welcome.”

“You are so nice,” Oppena gushed. “I enjoyed speaking with you while I was making the copper stuff.”

“Heeyuna?” I asked.

“That is me.” She nodded to everyone. “I have an electrical power called Surge that can destroy pretty much anything I target, but I--”

“Electrical power?” Adella sang out. “That is like Urka’s power! The hue of your hair also matches.”

“Uhhh, yeah,” Urka cleared her throat as she fidgeted with her short hair and looked at the other woman.

“Your ability is electrical?” Heeyuna asked. “How does it work?”

“Uhhh, it’s nothing special. Just called Zap. I can make electrical currents like this.” Urka raised her hands, and ripples of azure current sizzled between her fingers like a static electricity ball.

“Oh, I can do that, too,” Heeyuna raised her hand and spread her fingers. Then the air seemed to shimmer with dripping electrical energy. “Can you shoot or throw the ability?”

“Like twenty feet or so,” Urka said as she began to fidget her fingers together. “But it doesn’t really hurt anyone. It just kinda feels like a pinch.”

“Ahhh.” Heeyuna nodded.

“Your hair is really nice,” Urka said as she fixed her four eyes on the other woman. “It’s really long. Mine gets too ratty if it gets that long.”

“I don’t really do anything with it,” Heeyuna chuckled as she ran her hands through her thick mane.

“This girl saved our asses from the spinos,” Gee cackled.

“Spinos?” Quwaru looked at me.

“They were in the river down below,” I explained as I pointed northeast. “They swam up as we were taking the rafts down.”

“We made them last night!” Keefaye said with a proud smile on her face. “All of us worked together to cut down the jungle trees, design the rafts, and then move the trees on them.”

“Then, we were almost here and there were four spinosauruses in the way,” Gee said. “These boys were up to no good, but Victor came up with his usual genius plan. Keefaye made some of her blessed water all powerful like, Bruce and his girls hung it from a rope across the water, and then boom! Heeyuna used her ability to blow the whole thing up from a good twenty yards away! You should have seen it, Urka. Was a wave of power coming from this one. Probably would have cooked us all real good if we were in its path.”

“Sounds… crazy,” Urka said as she glanced down at her hands. “Really… uhhh… neat. Glad she’s here with us. Who is next?”

“I have finished cooking!” Tannin said before I could call on the next person, and then we all took a bit of a break as copper plates of cooked fish were passed around.

“Veeraale, can you go next?” I asked after everyone had eaten a few bites and thanked Tannin for working on the meal.

“I can make blades or other tools out of ice,” the teal-skinned woman said as she held out the hand that wasn’t holding her plate of food. A large fork appeared in her fingers, and then she spun it around expertly before she used it to grab a bite of her fish. “If I hand a tool to someone else, it melts in less than half a minute.”

“How cold is it?” Trel leaned forward. “Is it actual ice?”

“It… It is kind of ice.” Veeraale shrugged. “It melts into water, but it is as strong as steel before it melts, which I know normal ice isn’t.”

“Can it freeze a jug of water?” Trel asked.

“Yes it can.” Veeraale nodded.

“Ohhhhh, this is very good,” Trel purred as she looked at me. “We can make small ice boxes now to keep our meat fresh.”

“How?” I asked.

“I’m guessing she’s going to want me to make one,” Youleena chuckled, and then she turned to the new members. “I am called Youleena. My ability is called Stone Meld, and I can form and shape rock. There seems to be some similarities between our abilities, Oppena, and that is really good because I need a lot of help around the camp shaping and forming our buildings and walls. If I could make the base blocks of stone, and you could join them together, we’d be able to craft everything much faster.”

“I’m happy to help however I can,” Oppena said with a happy nod.

“What of these males?” Trel sighed as she gestured with her black fingers to Ohkall and Haryoud. “Are they as dumb as they look, or are they even dumber? Ugh. Why can’t we just have Victor around.”

“You are Trel, then?” Haryoud asked.

“No,” Trel snorted. “I am Trel Idil-Iria, Duchess of Family Iria. I am the most perfect and glorious female to ever exist. Well, these ladies gathered around me are also fine examples of our splendid gender… but back to me: I am amazing, and wonderful, and the first and most important wife of Victor Shelby. Therefore, you will address me as--”

“Duchess Trel Idil-Iria,” Haryoud interrupted as he bowed his orange spider-face so low it almost touched the fire. “You are correct. I am just a lowly male and am honored to even be in the presence of such an example of femininity and womanhood. I can only hope to someday meet a woman who is just a fraction as wonderful and intelligent as you are, whereupon she might grace me by taking me as her mate. I have committed my life to serving your husband, my king, as long as I live in return for the respect and grace he has already shown me and my two companions. This is a joyous day for me, since I finally get to meet the entire tribe, which is obviously devoted to you, Duchess.”

“I too, am awed by your splendor and the stories of your vast accomplishments, Duchess Trel Idil-Iria,” Ohkall began with a low rumble of his massive voice. “I have asked your husband, the king of this land, to allow me to protect his women as if they were my sisters and his offspring as if they were my own blood. It honors me to finally meet the woman responsible for managing his harem of incredible women, and I hope you will share your intelligence and grace with me and Haryoud, despite our positions as lowly males.”

Trel’s mouth hung open, and her pointer finger froze as it raised in the air, I could almost see the gears working in her brain as she tried to figure out a correct reprimand for the two men. The camp was silent for a few moments, and then she lowered her finger and turned to me.

“These males seem fine.”

“What?” Emta chuckled. “You sure about that, Trel?”

“Yes, yes, yes,” Trel waved her fingers at Emta dismissively. “They are obviously advanced specimens of their gender who recognize that our beloved Victor is superior to them. That is the first step in their redemption. But, tell me, you two, what are your abilities?”

“I can mold my hands to be sharpened blades,” Ohkall said as he raised his hands to show everyone. “And I can also cause my entire form to erupt into shards that can pierce the flesh of all around me. Unfortunately, that also ends my life.”

“That… doesn’t seem very nice,” Galmine gasped.

“You really die?” Quwaru asked.

“Yes.” He nodded. “As I have told King, my ability is weak, but I will work hard to ensure I add value to our tribe. You all can count on me to pull more than my weight, and I weigh a lot.”

“Ohkall does look like he weighs a ton,” Gee laughed and slapped her knee. “That was funny.”

“I can sometimes cause a laugh.” The big rocky man smiled as he gave a slight nod.

“What about you, Orange One?” Trel asked.

“I am Haryoud,” he said. “My ability is called Vision Jump and I can keep my sight located in one place and continue to look back there, even if I have moved my body very far away. I can also see in complete darkness and through smoke.”

“That sounds like an interesting ability,” Quwaru said with her usual supportive nod and gentle smile.

“What of you four?” Veeraale asked as she looked at Tannin, Galmine, Quwaru, and Adella.

“I can pull and push water around.” Adella swirled her finger in the air, and a thin stream of water vortexed out of a jug sitting beside Veeraale.

“Wow,” Haryoud gasped as he leaned away.

“I can do similar with the wind,” Tannin peeped up with a shy smile, and she carefully brushed her orange hair back from her long elf-ears.

I was proud of her for being able to speak about herself to both of the men, and I felt a strong desire to hug her and tell her so, but physical touch might not be anything close to what she wanted, so I just gave her a small thumbs up when her eyes flashed to me.

That made her smile grow larger, and then she bent back over the fire to tend to the cooking fish.

“I can grow the plants,” Galmine said in her usual slow paced voice. “I just tell them that I love them and make sure they have a good place to live.”

“You are also ensuring that Victor’s seed takes root in all of our wombs,” Trel huffed. “That is the most important part of your ability.”

“Well, we are trying that,” Galmine replied. “We don’t know for sure. Quwaru is our first attempt, and…”

“I still don’t know for sure,” the red-skinned succubus-looking woman said with a small shrug. “It will be a few more weeks before I am positive.”

“So you carry our king’s child in your womb?” Ohkall asked.

“That’s the hope,” Quwaru said as she gave me a dazzling smile. “Oh, I’m Quwaru, by the way. My ability lets me read people’s minds through their emotions. It isn’t perfect, but I can tell a lot about a person when I touch them. Therefore, I’m going to hold each of your hands for a bit.”

“Uhh, really?” Veeraale bit her lip and then looked at me. “I am… I didn’t know this would be happening.”

“That is for the best,” Quwaru said as she stared at the other woman, and her silver eyes narrowed. “We have nothing to hide here, do we?”

“No, we do not,” Ohkall said as he raised his hand toward Quwaru. “I speak my words, and my words are my bond. Please read my thoughts first and know my words are true, Quwaru.”

“Very well,” my lover said as she stood from her seat, walked around the fire a bit, and then took Ohkall’s massive gray hand in her tiny red one.

Her silver eyes closed for a few moments, and then she took a long breath before she opened them again.

“I am sorry for your pain,” she whispered.

“Ohhh,” he rumbled as he gently took his hand from hers. “You… felt… that?”

“Yes.” Quwaru blinked her eyes a few times and then wiped away a tear that fell down her cheek. “You are welcome with us, Ohkall. You will find what you seek here.”

“Thank… Thank you.” The eight-foot-tall rock man seemed to shrink in size as his shoulders hunched, and then he bowed low to Quwaru before he nodded to me.

“Me next, please,” Haryoud held his fingers out to Quwaru, and she grasped them as gently as she had touched Ohkall.

“Hmmm…” she said after a few moments of careful breathing. “You are welcome here as well, Haryoud.”

“Thank you, Quwaru,” the orange spider-fox man gasped with relief as he let go of her hand. “I was a bit worried.”

“About your loyalty?” Emta asked.

“Well, no, just, I’ve got a lot of emotions and thoughts and things just bouncing up in my brain. I didn’t know what she’d see in there.”

“I saw a man who wanted friends and a chance to prove his worth to them,” Quwaru said. “We are happy to have you.”

“Me… next?” Veeraale held up her hand, and her arm was visibly shaking.

“Do not worry,” Ohkall rumbled. “It is painless.”

“That’s not what I’m worried about!”

“What the fuck are you worried about, then?” Emta growled as she rested her hand on her knife hilt. “I was just starting to really like you, and--”

“Let’s let Quwaru do her thing,” I cleared my throat to cut through the sudden tension in the air.

It seemed like everyone held their breath as the two women joined hands, and I couldn’t help but notice the extreme contrast between Quwaru’s red and Veeraale’s teal skin.

Quwaru took a few long breaths, and Veeraale seemed to grow more upset with each passing second, and then the swordswoman’s cheeks began to turn purple as she frantically glanced around at everyone.

“It’s okay,” Quwaru whispered as she suddenly pulled Veeraale close, and then I blinked in surprise when my lover wrapped her arms around the other woman so that Veeraale’s head was buried into Quwaru’s cleavage.

“It… is?” I heard Veeraale suddenly sob, and then her body began to wrack with spasms as she cried.

“You should not be ashamed,” Quwaru whispered as she stroked Veeraale’s long white hair. “You did what you needed to do.”

“But… But…” Veeraale sobbed loudly again.

“Shhh… No one will judge you,” Quwaru whispered as she continued to stroke the other woman’s scalp. “You are home now. Okay?”

“Y-y-yes, okay,” Veeraale sighed into Quwaru’s chest, and the two women held each other for another moment while the rest of us just sat in silence and stared into the campfire while Veeraale worked through her emotions.

After about five minutes, Veeraale gave her last sniffles, and then she pulled away from Quwaru and wiped her eyes. No one said anything else, but Ohkall gently rested his hand on his friend’s shoulder, and he gave her a slow nod when she smiled at him.

“Sorry, everyone,” the teal-skinned woman said as she wiped the tears from her eyes with the back of her hands. “It’s… just that…”

“You do not need to say anything if you don’t wish to,” Quwaru said. “Victor trusts me to judge if you are okay to be part of us, and you are. That’s all that needs to be known.”

“And you won’t tell him that--”

“If you don’t want me to, I won’t,” Quwaru interrupted.

“Ahhh, okay,” Veeraale gave me a nervous smile, and then she took a deep breath. “I… I feel mixed emotions about Wyss. What he did, what I allowed him to do-- to me and others, what I felt for him, and what I feel now. I am… a weak person.”

“No you fucking aren’t,” Emta spat.

“You should not feel bad about what your mate did,” Oppena said. “We don’t hold any grudges, do we, Heeyuna?”

“No, it is fine,” Heeyuna said as she carefully studied Veeraale’s face. “Did he… well, it is not my place to ask.”

“No,” Veeraale said. “He never… I came to him willingly. Since he was providing for us. That’s why I’m so… knotted inside. I knew he wasn’t a good man, but what should I have done? This world… It’s…”

“Haryoud and I both made the same decision,” Ohkall said.

“It’s fine,” Haryoud confirmed. “He was powerful, so we had to put up with him. I do not judge you for the same sins I have made.”

“But are they sins?” I asked, and everyone turned to me. “I think we can take a lesson from this. We are going to have confrontations with tribes who are aggressive to us, but that doesn’t mean everyone in that tribe is an asshole. It could just be that their leader is strong, and everyone else is too scared to leave because this world is so dangerous.”

“So we should consider these situations when working against another tribe,” Quwaru said.

“Maybe,” I sighed and then shrugged. “You all here are my priority. I’m not going to risk anyone’s life trying to figure out if there are some good apples mixed in with the basket of bad ones that are attacking us.”

“That is fair,” Veeraale said.

“I guessed you three were okay from the conversations I heard through my spying dinos,” I said as I nodded to Jinx and Soju, who were both curled up and sleeping at Trel’s feet. “I also knew Syson was a conniving backstabber and found out about Wyss’ true personality. We aren’t going to be able to do that with everyone, but I can try as long as we don’t risk anyone’s life in this tribe.”

Everyone nodded, and then Heeyuna held her hand out to Quwaru.

“Me next,” she said, and the two women locked hands.

We waited in silence for a few minutes, and then Quwaru opened her eyes and slowly let go of the other woman’s hand.

“Welcome to our tribe, Heeyuna,” Quwaru said.

“Thank you.” Heeyuna smiled. “I’m surprised you didn’t say anything about my anger issues.”

“I am not worried about making you angry,” Quwaru chuckled.

“That’s wise,” Heeyuna laughed.

“Me next?” Oppena held out her hand.

“Yes,” Quwaru said as she took the other woman’s hand. This one was the quickest yet, and Quwaru almost instantly let go and smiled wide. “Welcome, Oppena. We are happy you are with us.”

“Thank you,” the rainbow-eyed beauty sighed. “That made me really fucking nervous.

“That’s everyone,” I said.

“What about Eiter?” Oppena asked as she gestured to her friend.

“I did her a few days ago,” Quwaru said as she smiled at Eiter.

“Looks like we are one big happy family,” Heeyuna laughed, and then she turned to Oppena and Eiter. “This was a good decision.”

“Yes.” Eiter nodded. “I like Victor and his family.”

“Same,” Oppena said.

“Well, now that all this boring stuff is out of the way,” Trel cleared her throat as she stood up and carefully stepped away from the sleeping bodies of Jinx and Soju, “I have an important announcement to make.”

“Please say this isn’t going to be about Victor making babies with all the new women,” Emta sighed as she rubbed her face with her hand.

“No, wait,” Trel tapped a finger to her chin and then scrunched her nose. “This isn’t as important as that by far, but it is still important: I have crafted the first working model of the pump that will deliver water from the river up to a vessel at the top of the fort property. Would you all like to see it? Of course you would, since I am a genius and all of my builds are genius works of art.”

“Yeah,” I chuckled as we all began to stand. “Where is it?”

“I moved the pump down by the river earlier this morning, but then I saw these four large dinosaurs there with the big fins on the back, and I hid my pump and came back up here.”

“Those were the same spinosaurus we fought,” Emta said.

“Good!’ Trel cackled. “If they are dead, they won’t get in the way of my setup. Everyone should follow me!”

Trel began to march south across the clearing, and we all left our plates by the fireside and followed her.

But as soon as we all entered the jungle, I saw Urka cut away from the group and head directly east through the clearing. She did it quickly so that no one would notice, but the troodons were following us, and Scoob alerted me that she was moving off the path.

“Trel,” I said as I took a few hurried steps to catch up with her.

“Yes, my love?” she asked. “Are you ready to be amazed by my genius?”

“I am,” I laughed, “but I need to spend a few minutes talking to Urka, can you help everyone bring up the load of trees and dispose of the rafts? By then I’ll be down and you can show me the pump.”

“Urka?” Trel glanced over her shoulder, and then fixed me with her black eyes. “I will do as you ask, my wonderful mate.”

“Thanks,” I said, and then I gave everyone a nod before I backtracked up the trail and cut through the jungle after Urka.
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Chapter 7

The jungle off the trail was really too thick to walk through, but I made my best attempt to slide and wiggle through the branches and brambles. A few minutes in I had to take off my Cricket Bat of Doom so that I could swat leaves and bushes aside, and then I finally came to the edge of the cliff where Youleena and Galmine had been working on the five-foot-high natural-looking wall.

“Urka?” I called out as I looked left down the slope, and then I looked right and still didn’t see her.

I glanced at the ground for any trace of her footprints, but she was small and light, so at first I didn’t see anything. Then I noticed a bit of a dirty smudge on a rock to my right heading up back toward the camp, so I set off in that direction.

“Urka?” I called out again, but there was just silence in response, so I kept walking.

Then I heard a soft crying up ahead, so I slowed my pace a bit until I came up to her. She was sitting on top of the wall facing the vast ocean with her head in her hands so that her four eyes were covered. The midday sun caught the blue in her hair so that it stood out like a neon tracing against the azure sky, but I didn’t want to tell her she shouldn’t be up here or someone would see her.

She obviously had something going on.

“Can I sit next to you?” I asked as soon as she heard me walking up.

“Yeah. Fine.” She started to wipe her tears away, and I swung my legs up on the wall so that I sat facing the same direction she was.

We didn’t speak for a few minutes, but she kept sniffing and trying to wipe her eyes the entire time.

“Lots of crying going on today,” I said. “We should get some handkerchiefs made with some of Oppena’s orange cloth.”

“Yeah.” Urka cleared her throat. “Bunch of emotional women.”

“It’s okay to cry,” I said.

“I’ve never seen you cry,” Urka sighed.

“I did when my parents died,” I said.

“That’s a good reason.”

“You aren’t crying for a good reason?” I asked.

“I… fuck if I know. Seems good to me, but then I think it’s a dumb reason. Then I start crying more.”

“You want to talk about it?” I asked.

“No,” she sighed, “but you’re the only person I can talk to about it.”

“I am?” I asked.

“Yeah,” she snorted, but then she didn’t say anything for a while.

We sat and watched the ocean waves crest in the distance below us, and we watched the dinosaurs tumble through the sky and dive down for fish. A trio of brontosauruses were way far in the distance, but looking at them just brought my eyes to the smoky pillar even farther in the distance.

“What’s with that smoke?” Urka asked. “Do you know?”

“Another survivor camp is on fire,” I said. “Talia is flying in that direction, but she’s almost at the end of my range, and she can’t really see what’s going on. I think I’m going to have to ride out a bit.”

“Oh,” she said.

“I’ll figure that out later,” I said. “Do you want to talk about what’s wrong?”

“Not really,” Urka groaned, “But… it’s just going to eat away at me… forever.”

Then she put her face in her hands and started to cry again.

I didn’t really know what to do, so I gently rested my hand on her small shoulder and gave it a gentle squeeze, this seemed to end the sadness coursing through her small body, and she stopped crying and wiped her eyes again.

“Victor…” she paused and then took a deep breath. “Are you going to fuck me?”

“W-w-what?” I stuttered.

“You know,” she sighed. “Fuck me? Take that big and hard cock of yours and ram it deep in my tight little pussy until I squeal my dad’s name and cum all over it?”

“Huh?” I stammered since I hadn’t expected her to say this at all, and I was completely caught off guard.

“Yeah, spread my legs open like the petals of a flower, and then lick my little bud before you thrust your purple love spear into me. Ugh. You probably won’t even fit. You’ll have to use my asshole to get your full length in, but then you won’t be able to fill up my womb with your cum, so… nope. It will have to be in my pussy. You’ll probably tear me up really good, and scramble the fuck out of my eggs before you season them with your creamy load.”

“Are… you… messing with me?” I groaned as I stood up. “I came out here to see if--”

“No,” she interrupted me as she grabbed my arm. “No… I’m… you take every woman out… then… they come back… and… You know. They are happy. Are you going to do that with me?”

“Uhhh… do you want to do that with me?” I asked as my stomach flip-flopped.

“That wasn’t my question,” she hissed. “I’m asking if you are going to fuck me. Do you think I’m attractive? Do you want to make me your woman and have babies with me like you are with every other woman here? Do you? Well?”

“I…”

“You know, I don’t need you to answer,” she sobbed as she looked away from me. “I can see it in your face.”

“Urka,” I said as I touched her shoulder. “Look, it’s--”

“Do you see her?” Urka sobbed. “Just… do you see her?”

“Who?” I asked, even though I already knew. “Heeyuna?”

“Fuck, yeah, Heeyuna,” Urka moaned. “She’s… just… better than me. At everything! Her power is better, and… damn it. Look at her body! Her legs go on for miles, her hips are like… damn girl. Tiny waist. Big, juicy boobs, and that face! Oh, fuck me, that beatiful face. She’s so fucking hot that I think I’d rather watch you fuck her than feel you fuck me.”

“She’s not--”

“Yeah, I can just think of it now,” Urka garbled through her tears. “You can pick her up and spread her legs. Hold her up and take her from behind so I can watch your big fucking cock impale deep into her. I’ll rub my little electric bean while she tells me I’m not good enough for you, and she’s everything I’m never going to be. Then I won’t even cum because she’s just so much better at having orgasms than I am, too. She’ll just climax over and over on your meat stick until it’s just dripping down your shaft and onto the ground. Then you’ll finally spray your load, and there will be so much that it will gush out of her. I’ll try to lick some of it up, but she’ll just slap me across the face and tell me to go in my fucking corner. Then I’ll finally cum, and it will be great, but not as great as the dozens of ones she already had. Fucking… bitch.”

“This is… a… lot to unpack,” I said carefully.

“What’s there to ‘unpack?’” Urka scoffed.

“Heeyuna doesn’t… uhhhh… seem to be that kind of woman?” I offered. “So… I don’t think that’s going to happen.”

“Well, you know what’s not going to happen? You doing that with me, ever,” Urka groaned. “I’m not good enough for you.”

“I didn’t say that,” I said. “I didn’t even know you wanted me… like that? You said the other day that you’d have to wear a pot over your head if we ever--”

“I was joking!” she groaned.

“It’s hard to tell when you are joking or serious,” I stated.

“Now you sound like everyone from my world,” she groaned.

“I didn’t know you were attracted to me.”

“How could I not be?” Urka groaned. “You are… perfect. You are so handsome and know the right things to say, and… I’m just… me. I can’t think straight when I’m around you. You don’t even have four eyes like some kind of freak, and I still think you are the sexiest alien man I’ve ever laid all my eyes on, but you don’t look at me the same way you look at the other women, so I’m just… not ever going to have a turn.”

I let out a breath and tried to think of what to say to help the situation, but my mind was coming up blank. I had suspected that Urka might have been upset that Heeyuna had a better power than her, but I didn’t think she would have admitted any feelings for me.

The worst part was that she was right. I really wasn’t attracted to the small woman. Yeah, I really liked her as a friend, but she didn’t make my body burn with desire like my other lovers did. Of course, that was probably the last thing she wanted to hear.

So, what could I say to make things right?

“Her ability is powerful,” I said, “but it has its flaws. She has to eat a lot of food or she passes out, or she needs to drink a lot of Keefaye’s blessed water to get the extra--”

“Are you telling me she gets to eat as much food and drink as much booze as she wants and still looks like that?” Urka groaned. “What the fuck? How does she have it so good?”

“It’s not a positive,” I said. “She was pretty much about to die when Keefaye and I got there with her blessed water. We had to force it down her throat so that she’d drink enough to live.”

“I wish she had fucking died,” Urka grunted.

“Nope,” I said. “You don’t mean those words. That sounds like something my friend Urka would never say.”

“Yeah…” she sighed as she began to wipe away her tears again. “Sorry. That was a mean thing to say. I’m sure she’s really nice, but you can see where I’m coming from?”

“Yeah. If some guy showed up… and… well.” I closed my mouth and realized I didn’t want to follow that train of thought or she might think I agreed with her opinion. “I get what you are saying. I just don’t know how to make you feel better.”

“It’s not up to you to make me feel better,” Urka sighed as she looked out at the ocean. “But if anyone could, it is you. Like I said, you alway seem to know what to say.”

“I don’t think that’s true,” I said. “I’ve never been good with that stuff. I just started picking it up here. Back on my world I was a loser, and--”

“I was a loser back on my world, and I’m a loser here. Fuck. Me.”

“Hey,” I said as I snatched her hand in mine. “You aren’t a loser. Not at all. Everyone here enjoys being around you. You make everyone laugh and smile. You bring joy to us, and you are smart. Maybe your ability isn’t as powerful as Heeyuna’s, but you know where I got the idea to blow up the blessed water? You guys did that with the other tribe you were fighting way before you met me and my friends. You told me about how you used Zap to blow up Keefaye’s water, and I used that idea this morning.”

“Yeah,” she sniffled. “Well, you guessed we did it, and then I explained it. But yeah. I did do that. I thought of the idea, and it worked.”

“Sometimes when people have amazing strength or power, they don’t have to be clever,” I said.

“Yeah, and I’m weak, so I get to be clever. Yaaaay meeeee.” Urka waved her hands in the air sarcastically. “I’d rather look like Heeyuna and be able to blow up people and ride your cock all day long. Sounds fucking awesome.”

“We can’t always get what we want,” I said as I looked back at the ocean.

Then we didn’t speak for a few more minutes.

“I… I want to go home, Victor.”

I didn’t say anything.

“I… I want to have kids. I want to have a family. I never took it serious when I was on my world, and… no one would have fucked me anyway, but I’m different now, I think. Maybe a guy on my world would want me now?”

I opened my mouth to answer her, but she kept going.

“You won’t give me a baby, and who else is there on this world? Who am I going to find that wants me instead of Heeyuna, or Oppena, or Youleena, or Eiter, or Veeralle, or Adella, or Tannin, or… anyone? Even men on my world would want them instead of me. I’m not attractive, even to my own kind.”

“I didn’t realize you felt that way,” I said.

“It’s not a ‘feeling,’ it is the truth,” she spat. “Everyone else here is apparently the best their planet had to offer. Not me.”

“I wouldn’t have thought I was the best on my world, but since I got here, I grew into it. Well, I don’t quite know what I am now, but I’m better than I was when I first got here. Maybe that will happen for you. We don’t understand the full potential of your ability yet. There is still time. We all like hanging out with you, and--”

“No one on my world wanted anything to do with me,” she sighed. “Except my dad, I know I make gross jokes about him, but he was the only guy who kind of tolerated me.”

“Tell me more about him?” I asked.

“Nope,” she sighed. “I’ll cry more if I talk about him. There… there isn’t anything I can do except to get over this… feeling. I know you all are my family now, but everyone is so excited about getting pregnant, and it fills me with emptiness. I tried to joke about it, but… as soon as I saw Heeyuna… I knew the truth. It just… kicked me in the fucking pussy like a steel-toed boot. I’m never going to find love here. I’m just going to be the side character in everyone else’s story, and… maybe I deserve it for how I’ve been my whole life.”

“I don’t know what to say,” I whispered. “I hate that you feel this way.”

“Well, you could shove your dick in me,” she said, but then she let out a low laugh. “I’m joking. Kind of. Uggghhh. I shouldn’t joke about it, but… That’s helping me get by. You don’t want to fuck me just like I don’t want to fuck that Haryoud guy. Hey, at least that’s one good thing. I thought I was the ugliest person in the tribe until that guy showed up. What the fuck is going on with his face? I’ve had nightmares that were better looking than him.”

“You aren’t this mean,” I said.

“Yeah.” She nodded as tears began to stream down her cheeks again. “I felt bad even saying that. He’s fine. I’m the one who is ugly. On the inside and the outside.”

“I didn’t mean it like that,” I said.

“What if I just suck you off?” she muttered as she wiped more tears. “You could cum in my mouth. Then I’ll spit it in a cup and scoop it into my pussy. I’ll talk to Galmine and--”

“You haven’t really thought this through,” I sighed.

“Oh, believe me, I’ve thought about this. A lot. A looooot.”

“No, you haven’t. What’s going to happen to you if you get pregnant with my baby?”

“Uhhh, awesome stuff?” Urka scrunched up her nose at me. “I’ll have your baby? What is--”

“How are you going to have my baby?” I said as I tried to keep my voice even. “Do you realize how big it will be?”

“I…” Urka opened her mouth, and then she closed it with a snap of her teeth together. “Oh, shit.”

“Yeah…” I said. “I don’t know that much about making babies with women from different worlds, and maybe it will work, but who is going to give you medical care if the child is too big to come out of your cervix? Both of you could die.”

“I…” Urka turned to look out at the ocean. “I’m so fucking stupid. This is just like something I’d do. Not think everything through. I just fixate on this one thing and don’t let it get out of my head.”

“Lots of people are like that,” I said. “Doesn’t mean anything is wrong with you.”

“Now I feel like an even bigger ass,” she muttered as she rubbed the snot from her nose. “What did I even get out of this? The whole time, I’ve been thinking about you, but--”

“You just want love,” I interrupted her. “There isn’t anything wrong with that, Urka.”

“Why are we here?” she muttered as her eyes drifted to the distant smoke. “I didn’t want to come. I want to go home. I want my life back. I’d be different than I was before. I’d… do the things I needed to do but wasn’t brave enough to do.”

I had a hundred questions about her past life, but I realized this wasn’t the best time to ask them. She needed to work through what she needed to work through on her own, especially if I seemed to be the source of her agony.

“I don’t know,” I finally said.

“But you don’t want to go back?” she asked, but she didn’t look at me.

“No. I’m happy here. Happiest I’ve ever been since my parents died. And even if they were alive, I’d want to be here. The women I love are here and the rest of my friends are here. You are here.”

“What am I going to do?” Urka asked. “Sorry, it’s a dumb question, but I don’t know who else to ask.”

“Maybe time will help?” I offered. “I get where you are coming from with Heeyuna. I can understand the jealousy, but you and me, that’s going to be hard for both of us to make work. Know what I mean?”

“But if I looked like Heeyuna?” she asked as she finally turned her four eyes to me. “You know, don’t answer. You don’t need to. I make you laugh and smile, you like hanging out with me. If I… I know what would happen between us if I looked like her. You’d for sure fuck me, and it would be awesome.”

“Look,” I sighed. “I think you might have the wrong idea about this. It’s not entirely because of how you look. Well, it is, but I don’t think you should feel bad about it.”

“Uhhh… is this supposed to make me feel better. It kinda--”

“You look like a child to me,” I said with a shrug. “Most adults in my species aren’t attracted to that, and it isn’t your fault, at all, you just don’t check the boxes. If your face looked exactly how it is now, but you were a bit taller and had boobs and hips, my body would probably feel the things you want me to feel, but you look as if you are a ten-year-old human with four eyes, and if I were attracted to you, it would mean there was something wrong with me.”

Urka blinked her four eyes a few times, and then she tilted her head to the side. “Uhh. Really?”

“Yeah,” I said with a sad sigh. “Sorry.”

“Hmmm…” she turned to look back toward the ocean. “You know. If someone who looked like a ten-year-old boy on my world told me he wanted me to fuck him, I’d laugh in his face before I kicked him in the balls, and if he said half the sexual shit I’ve said to you in the past few minutes, I’d just really beat the shit out of him.”

“You would?” I raised an eyebrow.

“Oh, yeah,” she snorted. “It’s super illegal for people of my age to fornicate with those who aren’t of breeding age. They’d execute me, so even someone bringing it up would make it a really dangerous conversation.”

“That’s how it is on my world,” I said.

“I guess I just thought you thought I was ugly. I didn’t really understand the whole age thing. My body isn’t as good looking as the other women, but… yeah… okay. I get it. You don’t even think I’m ugly or pretty, you don’t think anything of me. Is that right?”

“Yeah…” I said. “And I’m sorry that--”

“No, no, no,” Urka said as she raised her hands. “This has actually made me feel a whole lot better. You’ve… been… really good about this whole thing. It must have been hard for you to hear the things I said.”

“It’s fine,” I replied.

“I’m going to… try to be a bit more considerate of that when I speak,” she said. “I thought I was being funny with you, and trying to flirt, but now I realize I probably made you really uncomfortable?”

“This isn’t about me,” I said. “I wanted to help you feel better.”

“Okay.” She nodded and wiped another glob of snot on the back of her hand. “Well… I guess I feel better now. I still wish I was Heeyuna, and that you’d put that big hard cock of yours inside me, but now I know that… well… it’s not going to be, and that’s not because of the things I thought it was because of. I guess I’m better than I was before this conversation. Thanks, Victor.”

Urka swung her legs back over the wall and jumped off. I followed her, and we began to walk down the edge of the cliff toward the river.

“Hold my hand?” she asked as she raised her hand. “Ohh, not that one. That’s covered with snot. This one is good, though.”

We switched sides so I could hold her left hand with my right, and then she gave my fingers a squeeze as we walked.

“Thanks again for the talk,” she whispered as she blinked up at me. “I appreciate it.”

“You are welcome,” I said, “and I appreciate you.”

“Soooo… when you and Heeyuna do fuck, can I watch?”

“Ughhh…” I groaned and rolled my eyes.

“Ha!” Urka snorted. “You should see your face right now. Okay, but for real. Can I? Damn. She’s just… I didn’t think I was into girls, but I’m getting the surge down in my panties whenever I see her, and if both of you wouldn’t mind…”

“Let’s just… not talk about this now,” I chuckled. “I’ve got other stuff to deal with.”

“You mean Emta?” she wiggled her eyebrows. “My girl’s been giving you the side-eye since you got back, but if you think I’ve got issues with your cock, you--”

“I was talking more about that smoke plume,” I said as I nodded to the east. “But wait, what issues?”

“With her and your sper-- wait, she hasn’t told you yet?” Urka gasped.

“Told me what? We started to talk about her family a bit, but she got really upset and didn’t want to talk about it anymore.”

“Ohhhhhh…” Urka frowned and then nodded to herself. “Uhhh… forget I said anything?”

I raised my eyebrows at her.

“Oh, fuck,” Urka groaned. “Please don’t… I’m really bad at keeping secrets, but it’s her thing to tell you. Please… just. I’ll tell you if you want me to, but she should be the one to tell you. Please let it drop?”

“It’s a secret?” I asked. “But she told you?”

“Ohhhhh…” Urka’s small body started to shake. “I’m-so-bad-at-keeping-secrets-but-I-really-shouldn’t-say-anything-Errrrrrrrr!”

“Okay,” I laughed. “It’s fine. I’ll talk to her about it.”

“Oh, thank goodness,” Urka gasped. “That… that… was really tough. I can’t believe I kept my mouth shut and didn’t tell you that her species gets addicted to one male’s sperm and they’ll die if they don’t get it every day, so that’s why she’s been super nervous around you.”

Urka froze after she blurted out her words, and we both turned our heads to look at each other.

“Oh, fuck.” She grimaced. “My bad.”

“Yeah…” I sighed.

“Please don’t tell her I told you!” Urka gasped. “Please, Victor. Oh, fuck. I really messed this up. See? This is why no one likes me!”

The blue-haired woman turned to dash away from me, but I didn’t let go of her hand, and she just spun back around.

“Hey!” I hissed as she started to cry again. “It’s fine. I’m not going to tell her you said anything.”

“Thanks,” Urka garbled through her sudden outpour of tears. “I’m such a dumb asshole. She’s my best pal, and I told her secret to the one man who--”

“It’s not a big deal,” I said. “She would have told me eventually. Don’t be so hard on yourself. I’m going to pretend like I don’t know, okay?”

“Okay,” she wiped her tears from her eyes again. “Ugh. I’m such a mess today.”

“Everyone has bad days,” I said. “Let’s keep going.”

“Think they’ll all know I was crying?” she asked.

“Yep,” I said.

“Uhhh. What should I say if they ask?”

“What do you think you should say?”

“How about ‘I wasn’t feeling good, but Victor talked to me, and now I feel better?’”

“That is probably the best thing to say,” I said as I smiled down on her.

“I hear them up ahead,” Urka sighed. “Okay. Tough face. You can do this, Urka.”

We made it to where the side of the cliff angled steeper to the beach, and I could see most of my tribe gathered around a strange device that Trel was gesturing to. As Urka and I carefully crept down the slope, Ohkall and Haryoud walked out of the switchbacks, and the two men grabbed the last of the cotton trees from the rafts before they walked back.

“There you are!” Trel called out when she saw us, and everyone turned as Urka and I made our way down the last drop of the slope.

“Sorry for the delay,” I said.

“You are just in time,” the spider-woman said as she gave us a pleased smile. “Behold, our new water pump.”

“Tell me how it works,” I said as I crouched near the device. It actually looked like the paddle wheel part of a riverboat, with wide wooden flippers stretching horizontally over a central axis, but the sides of the devices had spiral copper pipes that coiled around themselves and then led to an outside end. There were hooks on each side anchored to large coconuts that looked to have been soaked in a slick tar, and I guessed that would help the whole contraption float on the surface of the river.

“I got the idea from the shell I found a few days ago. The flaps will spin in the current and cause the whole thing to twist around a central axle. The water will enter the pipes at these openings here.” Trel pointed to the funnel-like open parts of the twin pipes. “As it spins, air will come in after the water, and then water, and then air, and the liquid will get pushed out this end here.”

She pointed to the pipe that was the end point of the two spinning spiral pipes.

“This will connect with the stone pipe Youleena has built. That one is attached to the side of the cliff over there, and she’s going to cover it with more stone once we get it all working.”

We all followed Trel’s long black finger, and I could see where the gray pipe moved diagonally across the wall of the cliff. Because it was made of the same stone, it was really hard to tell that the pipe was there, and I wouldn’t have been able to spot it if Trel had not told us it was there.

“At the top of the cliffs is our new water storage container,” Trel continued. “Youleena fashioned it out of all the bits of rock that were already up there, so we didn’t have to lift much.”

“I didn’t lift anything,” Youleena chuckled. “Trel here moved all the pieces into place so that I could join them together.”

“Trel lifted rocks?” Emta raised her eyebrow. “That sounds very… Un-duchess like.”

“Pffft,” Trel raspberried. “I just moved a rock here or there so that Youleena could do the important things. Victor wasn’t here to tell his dinosaurs to help, and I wanted to make sure most of the build was completed by the time he returned.”

“I can’t believe you did all of this in less than a day,” I said as I glanced down at the spiral pump and then back at the long pipes. “How did Youleena get the pipe up--”

“It was nothing difficult,” Trel interrupted me. “We just wanted the thing to be done, and we are two incredibly intelligent women who figured out how to solve problems for our mate.”

“Trel used her legs to move us up and down the wall while I made the pipe.” Youleena gestured. “It was actually kind of fun. Felt like I was floating the whole time.”

“And you made a container at the top?” I asked.

“Yes, yes, yes.” Trel wiggled her fingers in the air. “It would not make much sense to have the pump and nowhere to hold the water.”

“How will the water from the container get down to us?” Keefaye asked.

“More pipes,” Trel said,” but these should be made out of copper, since the metal has natural germ-killing attributes. I have not quite puzzled together that part of my build yet, but that is the easy part! The hard part is done, as long as this works as we expect, which of course it will because I am a genius. Let us test it now!”

Trel moved to one side of the pump, and I moved to the other. The thing weighed way more than I thought it would, and I was a bit surprised by how easily Trel lifted it up with her feminine arms. It didn’t look like it strained her at all, but the veins in my biceps bulged, and I had to tighten my abs to keep myself stable as I stepped into the cool current of the river. It only took us a few steps to get it on the surface of the river, and then it floated half submerged.

“These hook in here,” Trel said as she tied some cordage to one end of the pump to keep it anchored to a spot in the flow. “When we get a chance, Oppena will have to make me copper cordage so that it will last longer.”

“I will gladly do it,” Oppena said.

“And then this stone pipe connects here…” Trel said as she stood waist deep in the current and slowly pushed the pump around. I moved over so that I could see what she was doing, and saw that there was a stone locking piece that joined the copper pipe to the stone one.

“How did you do all this so fast?” I gasped. “It’s really amazing.”

“Oh, my dear Victor,” Trel laughed. “You know that I am a genius. Youleena is also quite intelligent. Between the two of us, and with Oppena’s help, we will build us such wonderful things. I am quite excited about it.”

“We’ve already been talking about many new projects,” Youleena said. “I’m looking forward to finishing the wall so I can start on them full time.”

“Me, too,” I said, but then we all turned our attention to Trel as she fidgeted with the pump.

“And… here it is!” Trel cried out as she pulled something from the nest of wooden flaps, and then the device began to spin as the water rushed past.

“Wow,” I said as awe filled my voice. “You can barely hear the water and air getting sucked in, but you can hear it.”

“It should not be loud enough to attract attention,” Trel said. “Unless someone is standing within ten feet or so, they will not hear it. However, we do need to fashion some kind of camouflage to keep anyone from seeing the pump work while they stand on the opposite shore.”

“I could stack some boulders in the water over here,” Ohkall said, and I turned over my shoulder to see where he was pointing. He must have ran the entire way there and back with his tree load, and the big rock man did look a bit out of breath.

“Hmmm…” Trel tapped her finger to her chin. “Yes. I think that would work well. They would not be able to see it from the other shore, but they would still be able to see it if they set foot on our beach.”

“We could make a leaf netting for this side,” Galmine said. “I could find some plants that could grow beside the water and their happy vines could extend over a framework that could hide our happy pump! Oh, yes. I like this idea. I think there is a plant up by our camp that might work.”

“And I could make a framework out of some copper,” Oppena said, “but… stone might work better.”

“We will figure it out,” Youleena said as she smiled at the other woman. “It is nice to have a third crafter in the group. It will free up everyone else to focus on protecting the tribe.”

“Speaking of protecting the tribe…” Emta cleared her throat and nodded to the smoke in the far east. “Has Talia made it over there?”

“She’s almost at the end of my range,” I said as I closed my eyes and began to transfer my vision over to her, “so let’s see what’s going on with these guys.”
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Chapter 8

Talia was in an area of the world that I’d never seen before. If she looked north and to the west far in the distance, I thought I could make out the large redwood tree where we had our first fort, but the air was a bit too hazy for her to really get a clear idea.

When she looked east toward the smoke, I saw a thumbnail-sized stone structure that seemed to have smoke coming out of it, or near it, Talia’s vision was obstructed by all the smoke, but she was so close to being able to make out details that I wondered if I could ride a few hours in that direction to extend her range out a bit so I could get a better idea of what was going on.

She circled around a bit more, and I thought I saw small movement down at the base of the structure. And… was that a cave to the left of the… castle? Maybe. Fuck. I just couldn’t see it well enough because of the distance and smoke, but I knew I could if she could move another six or so miles closer.

I gave her the command to take a break and hunt, and then I threw my vision back to where Selina was flying over the Avern escort crew. They were about where I expected them to be in the jungle, but as I watched I noticed them setting up camp already, even though it was just three or four hours after lunch and we still had another few hours of light left. I figured that Avern was too weak to keep walking, but if that was the case, then we had at least three days before they’d all make it home.

Shit.

I returned to my body and let out a long breath.

“I can’t really see what’s happening at that far tribe,” I said. “If Talia could get a little closer, I think she’d get a better idea, so I’m thinking of riding out for a bit in that direction to see if she can see anything.”

“How far?” Quwaru asked as she bit her bottom lip with concern.

“Probably past the area where we’d cut north to go up that hill to the savannah leading to the copper mines,” I said. “I’d probably need to go a mile or two past that.”

“The day is getting late,” Eiter said as she glanced up at the cresting sun.

“Yeah,” Emta grunted. “If you went all the way out there you’d probably have to camp for the night.”

“If you allow me, I will join you, King,” Ohkall said as he gave me his usual nod.

“Same,” Haryoud said. “I can see very well at night. I will do anything to help.”

“You… should--” Quwaru started, but I raised my palm to her and gave my lover a wide smile.

“I know exactly what you are going to say, and I agree with you.”

“You do?” she chuckled.

“Yep,” I sighed. “I… I need a break. I want to help this other tribe, but I’m not going to be any good to them or you guys if I keep going during all hours. Also, I had a small nap last night, but everyone else who came with me worked the entire time while I rested. No. We need a break. I want to see what Trel and Youleena built up top to store our water, I want to talk about where we are going to build homes for everyone, and I want to sit back and enjoy a relaxing meal with all my new friends. Tomorrow morning I’ll take Tom and head out there to investigate, and then I can come back during daylight so we can decide our next steps. If doing this means the other tribe ends up in… a bad spot, well… I’m just one man, and I can’t do everything. You all are my main priority.”

“Wise words,” Ohkall nodded.

“Yes, we respect your decisions,” Veeraale said, and then she smiled at me before she glanced at Quwaru.

“I like this plan because you all can witness more of my brilliance,” Trel cackled. “Come. I will show you all the water container that Youleena and I built.”

“Duchess Trel Idil-Iria,” Ohkall cleared his throat. “Would you allow me to stack these boulders in the river now to protect your pump? It would mean I would not be able to see your water container, but I feel that this task would be more important, and I can view the storage vessel at a later time.”

“Yes!” Trel gave the giant rock-man a nod. “As I said earlier, you are very smart for a male! Keep this up and one day, not today or tomorrow or even a year from now, but one day in the far distant future, I will allow you to call me just ‘Duchess Trel.’”

“Trel…” I sighed.

“Okay, okay, okay!” Trel groaned. “You can call me Duchess Trel now, and someday, in the future, when I feel you have proven yourself worthy, you will be able to call me Trel.”

“Thank you.” The man bowed his head. “Then I will begin my work. It will take me many hours, and I will return to the camp once I have completed my task.”

“Do you need any help?” Quwaru asked.

“No, gentle Quwaru,” he said. “I will do this work myself while I give gratitude that I am still alive to do such a task for friends.”

“We’ll leave you to it, then,” I said, and then the group of us walked through the initial switchbacks so that we could go back into the camp area.

The group ended up walking in pairs up the jungle trail, and I saw Urka and Quwaru walking ahead of me while I walked beside Tannin. I couldn’t hear exactly what the pair said while they walked since they were whispering, but Urka nodded a few times before they both glanced back over their shoulders at me.

“Our new friends are nice,” Tannin whispered to me, and I turned my attention to the orange-haired elf beauty.

“I’m glad you like them,” I said as I gave her a smile. “I didn’t know how you’d feel around new men, so I worried a bit.”

“I… I am getting better.” She smiled. “Thank you for thinking of me, Victor. They both seem very nice. Ohkall is very large, but his eyes seem gentle. I do not fear him. Well, that might be because they both fear you.”

“I don’t really want to rule through fear,” I said.

“I don’t want you to, either,” she whispered, “but… this world… we have to do what we have to do to survive.”

“I’m hoping we don’t just survive. I’m hoping we flourish.”

“That would be nice,” she sighed as she gave me a small smile. “Everyone is working together toward that goal. Everyone is happy.”

“You are happy?” I asked.

“Very,” she said. “Well. I wish I was home, and… I wish I had my wings, but I would not be alive right now if not for you. Or, I believe I would not still be. I know you feel sadness when you look at my back, but you did not cause my suffering. You ended it.”

“Were you happy on your world?” I asked.

“I was happy in many ways, yes.” Her eyes grew far away as she stared ahead. “Others… not so much. I have more friends here. I have more purpose here. But I miss my wings so much. I miss the empty sky between the islands. I miss the freedom of the wind and the coolness of the clouds touching my face. Sometimes I’ll walk up to the edge of the cliffs. When I stand there I almost feel at home again. Maybe you would join me one day?”

“I’d like that,” I said. “I think we are heading in that direction now, so maybe after Trel shows us her water container?”

“Oh, I’d have to prepare dinner after that,” Tannin laughed lightly. “I cannot forsake my duties to spend time with you, though I might want to.”

“We appreciate you doing all the cooking,” I said.

“Galmine, Quwaru, Adella, and Keefaye help,” Tannin said. “It is nice to have sisters like them.”

“The job should be easier after we move to our final build area,” I said. “We can make a stone stove and have ice boxes to freeze food.”

“I never had such ice things on my world,” she said, “but the idea does make me excited.”

We entered the clearing, and then the group merged and spread out again as everyone talked. Then we were in the second jungle past our huts, and I found myself walking next to Emta.

“What’s wrong with Urka?” she whispered as she leaned in close. “She was crying when she came back with you and has been chatting with Quwaru the whole time.”

“You should ask her,” I said.

“Well. I should, but I’m asking you, aren’t I?”

“She’s just having a hard time.” I shrugged. “Homesick. I think she’ll be fine.”

“Homesick…” Emta let out a long breath. “I get that.”

“Might make her feel better if she knows she has friends here,” I said.

“She knows she’s my pal,” Emta cleared her throat. “One of my best ones. She… uhhh… didn’t talk about me, did she?”

“Why would she talk about you?” I asked as I kept my face blank.

“No reason!” Emta blurted. “Just wanted to know if she’d talked about me, is all.”

“You and I were having a conversation before the spinos interrupted us,” I said. “Do you want to tell me more about your dad?”

“I should have seen this coming,” Emta chuckled as she scratched the back of her head.

“You don’t have to if you don’t want to,” I said, and then the group came out of the jungle and into the second clearing. Trel was leading the march, and she was talking rapid-fire with Oppena, Heeyuna, and Eiter about all the improvements she was going to make to the camp.

“He was a good pa,” Emta said after a few minutes of silence. “He treated me good. Too good. I… was spoiled. A spoiled rich girl who didn’t give a fuck about anyone else.”

“Really?” I gasped. “I… actually didn’t expect you to say that.”

“Yeah,” she grunted. “Pa made good shoes and boots. The best. I… uhhh… don’t want to brag about it because I spent my whole life bragging about him and talking down to others because they weren’t as good as he was.”

“I see,” I said.

“I’m different now!” Emta hissed. “I’m… not that person. Or… I don’t think I’m--”

“I don’t think you are that person anymore,” I interrupted her. “But I’m guessing something else happened, since you blame yourself for something?”

“Yeah…” She looked at the ground and let out a few deep breaths.

“My mum and pa were close. They were great together. My brothers trained, but they weren’t as good. They were good men, just not good at… what he did. Pa said I was good, better than him. He said I had the eye and the hands to be the best to ever live, but I didn’t want to work. Making shoes? I thought I was better than that. I had parties to go to. Dances and such. I had a life. I didn’t want to sit in a shop all day pounding leather into wood. Besides, we had all the money I could possibly want. I never needed to work. Ugh. Sorry. Talking about this brings back the memories, and I just get mad at myself all over again.”

“We can talk about it later if you want,” I said.

“I want to tell you all of it,” she said. “Just hard to say, is all.”

“Do you want to come with me tomorrow?” I asked. “You said you wanted to next time I went out. Should be an easy trip down the beach and back.”

“Yeah.” She nodded. “Sorry. I’m not… spitting these words out all easy like.”

“Sounds like you are angry with yourself,” I said.

“I used to be angry at everyone,” she said. “That’s how I was when you first met me. I was here and not home, but by then there was no one left for me to apologize to, so… yeah.”

“Are they all dead?” I asked.

“Yeah,” she choked out. “Sorry… uhh. Let’s talk more tomorrow?”

“Sounds good,” I said, and just as I finished talking we exited the jungle on the top part of the hill overlooking the ocean. The wall was built six feet high here since there were no trees behind us to obscure our view, but Youleena had left small cut throughs so that we could move to the other side of the wall easily. There were also small steps and handholds so that even Urka could easily climb up and peer over the top.

The pillar of smoke still rose in the far distance, but I told Talia to come back so that she could hunt some fish and then rest the night in camp with Bruce and Selina.

Then I focused my attention on Trel, Youleena, and the water tank they had made. The vessel was about seven feet tall and four feet across. A single pipe came in at the top-left corner, and then a single spout exited the bottom facing down the slope toward where our camp was. The pipe was a good two inches wide, but Youleena had used her ability to cap the end so that nothing could escape.

“I’ll put a large sand and charcoal filter next,” Trel said as she gestured to the pipe. “A bigger version of what we had at our old camp. I’ll need a container almost the same size as this main one, but with an exit pipe on top to backwash any gross stuff out of it. Then, from that container, I’ll pass it to a heated vessel. I still haven’t figured out the best way to heat it, but--”

“I can just sit in it,” Gee said as she shrugged her shoulders.

“But… then… won’t we get… like Gee juice in our water?” Emta asked as she wrinkled her nose.

“What, you don’t like Gee’s juice?” Urka chuckled. “Everyone loves Gee’s juice.”

“I be burning so hot you all won’t get any kind of juice from me,” Gee laughed, and I was glad she wasn’t insulted by what Emta had said. “That water gonna be bubbling and boiling all around my sexy body.”

“Yes…” Trel mused as she tapped her finger to her chin. “If the water gets to a boil for long enough, it will kill any gross things. Issue is that I don’t want Gee sitting bored up here in the water all day long. I need to make her another area to rest in so that she is closer to the activity of the camp.”

“Yeah, you keep saying that, but when are you gonna do it?” Gee asked.

“I’ve been working on so many things!” Trel sighed. “Look at what Youleena and I did in just a day?”

“I’m just messing with you, darling,” Gee laughed. “I’m fine just holding Nomi’s hand, but it would be nice to sit in some water and cool off while you all are talking.”

“I’m really impressed by what you both got done,” I said as I traced my fingers over the water container.

“When Trel gets focused on something, she doesn’t want to stop,” Youleena laughed. “I’ll admit it was a bit infectious, and we were both excited about getting it done so we could show you all.”

“Wait a moment,” Oppena cleared her throat and raised both her hands. “Does this mean… we’ll… have hot water for baths and showers and such?”

“Yes!” Trel cooed. “Can you imagine how wonderful it will be to enjoy such a luxury again?”

“I have never felt a warm shower,” Haryoud said as he tilted his head.

“Me either,” Galmine said, “but it does sound delightful. Especially if we are taking a shower with Victor, and he can touch and clean every part of our bodies…”

“I’m thinking some people here aren’t interested in that,” I laughed and then turned to Trel. “How will the pipes work to get to our homes?”

“I am thinking that we build our homes in two rows,” Trel said as she used one of her spider legs to dig a rough map into the dirt at our feet. “Victor’s home will be the largest and at the top, then it will branch into the two rows and move downward. If Youleena and I slowly shrink the pipes we will maintain the water pressure. Inside of each home will be a spiral valve made out of copper for the cold and warm water. They will mix into a central pipe where another valve can divert water either to a shower or bathtub.”

“Amazing,” Heeyuna sighed. “This… I can’t believe my ears. This sounds incredible. Trel, I think I love you.”

“I am quite an amazing genius who is also beautiful and a duchess,” Trel said as she nodded to herself. “It is smart to love me. You are obviously very intelligent.”

“How will it all drain?” Quwaru asked. “Will we have toilets, too?”

“I’m glad you asked!” Trel cackled like a supervillain. “Yes. The cold water will fill a tank above a toilet, then when the tank is flushed the bowl will fill. The toilet waste water will flow out with the bathtub and sink waste water to the lower west side of our property. Right where the northmost clearing touches the jungle. Then it will dilute into the earth. I talked to Galmine about it, and the area would be well suited to grow various crops for us.”

“Many plants would flourish with a nice compost of our poop and urine!” Galmine gushed. “It would really help them blossom and complete a wonderful circle of existence with us. We will eat the plants and take nourishment, then our waste will nourish the plants so they grow big and strong.”

“It’s a great idea,” I said.

“There is just one problem with everything,” Trel said as her wide smile turned into a frown. “I know that we all want to begin building the stone homes, but if we want to do it right, we must design and build out this pipe network soon. This will take many weeks.”

“I’ll help however I can,” Oppena said.

“I will also help,” Veeraale said. “Perhaps I could craft tools to help with the pipes? I don’t know exactly how I could, but if you have any ideas, I’ll do it.”

“Hmmm…” Trel tapped her chin as she studied the teal-skinned swordswoman. “I will come up with something you can help with.”

“I think all of us would be fine to help with whatever you want,” Heeyuna said. “Just the thought of a warm bath… hmmmm… how wonderful. I’ll start digging a hole right now if that will hurry things along.”

“We can get started on that tomorrow,” I said before everyone actually started working on the projects. “Most of us have been up all night working, so let’s take tonight off, but before we do that, Trel, let’s take a look at where we are going to build everyone’s homes.”

“Yes!” Trel gushed as she began to power walk down the slope on her human-looking legs. “I do need your input on this, my wonderful Victor. This way. This is where we are all thinking.”

The group followed Trel for about a hundred and fifty yards, and then she stopped at a spot right at the edge of the jungle and gestured in a square shape toward the ground.

“Victor’s house will be here. The entire place will be about sixteen hundred square feet with two bedrooms, two bathrooms, a kitchen, and a meeting area.”

“That’s pretty big,” I said. “Do I need my own kitchen and a second bath--”

“Pffft,” Trel raspberried. “You might actually need more space. You are our king and could be hosting guests or maybe one of your wives will want to spend the night. Or maybe when we all start giving birth we’ll want to keep the babies near you?”

“Yeah, but I still don’t think I need that much room,” I said. “I’m going to spend most of the time--”

“I agree with Trel,” Quwaru said as she smiled at me. “You should have the largest home-- much larger than you think you need. We’ll find ways to fill it with things. Do not worry.”

“What about heating and cooling such a large area?” I asked.

“I’m glad you asked!” Trel cackled. “You know how you showed us how to build that firepit in the ground back at our old camp? The one with the angled intake for the wood?”

“Yeah,” I said. “It’s like a rocket stove design. It burns really efficiently and doesn’t produce a lot of smoke.”

”I noticed that it really warmed the ground around it,” Trel continued. “Soooo, I set up a small clay model in private and have been testing it. I think I can have a single fireplace that will distribute heat all around the home through floor tunnels! I need to test it more, of course, but my Eye-Q seems to think it will work.”

“Why would we need more heat?” Oppena asked. “It’s hot as fuck in the jungle.”

“It has been cooling down,” Eiter said. “Have you not noticed?”

“Hmmm…” Oppena looked up at the sky and then around at us. “Yeah, I guess that’s true.”

“I think we are a month away from autumn,” I said. “Then who knows how cold it will get. It probably won’t get close to freezing, but I have been worrying about the cold weather.”

“To help, we’ll use the dinosaurs to dig down into the slope.” Trel made actual digging motions with her hands, and the joyful smile on her face really warmed my heart. It was hard to remember the stubborn, bratty duchess that I had first met here in Dinosaurland. This Trel was still a bit bitchy sometimes, and she had an intense drive for me to get all the women pregnant, but she really seemed to love everyone in the tribe and building things to make our lives better.

“Why down in the ground?” Haryoud asked.

“Earth is a natural insulator,” Youleena said. “Even just a few feet down, the earth stays at a comfortable temperature, no matter how hot or cold it is on the surface.”

“Yes, so putting everything down in the dirt a bit will help when it’s cold and hot,” Trel said. “Only issue once again is that it will take us a bit longer to build anything.”

“Who will be living next to Victor?” Urka asked.

“His women, of course,” Trel snorted. “When are you going to let our glorious husband pour his seed inside of--”

“I think what she means is which of my… uh, mates are going to live where?” I interrupted before Urka could actually answer Trel.

“Since I am the first wife, I should have the home nearest Victor, of course.” Trel cleared her throat and raised her nose a bit in the air. “After that, I do not care. Perhaps Victor should choose because--”

“We can figure that out later,” I said. “How large is each home going to be? Will everyone get their own place?”

“We have plenty of space,” Quwaru said as she shrugged her shoulders. “I think everyone would appreciate their own home.”

“Except Nomi and I,” Gee sighed. “I think we are going to be living together for--”

“I had an idea for this,” Trel interrupted. “I was thinking about making your house have a giant pool inside, and making the walls out of a stone that won’t melt.”

“What kind of stone?” I asked.

“Diamonds would be perfect,” Youleena chuckled, “but I don’t think we can find enough to make an entire home out of. Then there are some metals, but we lack the technology to smelt them. Especially since we currently use Gee to heat all our metals. I am thinking the easiest mineral to work with would be quartz. It is very common, so we can get enough of it, and now with Oppena, I might be able to quickly make a wall out of the stuff.”

“We use quartz back on my world for kitchen counters,” I said. “It doesn’t melt when we put a hot pan on it, but would it really stand up to Gee’s heat?”

“We’d have to test it out,” Youleena said.

“I burn rather hot, friends.” Gee shrugged.

“She burned the stone on the edge of the river when she was climbing up the cliff,” I said, “but, maybe between Youleena and Oppena, you can figure out how to make stone that will be resistant enough. Trel, I have another question: Where you want to put my house is pretty far from where the water tank is. I think that if you put the hot water boiler tank up there, it will cool down by the time the pipes get to our houses.”

“I have thought of that,” Trel sighed. “I have a few solutions. I’m not in love with any of them, but I’ll tell you what I have decided to do. Solution one is to make the hot tank closer to your home, but the issue with that is that if there is any accident, or attack, or some natural issue, it could flood all our homes with water. Of course, I will build the containers so that they will not fail, but when I think about the issues, there is really no way for even a genius of my caliber to plan for every possible thing which can go wrong. Therefore, I do feel safer making sure all the water treatment equipment stays a good distance from our camp. This will also allow us to build more homes southward up the slope if we ever need to.”

“That seems like a good reason not to go with building the water heater closer to us,” I agreed.

“The second and third solutions go hand in hand, so I have opted for them,” Trel continued. “When the team lays the copper pipe for the hot water, we will insulate the pipes with logs of redwood. They will be fully wrapped with at least two inches of extra radius.”

“So we are going to need to cut down those redwood trees sooner rather than later,” I said as I pointed to the northwest, and everyone looked in the far distance to where the grove of massive redwoods towered above the jungle trees.”

“Yes,” Trel chuckled. “These redwoods last long against the elements, so I think they will be perfect to lay in the cold and damp dirt, and they will be amazing insulators for our pipes.”

“That’s such a great idea, Trel,” I said as I gave her a smile.

“It will take us a lot of work to lay all these pipes in the logs,” Trel said as her grin got larger, “buuuuuutttt, there is still one issue. Even with the best insulation, the pipes will still get cold because we are making such a long run through the ground. When we first turn the hot water on, it will probably take ten or so minutes to heat up, especially for those who are at the bottom of the camp where the pipe ends, sooooo I am going to do a second line of pipe going back up to the water heater, and then I am going to build small windmills to pump the water back up! Then we can have water continuously moving through all of our hot water pipes! It will never get cold, and we won’t waste any of it waiting for it to get hot. This is where you all applaud my genius and ingenuity.”

I laughed as I began to clap, and everyone else joined in with various “ohhs” and “ahhhs.” Trel gave a small bow at her waist, and then she blew mock kisses to us before waving her fingers.

“The design is amazing,” Quwaru said. “Moving the water back to the tank? How did you think of it? I had a water heater in my home, but we always had to wait a few minutes for it to heat up.”

“Hmmm…” Trel smirked as she looked up to the sky, and then the smile faded from her mouth a bit as she took a deep breath. “One of my first mansions had an issue like you described, Quwaru. I yelled at my sisters to fix it, and they brought over some plumbers. One of them told me that they could make the hot pipes ‘recirculate’ through the estate. I told her that I had no idea what that meant, but I told her to make it work or I would get very angry and possibly scream at her. Afterward the shower water turned hot instantly, and I made sure all my future mansions had the same thing-- even though I had no idea what it was. When I was pondering this problem for us, I remembered my words to that plumber, and I wondered what she meant by ‘recirculation.’ I’m sure this was what she meant that she did to my mansion.”

Trel’s smile had now completely faded, and her full lips wore a very upset frown on them.

“Are you okay?” I asked after she didn’t talk for a few moments.

“Yes,” she sighed and then turned her face down so she wasn’t looking at the sky anymore. “I… I wish I’d paid better attention on my world. My fellow females made so many interesting devices. I once… wondered about all the things, but my sisters told me that it was very ‘unduchess-like’ to wonder about how things worked the way they did. I took their words to heart and purposefully ignored all of our technology. That poor woman-- the plumber for my mansion-- I was quite rude to her. If I could… If I could go back in time… I’d say I was sorry and ask if I could watch her work. I’d ignore the words of my sisters. Who were they to tell me what I should have an interest in? I am Trel Idil-Iria, Duchess of Family Iria. If I wanted to watch a plumber do her craft, or a mechanic fix a hover limo, or a fusion scientist wire a plasma generator, what would have been the harm in that? I would have learned so many interesting things that I could be using right now. Instead, I acted like I was better than everyone else, which is true, I am smarter and more beautiful than all the women from my world, but that didn’t mean I knew everything. I lived a life of blissful luxury, and now I have to re-invent so many things. It is quite annoying.”

Everyone must have felt as shocked as I was by Trel’s words, but before anyone could respond, she cleared her throat and gestured to the ground where we were going to craft my home.

“So many things to do! We will need to dig down each foundation for each home, and then pour gravel from the river at the base before putting the subfloor of rough redwood. Then I think we should make a polished hardwood floor for each home. Galmine, maybe you can help us pick some trees that will work for that task?”

“Oh, yes,” Galmine said. “There are many teak and mahogany trees in our own jungle, or even if we go a bit more to the north by the lagoon. There are also some oak trees more north on the slope on the way to the copper mines. Those would work nice, too!”

“Sounds like we need a digging crew, a pipe making crew, a getting-gravel-up-from-the river crew, and a wood cutting crew,” I said. “Good thing we have a lot of dinosaurs to help us move things around.”

“And then a stone crew after the pipe is laid,” Youleena chuckled, “and I’m still not done making all the walls around the edge of the cliff yet.”

“I think I can help you with a lot of that,” Oppena said. “Let’s talk about it after dinner?”

“Dinner!” Tannin gasped. “I need to start cooking!”

On cue, Bruce and Selina let out honks from overhead, and we all looked up to see that each of them were carrying giant fish in their talons. They dipped down past the trees toward where our temporary camp was built, and then a few moments later they flew back up in the air with empty payloads.

“Your dinosaurs provide food, too?” Haryoud gasped.

“They like to help,” I said. “Let’s all go back and--”

“Galmine and I can help Tannin cook,” Quwaru cut me off as she laid a gentle hand on my shoulder. “You should show our new friends around the edges of the cliff where we are building the walls and the trails on the west side.”

“Great idea,” I said as I smiled at the red-skinned succubus. Quwaru always seemed to know the correct thing to say at any moment, and her advice here was spot-on.

“I’ll help with the cooking,” Keefaye said. “We can use my blessed water to help season everything.”

“I’ll help with the food, too,” Urka cleared her throat, and then she gave me a half smile before her four eyes darted in Heeyuna’s direction. Then she held Galmine and Keefaye’s hands as they followed Tannin and Quwaru back through the jungle toward our temporary camp.

“I am really impressed with all these plans,” Veeraale said as she walked around and glanced at the spot where Trel said my house would be built.

“I am as well,” Heeyuna said. “Ahhh… hot water? Plumbing? It’s incredible. Next we’ll have toilet paper and--”

“I could make that!” Oppena laughed.

“Hmmm…” Trel tapped her chin. “You know… I could easily make bidets on all the toilets.”

“What is… that?” Eiter asked as she tilted her head. “Water butt cleaner? Is my translation working correctly?”

“Ha!” Trel snorted. “Yes, it is a jet of water that comes out of the toilet and sprays your anus so you do not have to wipe the fecal matter off, just dry. All of my mansions had them on all the toilets. Ahhh… How I do miss my toilets.”

“I never used one on my world,” I said, “but I heard great things. Beats wiping our asses with leaves, that’s for sure. Anyway, let’s walk over to the west side, and we can look at the wall over there.”

“And get plans to cut down those redwoods?” Trel purred as she wiggled her eyebrows at me.

“Hell yeah,” I laughed.

I spent the next hour showing Veeraale, Haryoud, Oppena, Eiter, and Heeyuna the edges of our raised peninsula and answering all the questions they had about how Emerald and I came to find the place. Everyone agreed it was a wonderful location, but I put a lot of emphasis on making sure that we needed to escape notice from other survivors. Hence that was why we had the wall and were trying to preserve the natural jungle landscape as much as possible.

The group eventually made its way back to the campfire, and we found Galmine, Quwaru, Tannin, Keefaye, and Urka tending to the cooked fish with Ohkall. As soon as the big rock-man saw me, he stood straight at attention, and then he bowed low as I stepped near him.

“My task is complete, King.”

“Thank you,” I said. “I really appreciate your work.”

“The thanks is mine, King,” he said. “I was just speaking with your women about the smoke cooking we had on my world.”

“Smoke cooking?” I said as I felt my mouth water. “Tell me more.”

“I was not a professional smoke cooker,” the big man rumbled, and I realized he was chuckling a bit, “but I did partake in several amateur events. My speciality was cooking focaledaar, which is a large hooved animal with curved antlers. The beast’s meat was very dark and fatty, so smoking with a fruit-tree hardwood brought out delectable flavors.”

“I don’t know that much about smoking,” I said, “but I heard you can do hot or cold smoking?”

“This is true!” he gasped. “The people of your world smoked meat as well?”

“Yeah,” I said. “It was quite a big deal to cook hunks of meat over a low flame with plenty of smoke. I know absolutely nothing about it though, but if you want to try to smoke some fish or meat here, just let us know what kind of set up you need. I’m sure Trel can figure out how to make it.”

“Why would you smoke meat?” Trel asked as her nose wrinkled a bit in disgust. “We’ve cooked them on stones and over the fire, and before we got the hang of it, they mostly tasted of smoke. Wouldn’t only smoking the meat make it taste worse? Ewwww.”

“If I may, Duchess Trel,” Ohkall began. “Slow smoking meat breaks down fats into juicy bites, removes bacteria, helps preserve the meat, and adds just the smallest amounts of flavor nuances. If you have never enjoyed smoked meats, you will be in for a real treat. I promise you this. I was unable to secure the right equipment while working with Wyss, and we did not have the resources to hunt the correct kind of animals for smoking, but if you and you husband will allow me, I will produce mouthwatering meats that will make your head spin as your taste buds ascend to the heavens.”

“I fucking love this guy,” Urka snickered. “My pa used to smoke meats, and they tasted great, but he didn’t speak about it the way Ohkall has.”

“It was my hobby,” the big rock man said as he nodded to Urka, and their size difference was almost laughable.

“I will help you make whatever devices you need to do this smoking,” Trel said with a casual wave of her fingers.

“Can you smoke these fish?” Keefaye asked.

“I can smoke fish,” he said. “These would taste wonderful after a day long smoke, but ideally white or red meat that is high in fat is the best choice.”

“Like the bronto meat,” I said.

“The huh meat?” Oppena said.

“The large dinosaurs with the long necks that walk on four legs are known as sauropods, but the most common kind was called ‘brontosaurus.’ We don’t have enough strength to kill one by ourselves yet, but we stumbled into a fight between a group of large carnivores and them. We managed to kill the predators and take some of the bronto meat. It tasted absolutely wonderful. The meat was very red with just the perfect amount of fat. I bet it would taste amazing smoked.”

“Then we will have to find more of this meat,” Ohkall stated with a firm nod of his head. “But until we do, I will smoke any other meats you want, King.”

“Deal,” I chuckled, and then Tannin began to hand out plates of the grilled fish.

Even though the meal wasn’t smoked, it still tasted wonderful with the seasonings that Galmine and Keefaye had provided, and we were soon having a relaxed conversation about everyone’s background. I tried to sidestep questions about my past, since I felt like everyone knew my story except for the new members, and I didn’t want to bore everyone else.

“What did you do for work on your homeworld,” I asked Ohkall.

“Were you a warrior?” Oppena asked.

“No,” the big man laughed. “There were warriors on my world. Many. I worked for my clan’s mining operation.”

“What kind of metal did you mine?” Youleena asked.

“They mined gold and silver,” he said, “but I did not know much about the process. I was the ledger keeper. I sat at a desk all day and counted our tons of material and paid invoices. It was a boring and unfulfilling job.”

“That’s unexpected,” I said. “I guess I had you figured out as a warrior because of your size.”

“I am not very large on my world,” the big man said. “Many others are larger than me, but the larger the body the bigger the brain, so most larger than me are also smarter.”

“I didn’t know that about you,” Veeraale, said as she smiled at her friend.

“We did not speak of our pasts,” Ohkall said.

“What about you?” I asked Veeraale.

“Mmmm…” She paused for a moment and bit her lip.

“You don’t have to tell us if you don’t want to,” Quwaru said.

“I thought you would have guessed?” Veeraale asked the succubus-looking beauty.

“I don’t read your exact thoughts. Just your emotions and fears and such.”

“Ahh, well… I was a… martial artist? Does that word translate?”

“Yeah,” I said. “You fought professionally?”

“No, no, no,” she chuckled. “Well… I did once upon a time. Then I retired to teach others how to use their ice blades.”

“That’s impressive,” I said. “How well did you do when you fought professionally?”

“Hmmm…” She took another deep breath. “I… well… I was the best in the world for a while.”

“Damn!” Urka coughed on her fish. “That’s fucking amazing.”

“Wow!” Emta said. “When you said you were going to teach me to use my sword, I just thought that you were--”

“It’s fine,” Veeraale interrupted. “I got tired maintaining that level of excellence all the time, and I realized I could make more money and live an easier life if I retired. I don’t want to brag about it, so--”

“But go ahead and brag about it!” Gee chuckled. “How many matches we talking about now?”

“Uhhh… a few hundred,” Veeraale cleared her throat. “Undefeated the entire time.”

“Yes!” Gee laughed as she slapped our knee. “I knew it! You had that swagger about you, girl.”

“Okay, you gotta teach me how to use this now,” Emta gushed as she pointed to the sword at her hip. You gotta teach all of us!”

“What about Sheela’s lessons?” Tannin asked. “Will she not feel sad that we have a new teacher?”

“Pffft,” Trel raspberried. “If I know Sheela, which I do because we’ve been friends for so long, she will be happy that someone better can show everyone improved methods.”

“Sheela might be better than me,” Veeraale said as she shrugged. “She is incredibly strong and fast. As is Liahpa and Gee. I would never want to fight you, Flame Dancer.”

“That just makes you smart, not bad at fighting,” Gee laughed. “I have an unfair advantage. Ya can’t get near me, and my whip can get ya before you even realize that you can’t get near me.”

“That was exactly how I thought that fight would go,” Veeraale chuckled. “I really liked teaching kids and adults. It was a much better life, and I had a few students who I believe would one day be better than me.”

“That is very fulfilling,” Haryoud said. “Teaching is an honorable profession.”

“How about you, Haryoud?” I asked him.

“Not a teacher,” he chuckled. “I was a detective.”

“No shit?” Emta gasped. “I would not have guessed that.”

“Well, I was newly promoted,” he sighed. “I used to be a patrol officer. I walked the streets of my city and helped people. I did that for eight years and performed well. They promoted me the week before I arrived here, and I was working my first case.”

“What kind of case?” Keefaye asked, and I noticed everyone was leaning forward.

“It was a homicide,” he said. “Young woman was killed in her home. She had been stabbed fourteen times. She had a fiancé, so we guessed it was him, but as my partner and I began to investigate, we found that she had three other lovers.”

“Ohhhh!” the women all gasped.

“Blech,” Trel gagged. “What would a woman do with four men? We all just need one Victor.”

“What if Victor could clone himself like Emerald?” Galmine asked.

“Mmmm…” Trel’s mouth twisted. “Maybe that would be okay, but would it truly be the same Victor? I have doubts about Emerald’s cloning ability.”

“Get back to the murder mystery,” Emta said. “What happened next?”

“So the fiancé had an alibi,” Haryoud continued, “but he had all the motive to kill her because they had done a bunch of investments together, and she had no next of kin. He stood to get all the money if she died.”

“Ohhh, I just fucking love this shit,” Urka gushed. “Keep going, Mr. Detective Man.”

“One of the lovers had actually gotten stiffed by the fiancé on a business deal six years before,” Haryoud said, “but it looked like the woman didn’t know that the two men were connected, and the fiancé had no idea that she was sleeping with that other man. The only one who knew the whole story was that suspect. We go to his house, and find two of the lovers together doing a drug deal.”

“Oh, my goodness!” Keefaye gasped. “How twisted of a tale.”

“Both men start running,” Haryoud continued. “My partner chases one and I chase the other. I’m about to close in on my guy and grab him, but then… I start to lift off the ground, and you know what happens next.”

The audience groaned and then sat back on their seats.

“That is terrible,” Oppena sighed. “Do you still think about this case?”

“All the time,” the orange spider-faced man sighed. “We still didn’t know what was going on, and now I’ll never know. I just hope my partner was able to find out who killed the woman and bring them to justice.”

“We were all taken at terrible times.” Eiter frowned.

“What did you do for work?” I asked her.

“I was… a delegate? Do you understand that word?”

“Yeah,” I said as I nodded to Eiter, and I glanced around to see everyone else nod.

“It was somewhat interesting work,” Eiter continued. “My family would send me places to speak on their… interests. I was about to attend a very important meeting, and then I was taken. It is unfortunate because I really needed to be in that meeting.”

“I’m sorry,” I said, “What was it about?”

“Ahhh, it would be very hard to explain without a few hours of backstory.” Either shrugged and then gave us all a half smile. “My life was not that interesting. Who is next?”

“I’ll go next,” Oppena said. “I designed clothes. People loved my stuff, and I was really popular on my world.”

“That explains the outfits,” I said as I gestured to the orange-ish clothes that they all wore.

“Oh, these are gross,” Oppena laughed as she looked down at her blouse. “Just working with what I had. I spent most of my days sketching on a paper pad. Then I would hand them to my assistant and the clothes would be made. Don’t get me wrong, I used to sew outfits together all the time, but once my brand got rolling, I didn’t do any of that work anymore.”

“But you are doing it now,” Trel said.

“Yeah, the irony does not escape me,” Oppena said. “I’d been… dating someone for a while, and I thought he was going to propose, but then I found out he was cheating on me, and--”

“Cheating on you?” Urka groaned. “What a dumbass. You are beautiful.”

A few other women chimed in to agree with Urka, and Oppena waved them away as her cheeks glowed.

“That’s what my other girlfriends said. I was pretty crushed by it, but there were little things in our relationship that kind of bugged me, like he was a bit lazy and complained a lot. Anyway, not worth talking about. I was upset, and I’d started dating again. Had a good one lined up, was walking to the restaurant, and then I turned down an empty alley to get to the place. Suddenly I noticed the trash floating around me, then I was floating, then… well… you all know the rest.”

Everyone nodded, and then our eyes turned to Heeyuna. The sun was setting at this point, and the orange glow was turning into a dark purple spray that laced across the sky over the ocean like splattered paint.

“Alright,” the woman sighed as she ran her fingers through her blue and purple hair. “I… This will be hard to talk about, but--”

Her words were suddenly interrupted by a rainbow of colors lighting the sky to our east. There were at least three dozen pillars of light coming down, and the closest one looked to be only a few miles away.

“Shit,” Emta groaned. “More survivors.”
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Chapter 9

“Talk about bad timing,” I sighed as I stood from my spot.

“What are we going to do?” Keefaye asked. “You… you aren’t going to go out and try to save them are you?”

“No,” I said as I raised my hand to my brow to block out the last of the sun’s light. “I’m guessing the closest one is still a few miles away. It might be on the beach, but it’s too hard to tell. I’m going to be heading that way tomorrow, so I might run into some of them, but they’d have to survive through the night.”

“That’s why you said ‘bad timing,’” Emta grunted. “Bad timing for them.”

“Yeah,” I said as I smirked at her. “Everyone is exhausted. Even if I grabbed Beavis and Butt-Head and went in that direction, it’s probably going to be another hour or two until I find someone. Even then, they might not be peaceful and could try to kill me.”

“I could come with you and guard you, King,” Veeraale said.

“I offer my services as well,” Ohkall said.

“It’s not worth it,” I said as I gave them a slight smile. “We all ate, we are all in a good mood, let’s head to bed.”

“What about the nightly guard?” Veeraale asked. “I could keep watch over the camp, if that pleases you.”

“I can also help with that,” Haryoud said as he raised his hand. “If you would not mind me sitting on the eastern wall, I would see through the night and notice any survivors walking on the beach in our direction.”

“I’d appreciate that,” I said, “I normally have my dinosaurs take shifts walking a patrol, but having an extra pair of eyes wouldn’t be bad, but I don’t think anyone would be able to walk over to us for a few hours. We’ll be fine--”

“Please, King,”  Haryoud pleaded.

“Alright,” I chuckled. “Why don’t you take a watch in the middle of the night.”

“I will take the first one, then.” Veeraale stood. “Show me where to stand?”

“I can show you all a good spot,” Emta said as she stood.

“I will take the third and final watch,” Ohkall said as he also stood.

“You’ve been doing a lot today,” I said. “If you don’t want to, we can have someone else--”

“I am eager to make up for past transgressions,” the rock-man said. “Allow me this, King?”

“Alright,” I chuckled, and then I turned to Quwaru. “Do we have extra huts for our new members?”

“The men can use Zoru’s hut,” Quwaru said. “It is big enough for three. Since Sheela, Liahpa, Kacerie, and the Emeralds aren’t back, Veeraale, Oppena, Eiter, and Heeyuna can use their two huts. We’ll work on building two more tomorrow. I’ll show them where to sleep.”

“Great,” I said, and then my eyes focused on Trel. “Can we speak in my hut?”

“Hmmm?” Trel looked like she had been counting numbers on her fingers, and she glanced up at me and blinked her black eyes.

“Come with me,” I chuckled as I took her hand, and then I gently pulled her up from her seat and walked toward my hut.

“Sorry, Victor, I was planning tasks in my head. There is so much to build.”

“When was the last time you slept?” I asked as I pulled her into my hut and then closed the palm leaf curtain behind us.

“Ohhh, the day before yesterday… No! Wait… I think the day before that. There is so much to--”

Before she could finish her sentence I planted my lips on hers, and her words turned into a grateful moan that traveled all the way to my toes. We kissed passionately for a few more moments as my hands grabbed her tight ass, and then we both gasped when we finally came up for air.

“Hmmmm,” she purred as she reached up to run her black fingers through my hair. “What was that for?”

“Because I love you,” I whispered.

She blinked at me a few times as a wide smile split her beautiful face. Then she took a deep breath and tilted her head a bit so she could look down my chest.

“What do you have planned for tonight?” she whispered.

“I am going to make love to you,” I answered as I ran my hands up her hips and began to gently touch the silky bra that covered her breasts.

“Mmmm,” she moaned. “But… I am not fertile now. You… should… put your seed inside of someone else.”

“I want to be with you,” I said. “Don’t you want to be with me? It’s been a few months since we’ve made love.”

“It has,” she groaned as my lips kissed up and down her elegant neck. “I… wanted… to… make… sure… you could… get the others… pregnant.”

I finished kissing down her neck and licked the valley between her breasts. Her bra was made out of the silk she used to craft her booty shorts, and I didn’t want to rip it, but there also didn’t seem to be a clasp or anything on the back where they connected around where her spider legs came out. Fortunately, Trel understood what I wanted, and she reached behind and did something magical with her claw-like fingers that freed the garment from her chest.

Then my mouth was free to lick, nibble, and suck on her perfect breasts and perky nipples.

“Ohhh, Victor,” she moaned as I devoured her.

“You taste so good,” I said after I pulled my mouth away, and then I bent down a bit, reached under her knees, picked her up, and carried her over to my sleeping mat.

As soon as I laid her down, I went back to work kissing and licking her chest until I worked my way down to her belly. She began to giggle a bit as I traced my tongue down the slants and curves of her hips and tummy, and she let out a long sigh when I slowly pulled her tight shorts down so that she was naked.

“You should be doing this with someone else,” she sighed as I pushed her slender legs open and kissed up and down each inner thigh. She was laying a bit on her spider legs, and it propped up her torso a bit so she could see exactly what I was about to do to her.

“No, I want you,” I growled. “I’m so proud of you, Trel. You’ve been the perfect wife and duchess for our tribe. Look at all the wonderful things you have been building for us.”

“Well, I am a brilliant genius, so I suppose-- Ohhh!” Her gasp came just as I pushed my tongue into her slick tunnel, and her body began to tremble as I licked back up and swirled the tip of my tongue against her clit.

“That’s… very… nice… Victor,” she groaned softly.

I moaned as I continued to lap up her delicious wetness, but the angle was a bit difficult for me to work because of how her back legs made her sit up some.

“Come sit on my face,” I said as I moved off of her, and then I quickly took off my boots, socks, pants, and underwear so that I could lay naked on my back.

Trel stared at me with hungry black eyes while I took off my clothes, and as soon as I laid down, she moved around me so that she could slide her thighs on either side of my head. Then she bent over so that her face hovered over my aching cock, and I could feel her long, silky hair brush against my hips and stomach.

I began to lick her clit again while I gently pushed my finger into her sopping tunnel. She let out a few long moans when I began to pleasure her, but then the beautiful engineer seemed to remember that my cock was right before her, and she grasped it firmly in her hand while she slowly brushed her tongue across my tip.

“Hmmm… You are dripping,” Trel sighed.

“So are you,” I growled as I stopped licking her for a second.

“I… suppose… I am,” she groaned when I began to work on her again, and then she took my entire length in her mouth, sucked for a few moments, and then popped her lips free again with a loud pop. “I love the way your precum tastes, my wonderful husband. I could devour you all day.”

“You also taste great,” I purred, and then I made a long lick that got every part of her with my tongue. Trel let out the cutest whine when I did so, and then neither of us said anything for a good ten minutes after.

Trel knew exactly how to lick and suck my cock. She played me like a violin, and I seemed to race toward my peak like a rocket ship, but then she’d just grab onto the base of my shaft and gently lick along the sides of my length until I slowly came down. Once I was safely away from the edge, she’d take me down her throat again and ravage my tip and underside with her tongue until I could barely think straight.

To help keep myself from climaxing too soon, I focused on my own efforts to push her to a climax, and her body slowly moved from trembling, to shaking, to convulsing on top of me as her orgasm finally took her.

“Ohhhh, yeeeeeeessss!” Trel’s human legs tensed around my head and I could hear her spider legs tap and dance against the bed mat as she came undone.

For a brief moment I thought she was actually going to scream, but then she muffled her own voice by swallowing the entire length of my cock so far that I actually felt my tip rub against the back of her throat. The sensation almost made me lose control, but I managed to hold on by the barest of threads until her body finally relaxed.

“Get on my cock,” I ordered while she was still gasping, and she quickly crawled forward on her knees and then raised her hips over mine.

Trel grasped my base with her left hand and then aimed my tip at her pink pussy lips before she lowered herself down onto me. Even though she was soaking wet, my tip still met a bit of resistance at her entrance, but then she continued to lower her body, and my cock spread her open with a delightfully agonizing sensation.

“Ohhhh, yeeees,” she whined as soon as she was filled with my length.

“You feel so fucking good,” I growled as I wrapped my hands around her perfectly-shaped hips so I could pull her down harder on my cock. I couldn’t help but notice how her pale, creamy skin contrasted with my darkly tan hands. It was like she was carved out of pure marble, but her skin felt the exact opposite. She was warm, soft, and supple everywhere that I touched her.

“You are so deep inside of me,” she moaned as our hips started to rock together. “I don’t think I could take any more of you.”

“Yes you can,” I growled as I pulled her down harder on me, “and you will.”

Her breath caught in her throat when I pulled her down and thrust up into her as hard as I could, and I felt her tunnel practically flood as her body began to convulse again. She was climaxing for her second time, but I had never taken her from behind like this, so I got to watch her spider legs frantically shiver and spasm while her body went through its stages of ecstasy.

When I had first met Trel I’d been incredibly aroused by the human parts of her body, and she’d taken every opportunity to push her breasts in my face or wiggle her sleek body dangerously close to me. But I’d also been equal parts intimidated by her large arachnid-looking back legs and her incredibly bitchy personality. It had seemed such a far-off possibility that we would have ever become lovers, but we did, and as I watched her back arch, I reached up with my hands to gently trace my fingers around the spots where her spider legs attached to her spine. They were a part of her, and even though they were alien-looking, I loved every inch of this genius woman, and I wanted her to know it.

“You are so beautiful,” I whispered as she started to come down from her climax.

“It’s true…” she gasped. “I am… but why do you say such compliments now?”

“I was just thinking about when we first met,” I chuckled as I moved my fingers to trace up her back and around her shoulders.

“Ahhh, yes, you were overcome with my beauty then, as I recall. You couldn’t even keep your mouth closed when you looked at me. I could have scooped up your drool with one of our pots and then poured it over your head to drench you.”

“Hmmm… I seem to remember you trying real hard to show me your body,” I chuckled. “That dress you wore was pretty much see-through, and you kept pushing your nipples into my face.”

“Well… yes. That is because you are the most handsome, wonderful, and intelligent male I’ve ever met! How could I not want to flaunt my perfect body for you?”

“But just think…” I growled as I began to roll our hips again so that I once again rubbed deep inside of her tight tunnel. “If you’d killed me to feed our children, you wouldn’t be getting this pleasure right now. Wouldn’t that be terrible?”

“Ohhh…” Trel moaned as she arched her back again. “Yeeeesss… I’ll admit when I was wrong. It’s only happened a few times…”

“Just a few times?” I chuckled as I started to increase my pace.

“Only… with… you.” The dark-haired beauty could barely get the words out as I fucked her, and then she suddenly tensed and cried out as her body surprised her.

This was the most intense orgasm she had experienced yet tonight, and I practically had to hold her down in place on my cock while all of her limbs thrashed. For a few seconds, I worried one of her spider legs might smack me in the face, but she quickly managed to dig them into the ground of the hut like tent stakes, and then she used the anchor points to keep her body somewhat still while she vibrated like a plucked guitar string. When she finally calmed down, she leaned forward closer to my feet and let out a long exhale.

“Okay, male, that is enough of you being in control of our lovemaking.”

“Oh?” I chuckled.

“Yes,” Trel purred as she used her spider legs to raise herself up off my hips.

We both let out a gasp when I slipped out of her tunnel, but then she turned around once she was able to get her human-looking legs on the ground, and she kneeled back down on each side of my hips and began to gently touch my steel-hard cock.

“It’s time for you to fill me up with your seed,” Trel growled as she stared down into my face. “I’m going to drain every single drop out of you until you can’t move a single muscle.”

“You think you can do that?” I chuckled as I traced my fingers along her creamy thighs.

“I know I can do that,” she hissed, and then she raised her hips slightly before she guided my tip against her womanhood again.

Then she sat back down with a deliciously wet sound, and both of us closed our eyes.

“So good,” she whispered. “I love feeling you inside of me, Victor.”

“I love it, too,” I moaned. “You are just perfect.”

“Think about how perfect our baby duchess will be,” Trel muttered as she began to roll her hips. “She will be so smart and beautiful. Yes. She will be brave, and strong, and beautiful, and a genius like you.”

“You are all those things,” I chuckled. “It’s not all about me.”

“Noooo,” she moaned as she forced me deeper up into her clenching tunnel. “You are the most amazing male ever to exist. Yes, I am a duchess, but you are a king. Ohhh, Victor. Yeeeessss. Fill me with your seed. I want you to pour into me until every part gushes with your life.”

“Fuuuuck,” I groaned as she began to pick up the pace.

“Yes, my love,” she panted as she leaned forward. “Just think of it. Think about how much I want your baby. How much I need your baby. Give me every single drop. My body needs it. My body wants it. My body has to have you.”

“God, dammmn,” I groaned as I felt my balls begin to tighten.

I already had my hands on her thighs, so they reached up to grab Trel’s tight ass cheeks. She didn’t try to stop me, she just leaned forward so that our lips could connect and our tongues could dance. Her whispering echoed in my mind, and the slick sound of my cock sliding in and out of her filled my ears until nothing seemed to exist but the two of us struggling to breed.

“I’m cumming,” I groaned as I felt the tension in my abdomen coil too tightly.

“Yes!” she cried out. “Give it to meeeeee! Fill me uuuuuup!”

The edges of my vision turned dark as my release hit my entire body, and Trel’s tunnel clamped around my cock like she wasn’t ever going to let it go. My climax shot out of me like a flood of electrical sparks, and my body seemed to go numb as I kept spraying load after load of my essence up into her. For a few moments it actually felt like I was floating in the air up above us and looking down at Trel spasm while she accepted my seed, but then I came back down into my own body just as my peak crested, and I pulled Trel’s head down to me so that I could shower her lips with kisses.

Then the last drops of my cum made their way up into her, and she slumped against my chest like a wet towel.

Neither one of us spoke for a good five minutes. I stayed hard inside of her, and she didn’t move. It was just the two of us existing in each other’s arms and hoping that the rest of the world would give us these moments alone together for as long as we wanted.

“It is a shame I am not fertile right now,” she finally whispered. “You really filled me with a torrent of your seed.”

“At least we both had a good time,” I said as I brushed her black hair from our faces. “I’ll always make love to you. It doesn’t matter if you aren’t fertile. We should do it because we love each other.”

“Yes,” she sighed. “But just think about how much better it would have been if this instance had given us a baby duchess? Ugghhh. So disappointing. I am mad at myself.”

“You can’t control when you are fertile,” I chuckled as I brought her chin up from my chest with my fingers so she could look at me.

“Yes, but Galmine is helping make all the other women pregnant,” Trel huffed. “I have to wait another three months for my eggs to be--”

“Why can’t she use her power on you now?” I interrupted her.

Trel blinked at me, and then she slowly opened and closed her mouth.

“We don’t really know how it works,” I continued, “or even if it works, but why can’t she use it on you to make you fertile? Then my seed can--”

Trel didn’t even let me finish, she instantly leapt up from where she was laying on top of me and dashed out the door. She moved so fast that the fire in the middle of the hut sputtered against the wind and almost went out.

“Galmine!” I heard Trel shout. “Where is she?”

“You are naked!” I heard Urka squeal.

“Where is she?” Trel shouted again. “Galmine? Where are you?”

“She’s in her-- eer-- your hut,” I heard Quwaru say. “What are you-- Trel?”

Someone said something else, but I heard the sound of Trel’s spider legs digging into the ground as she ran back into the jungle toward Galmine, Sheela, and Trel’s hut that they used when they weren’t sleeping with me.

Then I heard a few voices laugh at Trel’s antics.

I felt my lips curl up into a smile, and I let out a long breath as I stared up at the flame lit ceiling of my hut. It was crazy to think that I’d soon be a father. Maybe none of the other women would actually become pregnant, but Kacerie was for sure. The idea made me nervous and excited at the same time. When I had first arrived on this planet, I only needed to worry about myself. I’d done a really shitty job of it, and Sheela had rescued me from getting eaten by a giant crocodile.

Then I’d worried about saving the beautiful cheetah huntress, Galmine, and Trel. Then Kacerie, then Liahpa and Emerald.

My found family kept growing, and while the more hands, talents, and brains was making the work easier, it also meant the stakes were higher.

They would get higher still when my first child was born.

It would be just a little chubby thing that wouldn’t do much more than suck on Kacerie’s nipple, sleep, poop, and cry, but I knew I’d love it more than any living being I’d ever met, and if Galmine’s Grow ability worked like we thought it would, I’d soon have five more children to love. They’d need their mothers for everything, and their mothers would need me for protection in this harsh world.

My chest felt heavy for a few moments, but then I took a deep breath and pushed the negative thoughts away.

I was Victor Shelby. I was the king of this world. I could tame the fucking dinosaurs. I’d protect my family and everyone who came to me for help. There was no question about it.

“Victor?” I heard a voice call from outside my hut, and I blinked my eyes open.

“Yeah?” I noticed the morning sun was dripping into my hut from underneath the doorway, and I realized that I must have fallen asleep shortly after making love to Trel last night.

“You are awake!” It was Tannin’s voice. “I… uhhh… Breakfast is ready. If you are hungry? Everyone woke up a bit earlier to do some work, and you and I are the only ones around.”

“Okay, thanks,” I said as I cleared the sleep out of my eyes. “I’ll be out in a moment.”

“Okay!” she said, and then I heard her gentle footsteps as she walked away.

I got dressed with a few yawns and then walked out of the hut. My eyes were still blurry, and I probably could have slept for the rest of the day, but shit had to get done, and I had to be the one to do it.

“Here!” Tannin said as she passed me a plate of cooked fish. Then she hummed to herself as she cut a piece for her own plate and sat down next to me.

“You are in a good mood,” I said as I smiled at her.

“I am,” she said. “No particular reason. Just happy you are back safe, I suppose.”

“I’m glad I’m back safe, too,” I chuckled and then took a bite of fish.

“But you are going out again today?” she asked.

“I’m just going to be gone for half the day,” I explained. “I’ll go for a few miles, check with Talia’s eyes to see if I can make out anything about our friends to the east, and then come back.”

“So you won’t be in danger?” Tannin asked.

“There is always danger.” I shrugged. “But I should be fine. On the scale of risk, this is low.”

“No one saw any of the survivors last night,” she said between bites of food, “but they might still be out there.”

“I’ll deal with them if I find any,” I said. “You don’t have to worry, you’ll be safe here.”

“Oh, I’m not worried about me. I’m always worried about you.” Tannin gave me a sweet smile, and then she cleared her throat and glanced down at her plate. “Uhhh… Soooo… I like the new members of the tribe.”

“Me, too,” I said. “Like I said earlier, I was worried that Ohkall and Haryoud might upset you.”

“They are nice men,” Tannin said. “If they weren’t you would not have let them stay with us. Quwaru would have told us, and you would have destroyed them instantly. I know this of you. You protect your friends.”

“That I do,” I said, and then we didn’t say anything for a few more moments.

“I’m surprised Galmine and Adella didn’t want to help you make breakfast,” I said finally to keep the conversation going.

“Trel asked Adella if she could use her water ability to do something with the water containers,” Tannin explained. “Galmine wanted to go plant those interesting trees you brought, so the new members went with her-- well, I think the one named Oppena? She went with Trel, Youleena, and Adella. I think everyone else is split between the groups or doing something up at the new home location. Oh, but here come some of them now! They must have smelled breakfast.”

I turned south to where Tannin was pointing and saw Trel leading half the tribe back. Then I glanced north and saw Galmine slowly walking across the field with Ohkall, Heeyuna, Eiter, and Emta.

Soon the tribe was eating breakfast by the fire, and everyone was talking about the jobs they had scheduled for the day. Since I’d already eaten, I commanded our trikes to come over, and I double-checked their saddles to make sure they had spears, bows, arrows, and water jugs loaded on and secured.

“Victor, you know we can do that for you,” Emta called out when I was almost finished.

“It’s fine,” I laughed. “Been a while since I’ve prepped my pals for a ride.”

“You’ll be back by lunch?” Quwaru asked once I turned back to the group.

“Yeah,” I said. “I’d like to take Emta, Eiter, and Haryoud. That shouldn’t interrupt too much of the plans you all have made for the day.”

“Sounds good,” Emta said as she choked down the last of her fish. “I’ll be ready to go in a minute.”

“We’ll leave in like ten,” I said as I instructed Bruce to fly over to the Avern escort group so I could check on them.

“I am ready now, King.” Haryoud stood. “Do you wish for me to ride one of these three-horned beasts?”

“Yeah,” I said as I pointed to Katie. “That one. Her name is Katie.”

“And me?” Eiter swallowed as she looked at the large trikes.

“Nicole is gentle to ride on,” I said as I pointed to the red-crested female trike. “She’s also the toughest one. She’ll keep you safe if anything bad happens.”

“Thank you.” Eiter nodded.

“Are you going to bring anyone else?” Quwaru asked.

“This is just going to be a quick trip,” I said as I gave her a reassuring smile. “I’m checking in with Bruce. The group escorting Avern is getting started again. I think they’ll be here the day after tomorrow, so I want to leave some muscle behind at the fort here. Grumpy is going to stay at the river, and I’ll leave the bondocs and troodons here.”

Quwaru nodded, but I could tell she didn’t entirely like the idea of me only taking three other people, so I gestured for her to walk over to me, and I wrapped my hands around her slender waist and pulled her body close to me once she did. We were standing next to Tom and a bit out of earshot of everyone else, so I figured our conversation would be private.

“I’m gonna be okay,” I said.

“I know,” she whispered as she leaned into me. “We all miss you when you are gone.”

“We all?” I smirked.

“Well, yes, but I miss you,” she chuckled. “I… it’s still too early, I’ll know for sure in… a few days… I guess, but…”

“But?” I whispered as I felt my stomach flip flop.

“I’ve been telling everyone I don’t feel different, and I really don’t, but I should have had my blood flow a few days ago. I didn’t want to say anything until I was sure, and I’m still not going to be sure for a few more days, but… Yes… It looks like your child is probably growing inside of me.”

“Fuck, yeah,” I sighed gratefully as I hugged her tightly against my chest. “This is awesome news.”

“Yes,” she laughed. “Not just for me, but for everyone. But… maybe don’t say anything until we know for sure that it is happening? I could be a bit late. I normally am never late, but there is stress and such and well… I don’t want Trel to get excited and then break her poor heart.”

“I agree,” I said, and then I cupped Quwaru’s face in my hands so that we could stare into each other’s eyes for a few moments.

“I love you,” I whispered as I gazed into her silver orbs.

“I love you,” she repeated. “This is… I’m so happy. You remember what I told you of my world? I thought it was the end, but now… It is the beginning. Isn’t it?”

“Yes, it is,” I said, and then I gently kissed her lips.

“I wonder what he or she will look like?” Quwaru said as she glanced down at her sleek tummy. I could clearly make out the six-pack of her abdominal muscles, and while she wasn’t as muscular as some of the other women in camp, she still had an amazing body.

And that beautiful body was carrying my baby inside of it.

“I hope she looks like you,” I said.

“You want a girl and for her to look like me?” Quwaru giggled.

“Or it could be a boy,” I chuckled. “I just want it to look like you. You are gorgeous, and I’m always amazed that you bless me with your love.”

“Hmmm…” She cleared her throat and fanned her face with her hand. “Okay, well… You had better get going, or I’m going to drag you into your hut so we can do the thing that put this baby inside of me in the first place.”

“I wouldn’t mind.” I grinned.

“You wouldn’t, but you would,” she laughed louder. “If I know you, and I do, you’ll want to be doing a million things for our tribe. You can do me later once we figure out what is going on in the east. Deal?”

“Deal,” I said.

By that point the group had finished eating breakfast, and I walked back with Quwaru to the fire as everyone began to split into their various work groups. During the chaos, I motioned for Galmine to speak with me, and we walked over to the trikes while Emta, Haryoud, and Eiter were saying a brief goodbye to everyone else.

“How did everything with Trel go last night?” I whispered as I pulled Galmine in for a quick hug.

“It went great,” she said with her usual wide smile. “She was so adorable. I used my Grow over her belly, and she held me in her arms and told me how much she loved me. We hugged each other just like that for the whole night until she fell asleep with a smile on her face.”

“Really?”

“Oh, yes,” Galmine giggled. “She is so cute when she gets like this. She wants your baby so bad. We all do. I really hope my ability works as we think it does.”

“I do, too,” I said. “I wanted your help with something else.”

“Of course. You know I will give you everything I have.” She returned my hug and then one-upped me by giving me a long kiss.

“I’d like to do a wedding with Sheela and Kacerie,” I said. “Two separate weddings since they both have slightly different customs.”

“Is this the ceremony where people from your world are joined with another for the rest of their lives?” Galmine asked as she batted her long eyelashes at me.

“It is,” I said. “I know you don’t have things like that on your world.”

“We don’t.” Galmine said slowly, “but I would like to help. Can I?”

“That’s why I’m talking to you,” I chuckled. “Sheela wants some white flowers, and I think I know where I can find some, but Kacerie wants purple ones, and I haven’t seen those around. Have you?”

“Ohh, yes!” Galmine gasped as she grabbed my hands. “There are some a bit of a ways in the jungle past the lagoon! They are very beautiful. How much do you need?”

“As much as you can get,” I said. “We’ll probably do it when they all get back, so we’ve got a few days.”

“I could gather some, plant them, and then grow more in a few days,” Galmine gushed. “Ohhh, I would just love to grow these beautiful flowers for you three. If you bring me some white ones, I can probably do the same.”

“I’ll do that if I find some,” I said. “Thanks Galmine. I really appreciate it. Also, I know that your society doesn’t really do marriage, but if you--”

“Victor, I am so in love with you,” Galmine interrupted me. “There is no other man in the world I would ever want to hold me, love me, or make a child with me. The idea of a ceremony to celebrate those feelings does sound romantic, but I do not need it, I just need you to look into my eyes and tell me that you love me as much as I love you.”

“I do,” I said as I looked deep into her green eyes.

“Then that is all I need,” she whispered. “I am easy. Everyone else can be complicated. Okay?”

“That’s fine,” I chuckled. “Just be safe when you get those flowers. We haven’t quite fortified the area around the lagoon.”

“I will be very safe,” she said. “I will bring all of your fluffy orange-striped friends. Scoob, Shag, Fred, Velma, and Daphne just love coming with me when I meander through the jungle looking for new beauties to grow.”

“I’m glad they like protecting you,” I said.

“Hey, King,” Emta called out as she walked toward us with Haryoud and Eiter beside her. “You ready to go, or what?”

“If you three are,” I said.

They all nodded, and then I gestured to the trikes. Haryoud didn’t have a problem getting up on Katie’s back, but I had to help Eiter by boosting her foot. Then I moved over to Tom and gestured for Emta to follow me.

“I’m with you?” she asked as she glanced up at Tom’s high saddle.

“Unless you’d rather ride with Eiter or Haryoud,” I said.

“I’m good with you,” she blurted, and then I climbed up and offered her my hand to join me.

A few minutes later we had made it through the jungle and to the beach of the river. I jumped off Tom so that I could give Grumpy some pets, and then I promised him I’d see him later today. He didn’t seem to mind being left behind in this case, and I guessed it was because he knew he had a valuable role protecting everyone else while I was away.

He was a good dude.

The trikes were getting much better at swimming, and the three of them made it across the river without getting any of the passengers wet.

Then we were on the beach trotting past Aytron’s old camp, and life felt pretty damn good.

The sun was out, the air wasn’t too hot, and a bit of a cool breeze floated to us from the ocean. It would have been a perfect day to go for a pleasure ride on the beach, and I felt Emta’s arms tighten around my waist as I picked up Tom’s speed a bit.

“Do you want to talk some more?” I asked the olive-skinned woman after we’d ridden in silence for a good hour or so.

“Yeah,” she said. “We could do that. I guess that’s what I said we’d do, eh?”

“You were telling me about your father,” I said.

“He was a good man,” she sighed. “I didn’t realize it. I was not the same person I am now. Or maybe I am, but it took me making a mistake to really fuck it all up.”

“You kind of hinted that something was your fault?”

“He had orders,” she started. “Tons of them. We were making lots of money. He had an order for the king and all. A real big one. He was a bit nervous about doing it, and he had my brothers to help. Maybe I should explain that there was this other family of cordwainers. They weren’t as good as my pa, but they were crafty fucks. I didn’t like them one bit, but my pa and mum were nice to them. Lived across the city from us. They got real mad my pa got the deal with the king since they used to be the only ones who made shoes for the royal family.”

“I see,” I said.

“I’d go to all these parties,” Emta sighed. “Other family had a bunch of sons and daughters. Few are at this thing. One of them tries to dance with me. I’m like ‘Ewww. Fuck off dickbag.’ He gets all fucking butthurt. His sister comes to his rescue. I call him a limp dick because his sister has to protect him from me. She wants to throw hands. I fucking bang up the bitch up real good. Victor, we are talking this girl had no teeth left when I was through with her, know what I mean?”

“Yeah,” I chuckled. “Sounds like she didn’t know who she was dealing with.”

“I liked to act like a spoiled girl, and I was, but I grew up scrapping with my brothers, so I knew how to put down a cunt.”

“Would her teeth grow back?” I asked.

“Yeah,” Emta snorted. “Would take a few months. Maybe half a year. She looked terrible, though. Bitch wasn’t that good looking to begin with. Anyway. The family complained to the authorities, and I told my story. For whatever reason, the detectives took their side and said I was drunk and the one who started all the fighting.”

“Shit,” I groaned. “Did you get in trouble?”

“Yeah,” she grunted. “But it was worse than that. You see, they were highly offended and were able to make demands to avenge their honor, so--”

“Wait,” I said as I slowed down all the trikes and moved them closer to Tom. “Sorry. I don’t want to interrupt you, but Talia spotted something up ahead.”

“That’s fine,” Emta said. “What’s going on now is more important than what happened in the past. What’s up ahead?”

“Let me look,” I said, and then I threw my vision up to Talia.

She was directly above us, but there was a figure walking west on the beach about half a mile away. We probably would have seen him in a few more minutes, but he might have been obscured with the motion of the waves.

The man looked to be about my height, and he had long black hair that fell to his waist. He looked really fucking angry, and he seemed to stomp each step into the sand as he moved in our direction.

“There is a man coming toward us,” I said as I turned to Haryoud. “Can you see him?”

“I’ll try to look,” the spider-faced man said as he leaned forward and squinted his many eyes. “Yes. I see him.”

“Does he look dangerous?” Eiter asked.

“Yes,” Haryoud whispered.

“We need to figure out how we are going to handle him,” I said. “Especially since he’s walking toward our camp.”
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Chapter 10

“Can we fight him?” Emta asked.

“I’m not sure,” I said.

“Maybe he won’t want to fight?” Haryoud asked. “You are persuasive, King. If you speak with him, he might be intimidated by you and join us?”

“Eiter, can you use Path to tell us the closest hostile survivor?” I asked.

“Yes.” She nodded and then closed her orange eyes. It only took her a few seconds to open them, and then she pointed in the direction of the man walking toward us. “It is him for sure. He means us harm.”

“It looks like diplomacy is out,” I sighed as I shot my vision up to Talia again. I guessed he’d reach us in another ten minutes, and probably be able to make out our silhouettes in another five.

“Can you guess what his power is?” Emta asked.

“Nope,” I said, “and the issue is that we really can’t sneak up on him. Imagine if he could do something like Kacerie, we’d all be dead in a few moments. I think the best thing we could do is go into the jungle, wait for him to pass, and then continue on our way.”

“What about our camp?” Emta said.

“Judging by our distance, I think we can get a few miles out, take a look at the smoke coming from the other fort, and then make our way back by the time he gets to Aytron’s old camp. It won’t be the best setup, but the only other option is for us to turn around and ride back an hour and wait for him to come. Then we’ll have wasted half the day. Even if this guy gets to Aytron’s camp, he might turn north and head up the river. The path there looks easier to travel than swimming across the river.”

“That makes sense,” Emta said, “but I still feel a bit worried.”

“Yeah, me, too, ” I admitted. “I don’t see another choice. The jungle is too thick here, so let’s move up a few hundred yards and look left for a spot where we can ride our trikes into the jungle.”

Everyone nodded, and we quickly rode forward on the beach and angled toward the line of jungle trees to our north. The three big trikes were going to leave prints in the sand that this guy would see once he walked across us, but by that time I hoped to be a few hundred yards deep into the jungle, and we’d have more cover. If he decided to trail us at that point, I’d be able to do some kind of ambush.

“I wish I’d brought Scoob, Shag, Fred, Velma, and Daphne,” I muttered to myself as I urged Tom forward.

“You couldn’t have known this guy was going to be here,” Emta said.

“Yeah, but I still feel like I made a mistake.”

“Your ‘mistakes’ are just things that are slightly inconvenient, yeah?” she laughed. “Don’t be so hard on yourself.”

“Maybe I’m not the only one who shouldn’t be too hard on myself,” I said.

“Ugh. Should have seen that coming.” She hugged me a bit tighter with her arms, but I decided to focus on trying to find a place to wiggle into the jungle instead of bringing up her family again.

“That spot looks good!” I shouted as I pointed toward a large jungle tree that had a trike-sized gap in the bushes under the massive branches. The team nodded at my words, but I was already telling Nicole and Katie to run into it, so it wasn’t like Eiter or Haryoud actually had to steer their mounts.

The inside of the jungle was cooler than the beach, but it was a good deal more humid, and I had to blink my eyes to get used to the sudden darkness. There wasn’t much of a trail past the line of trees, but Nicole found a smaller tree she could push over, and then another, and another, and we made slow progress burrowing into the foliage until I guessed we were about fifty yards or so back and another fifty yards east.

We continued that way for another few minutes, and then I checked up with Talia to see what the status of the guy on the beach was.

As soon as I did, my stomach turned to ice.

The guy was still walking west, but instead of looking at the ground and stomping into the sand, he was glancing up at Talia and then north into the jungle in the direction that we were hidden on our trikes.

I didn’t want to think that this guy could sense the connection that Talia and I had, but after a few more minutes of this guy walking while he looked up at her before glancing in our direction, I couldn’t think of any other explanation.

Then the guy suddenly stopped walking and turned ninety degrees so that he was facing directly into the jungle where we were.

“Shit!” I hissed at everyone. “Go deeper into the jungle!”

“Wha-- why?” Emta asked, but then the guy raised his palms toward the trees and screamed.

His voice cut through the air like a bullhorn, and I could hear it both through Talia and through the jungle. As I watched through my pteranodon’s eyes, a dozen or so green, smoky skulls emerged from the guy’s hands and shot toward the jungle like drunken anime-style missiles. They twisted and danced through the air until they collided with the trees, and then the jungle started to melt with a purple-green fire as if they were made out of wax and someone had just jabbed a white-hot poker into them.

“Gooooo!” I forced the trikes to push north away from the melting trees while I also commanded Talia to get the fuck away from that guy.

Tom pushed to the front of the group and set his horns against a tree. The big guy normally didn’t give a fuck, but he must have felt my fear and pushed forward with an incredible effort. The tree bent over like a snapped pencil and produced an ear-splitting snap, but then the big male trike plowed into the next group of trees like a bowling ball and felled them all.

Emta and I bent down low in the saddle to protect ourselves from the spraying branches and leaves, and I pushed my vision back to Talia as she climbed higher into the sky. The guy on the beach’s green skull fire was melting trees halfway to us now, but the pace of the greenish-purple fire-lava-smoke power seemed to be slowing.

But I couldn’t quite tell if it was slowing enough to not reach us.

The three trikes pushed hard to squeeze through two massive jungle trees that were a bit too close together, but they all squeaked through without ripping off their saddles. Then there were just a bunch of immature saplings and ferns that the trikes trampled over like heavy construction rollers. Unfortunately, there was a thicker barricade of older dense trees on the other side of this area, and I had to steer everyone to the right for a bit so that we could cut around and find another open spot to push into.

I could smell the smoky death and feel the fire behind us. The heat was incredibly dry, and the burning wood smelled more like ash than what I would have expected live trees to smell like, and I wondered if this guy’s green flaming skull ability drained the moisture out of things when it hit.

Hopefully I wouldn’t feel the answer.

I glanced over my shoulder and saw a tree melt and tumble a good twenty yards behind us. I’d really thought that we were getting distance on the destruction, but the twist off the path had slowed us down, and I couldn’t really do anything else but shout at everyone to go faster.

The problem was that I knew Tom, Nicole, and Katie were going as fast as they could.

We slammed through another bunch of trees, and then the jungle started to slope upwards. It was the last thing we needed, and I glanced over my shoulder again to see that the trees ten yards behind us were now melting.

Fuck.

“This way!” Eiter shouted as she pointed to our right, and I guided the trikes in the direction she indicated.

Eiter then pointed to our left, and then our right, and then our left again. I had the trikes follow her lead, but the air behind us kept getting hotter, and it felt as if I was sitting five feet from the fireplace on a warm summer night.

I risked another glance over our shoulder, and the greenish fire was ten feet behind us.

Panic gripped my throat as all the moisture was sucked out of the air, and my heart hammered into my head in desperation. I couldn’t possibly imagine that this was the end, but the trees melting right behind us were still coming toward us.

“Shiiiiit!” Emta screamed over the sound of the trees cracking and dying.

Suddenly we were away from the flames, and the air was once again muggy and hot. I gasped for breath as Tom churned the jungle in front of us to push away, but it was clear from my glances that the trees had finally stopped melting and burning behind us.

Smoke filled my vision, but it was a weird kind of spinning ash, as if every single living bit of the jungle had been devoured so that there wasn’t anything left but husk. I threw my vision up to Talia to look down on the damage, and I felt my stomach drop when I saw that the fucker had melted about two football fields of jungle.

All with one salvo of his flaming green skulls.

And the dude didn’t even look to see if he killed us. He was already walking on the beach westward.

“I think we are safe now,” I said after I slowed down the pace of the trikes, and I reached down to rub Tom’s crest.

My big pal let out a deep honk of concern, and I looked over to see Katie and Nicole were actually foaming at the mouth from how much they had exerted themselves, and I realized that we probably could have only gone another dozen or so yards into the jungle before their strength went out.

“Is he still out there?” Emta asked. “Fucking shit! Look at this jungle. What the fuck did he do?”

“He launched some kind of terrifying flaming skull attack,” I explained as I gestured with my hands to the other three.

“And it did all this?” Haryoud gasped as he pointed at the jungle behind us.

“Yeah,” I sighed.

“Where is he now?” Emta asked.

“He’s walking toward Aytron’s old camp,” I said.

“Okay, soooo… what are we going to do, eh?” She frowned around her small tusks. “What happens if he finds our home? We don’t have anyone who could take him out, but--”

“Nomi and Gee can handle him,” I said. “The issue is that they won’t be able to know what’s going on, unless…”

I paused as I tried to think about how to get Bruce or Talia, or my other dinos, to tell the group back at camp what was happening. Then I looked at the smoking jungle and realized this might actually be less complicated than I was thinking.

“Okay,” I said after I let out a long breath. “I think I have an idea. I’m still close enough to control Jinx, so I’m going to try to get them all to understand what’s heading their way.”

“How are you going to do that?” Emta asked.

“Let me try,” I said as I closed my eyes again, and then I reached out to Jinx and felt my eyes fall into his vision.

My blue chocobo pal had been in the middle of running around with Soju and Shirley, but he skidded to a halt and ruffled his feathers as soon as he felt my presence in his mind. Shirley and Soju immediately stopped moving, and they both stared at Jinx-me as they tilted their heads a bit.

Jinx and the girls were running around the field north of our temporary fire pit and huts, so he spun that direction and began to run there. Only Adella and Tannin were by the campfire, so he sped off past them and up the hill toward where I guessed the rest of the team might have been working on the water tank.

Soju and Shirley ran after Jinx, and they let out happy toots and squawks as they gave chase. A few minutes later, Jinx found the group gathered around a group of rocks that Ohkall was arranging in a circle shape while Trel, Youleena, and Oppena chatted. I ignored their conversation and had Jinx run right up to Gee and let out a loud squawk.

Everyone stopped talking and looked down at him.

Jinx let out another squawk and then pushed his head against Gee’s leg.

“Jinx?” Keefaye asked. “What’s wrong?”

Both Shirley and Soju let out noises, and then Jinx pressed his head against Gee’s leg again and then looked to the east.

“This boy wants my attention,” Gee laughed.

Jinx let out a squawk that sounded to me like “yes, now come with me,” and then he gently headbutted Nomi.

“Both of us?” Nomi whispered.

“Something is wrong,” Quwaru guessed. “Is it with Victor?”

Jinx shook his head, and then everyone let out a sigh of relief, but then my pal jumped up and down and squawked with a bit of annoyance as he pressed his head into Gee and Nomi’s legs again.

Then he bounced up in the air and ran ten yards to the east before he turned around to look at everyone.

“He wants Gee and Nomi to follow him,” Galmine said. “Ohhh! Maybe there is something coming from the east that Victor wants to warn us about?”

“Good girl,” I sighed with relief.

“What is happening?” Emta asked.

“Galmine guessed what’s going on, and everyone is following Jinx to the side of the cliff so they can look in this direction.”

“That is great news,” Eiter sighed.

I jumped back into Jinx as he led the group to the edge of the cliff, and then he let out a long squawk before he leaped up and flapped his wings. His leap took him to the top of the wall, and then he pointed his beak like one of those cartoon pointer dogs down to the beach.

“There is another plume of smoke,” Heeyuna said. “See it? It is much closer than where Victor was going.”

“But Victor is okay?” Quwaru asked Jinx again, and my pal nodded.

“But something bad is coming our way?” Nomi guessed, and Jinx nodded.

“And Victor wants my girl Nomi and I to go down and punish them boys before they get here?” Gee cackled.

Jinx shook his head, and everyone glanced at each other.

“Victor wants us to wait and watch for when they come and then fuck them up if they cross the water?” Urka grimaced as she said the words, as if she thought she was guessing the wrong thing.

Jinx nodded his head and then let out a happy squawk.

“I got it!” Urka laughed.

“This is kind of fun,” Oppena laughed.

“Yeah, except something bad is coming this way,” Quwaru sighed, “and Victor obviously can’t make it back in time, or he’s cut off from us, so we have to figure out how to handle the issue.”

“We girls can handle the issue no problem,” Gee laughed, and then she glanced at Ohkall. “No offense, big guy.”

“There is none taken,” Ohkall gave his rumbling laugh. “Would the little blue Jinx be able to tell us what kind of powers the enemies have?”

“We should start with how many of them are there?” Gee said as she looked at Jinx.

Jinx let out a single squawk.

“Just one?” Heeyuna asked, and Jinx nodded.

“Well, that doesn’t seem too difficult…” Keefaye said, “except… the jungle seems to be smoking over there, and Victor can’t get to us, soooo… maybe the one survivor is really powerful?”

Jinx let out a squawk and nodded.

“Is it a boy?” Gee asked.

Jinx nodded.

“Ohhh, good,” Gee cackled. “I love killing them bad boys.”

“Does his power have something to do with fire?” Veeraale asked Jinx.

I considered the best way to answer this, and then I had him nod.

“Can he shoot it out of his hands?” Urka guessed.

Jink let out a happy squawk and then nodded.

“Hmmm…” Trel tapped her chin with her finger and narrowed her eyes at the distant jungle. “I wonder if Victor saw this man from far away, and the foolish male threw his fire at our beloved husband. To escape, Victor rode his dinosaurs into the trees, and now the man is walking this way, but Victor can’t really get close without risking getting fire thrown at him again.”

Jinx erupted with happy squawks as he nodded his head.

“This being must be very powerful,” Ohkall rumbled. “We must set up a plan to surprise him in a way that does damage to him before he can see us.”

“I could hide in a tree down at that abandoned camp,” Veeraale started, “and when he comes by I could jump down and run him through.”

“Nomi and I could be up in that tree with you,” Gee said. “Then she could stop his power. You hit him high, and I hit him low. Be ice and fire at the same time. He won’t even know what hit him.”

Jinx let out an annoyed screech and then shook his head.

Everyone stared at him for a few seconds, and then they looked at each other.

“Victor doesn’t like that idea,” Youleena said.

“I wonder why?” Veeraale said. “If we can’t ambush this guy, then--”

Jinx let out another screech that cut her off.

“Hmmm…” Trel actually squatted down so she could look closer at Jinx. “Does… this idiot male have powers that make it hard to ambush?”

Jinx let out a happy squawk and bounced from foot to foot.

“We will need to find a way to lure him in and attack,” Nomi whispered.

“Blagh,” Gee groaned. “I hate subterfuge and being sneaky. Can’t I just run up to this boy and punch him in the face?”

Jinx let out an annoyed honk and then shook his head.

“I’m sure you can punch him in the face,” Nomi chuckled. “You probably just can’t run up to him.”

Jinx nodded.

“How many more hours until Victor thinks he’ll be here?” Quwaru asked Jinx.

Jinx let out three honks, then paused and let out four.

“Three or four hours?” Keefaye guessed, and Jinx nodded.

“Okay,” Trel cleared her throat. “We can come up with a plan. Jinx, tell Victor that his wives and Ohkall are going to solve this problem.”

“Uhh, some of us here aren’t actually his wives, Trel,” Urka sighed.

“Pffft,” Trel raspberried. “You aren’t his wives, yet.”

“One plan is to have Gee, Nomi, and Veeraale sit in a tree and ambush him. Are there any other plans?”

“I could also use Surge on him,” Heeyuna offered.

“We could do the old ‘Blessed water in a jug’ thing again?” Urka suggested as she wiggled her eyebrows. “Dumbass might even try to drink out of it if we leave a jug sitting out in the open on the beach.”

Everyone started to talk at once, and I returned my presence to my own body. It took me a few seconds to get my bearings, and then I smiled at Eiter, Haryoud, and Emta.

“They all know that guy is heading in their direction, and they are coming up with a plan to kill him,” I said.

“That is good,” Eiter said as she gave a slow nod. “Will we follow him?”

“No,” I said. “I need to see what is going on to the east. Everyone I left back at camp is smart, and they have Gee, Nomi, Grumpy, and… well… I think they can figure it out. That guy is powerful, but so are our friends. I know they can do this without me.”

“You have faith in your people,” Haryoud said as a small smile spread across his lips. “I hope to one day have your trust.”

“You already do,” I said.

“I do?” He blinked his many eyes at me as his mouth fell open.

“Yeah,” I said. “Let’s get going. The sooner we get to our destination, the sooner we can get back.”

I checked on Talia to make sure that the skull-throwing guy was far enough away from us, and then I had the trikes push through the jungle so that we were back on the beach. The burnt jungle ground actually looked like it had cooled enough to walk on, but I didn’t trust the whole situation, and I didn’t know how the guy’s power actually worked, so I didn’t want to risk any of my friends touching anything that had been burned by him. For all I knew, it could have been some sort of acid attack that lingered in the ground. I really didn’t want my trikes to get it on their feet.

A few minutes later we’d pushed out of the jungle and were back on the beach. I still had Talia following the skull-throwing dude, but I needed her to fly east to investigate the other fort, so I had Bruce make his way over to keep his eyes on the guy walking on the beach while Talia flew in my direction.

We rode the next half an hour or so in silence, but I kept checking on the flaming skull survivor to see if he was still moving toward my fort. I let out a sigh of annoyance every time I confirmed he still was, and I could have sworn he kept looking up at Bruce as if he knew the flying dinosaur was following him. I kept my pal very high in the sky to avoid any attacks, but the whole set up still made me nervous.

“Everything okay?” Emta whispered in my ear the fourth time I came back from looking out of Bruce’s eyes.

“Yeah,” I said.

“Doesn’t sound like everything is okay,” she chuckled.

“I guess I’m worried,” I said.

“I figured as much.”

“I know they can handle themselves, but I don’t think I’d forgive myself if something bad happened and someone died.”

“You can’t be everywhere at once,” she said, and I felt her shoulders shrug through the arms she had wrapped around my waist.

Tom was actually big enough for us to both sit side by side on, or she could have sat behind me and not had her arms around me, since we were moving at a medium pace, but I decided not to point that out or she might stop hugging me, and I kind of liked the feeling of her toned arms around my bare chest and the swell of her breasts pushed up against my back.

“Really, though,” she continued after I didn’t say anything. “Nomi is immune to abilities. She can just turn him off, and then Gee can kill him. Doesn’t sound like a complicated problem to solve.”

“You are right,” I said. “That was the second plan I heard them say.”

“Second? What was the first one?”

“Veeraale was going to hide in a tree, surprise him, and kill him.”

“Ahhh, I like that woman,” Emta chuckled. “Hopefully they get Nomi involved. This guy is probably too much for Veeraale to handle on her own.”

“Yeah,” I said. “You were telling me about your father and the fight you got in at the party? Let’s talk about that some more. I need to get my mind off what could happen.”

“Sure,” she said, and then she took a deep breath before continuing. “This family was offended, and they went to the king to complain about me.”

“Uh-oh.”

“Yeah,” she grunted. “King and a bunch of judges heard the case. Pa told me to shut my mouth so he could talk me out of it, but I was so fucking mad. I just had to explain to all these idiots what really happened. Also, ‘the cunt’s teeth were going to grow back, what was the big deal?’ Is what I said at the end. Well, my dumb ass didn’t realize that bitch had been betrothed to the youngest prince, so I was pretty much punching the teeth out of a future princess.”

“Shit,” I groaned.

“Yeah, shit. King fines my pa a large sum of money to keep me out of jail. Again, it’s complete bullshit. If this had happened to any other family, I would have been fine, and fuck, I’d gotten into many a scrape during all my partying. Either when a guy got too handsy or when a girl thought she could move in on a guy I fancied. I had more money than most anyone because of pa’s business, so I’d never really crossed a line.”

“How much money are we talking about?” I asked.

“Like the whole order of shoes he was making for the king,” Emta sighed. “The whole thing. We had a bunch of money, but this was like two years of work. Set us back real good. Pa had to make all the shoes for the king for free pretty much, and--”

“Can I ask a question? Sorry to interrupt.”

“Aww, that’s fine. What?”

“Do you think the whole thing was a set up?” I asked.

“What do you mean?”

“You’ve been blaming yourself for this,” I started as my mind chewed over the story a few more times, “and I don’t know how it turns out yet except for what you’ve hinted at, but the king is getting all these shoes, from the best shoemaker in the world, for free. All because his daughter punched another girl out at a party. Even though there was no permanent damage to her, and you could argue that they started it by not leaving you alone when you told the brother you weren’t interested in him. Seems like the king made out pretty good in this deal, and he was friendly with the other family? What if they worked together to ruin your dad? The other shoemakers get rid of their largest competitor and the king gets all these shoes. I dunno. Just a thought that popped into my head.”

Emta didn’t say anything for a few moments, but her arms had tensed around my waist when I spoke. She finally let out a long breath, and I could feel her forehead press against my back.

“I never thought of that,” she whispered. “It kind of makes sense. Fuck. Was that really how it went down? Was it all a setup?”

“What happened after?” I asked.

“Nothing good,” she said. “I still didn’t learn. If anything, I had more of an attitude. Pa and Mum tried to reason with me, but I still went out to all these balls and parties and talked a lot of trash to a lot of people. Especially about this other family and about the king.”

“Oh, Emta,” I sighed.

“Yeah,” she grunted. “I was a big idiot, but I was just so fucking mad. It wasn’t my fault my pa had to do all this shit and not get paid. This other family was trying to fuck us. That’s what I thought at least. What I should have done was started learning the trade from my pa and brothers and helped them. The king wasn’t thrilled about the words I was saying, so he calls my pa back into court. Says I’m not fit for the noble houses. Fucking flat-out lie cause I was the best-looking woman at any of the these parties, I could sing and dance the best, and when I wasn’t fucking mad, I could make good conversation.”

“What did your dad do?” I asked.

“He was mad at me,” she said. “Soooo mad. I told him we needed to leave the kingdom because ‘fuck all these cunts,’ but he still had a lot of business here, and he didn’t want to set up shop somewhere else. I was being a bitch and told him that I wasn’t having fun anymore. He said it wasn’t about me. He was right, of course, about everything, but I was a spoiled brat who always got whatever she wanted.”

Her breathing had gotten ragged, and I could tell she was on the edge of crying, so I didn’t say anything for a few moments while she choked back her emotion. She finally composed herself and then let out a long exhale.

“We still had orders and all that coming in. His shoes were still the best, and even though we gave that big order to the king for free, it had increased sales ‘cause the king looked damn good in our shoes. I kept going to these parties. Ugh. I just didn’t listen to him. I was at another function with that other family, and my family was actually there. Pa said it was a good one to go to since the king was going to be there, and we could all try to make amends. Well, that same fucking son starts flirting with me again. I tell him to fuck off, and he spits in my face.”

“Oh, shit,” I groan.

“Yeah, you guess what happened next. I slug the fuck in the jaw. He calls me a self-righteous sewer whore, my oldest brother pulls out his sword, and they all pull out their swords. Mum starts screaming, my other brother pulls his sword. Someone throws a glass that hits me in the shoulder. Everyone starts fighting. It was rough.”

She was choking on her words again so I just patted her hand without saying anything. We rode in silence for a good ten minutes, and the air began to warm up a bunch as we approached lunchtime. The sea sparkled like azure jewels and the clouds drifted overhead like cotton candy. Despite how challenging it was to live on Dinosaurland, I knew it was probably less complicated than life had been on each of our worlds.

Or at least, that’s what I was getting from everyone’s backstories.

“My brothers weren’t really good at fencing,” she said. “They were good at boxing and wrestling, but not with the blades. They got killed in the fight. Pa got sent to prison after a trial, and--”

“How did your dad get in trouble for this?” I asked.

“Men are responsible for what their families do.” She shrugged against my back. “As soon as he got locked away, that’s when everything hit me. I… I realized how much I’d fucked it all up. I just didn’t think it would ever happen, you know? Nothing bad had ever happened to me. I lived this easy-breezy life. I was so pampered. I was so spoiled. Now it was just mum and I, and things were going to get really bad for her really fast.”

“Why? What happened?”

“Hmmm,” she groaned. “It’s… well… they said Pa hung himself in the cell, but I know that was a load of crap. He’d never do that. The other family asked to buy our inventory and customer list, but there wasn’t much there to offer. He was the magic, you know?”

“Did you and your mom have to start working?” I asked.

“We had enough money,” she started, “it’s… she had… other issues. When they put him in prison, it was a death sentence for her. See… uhhh… Well… we mate for life. She couldn’t be without him.”

“Ahhh, I see,” I said.

“That’s why I’m nervous around you, is all-- wait, I uhhh… I didn’t mean to say it that way. More like me just thinking about what you’ve got going on with everyone, and… Just thinking about it. Trel isn’t helping.”

“I should talk to her about that,” I said. “She should stop bugging you about having my babies.”

“I don’t actually think you can get her to stop,” Emta chuckled. “Trel is gonna Trel. She thinks everyone having your babies is the best possible outcome for our tribe.”

“Look, I don’t need everyone to have sex with me--”

“I’m not saying that… Well… Okay.” Emta let out another long breath and then pushed herself away from where she was clinging to my back. “My kind mate for life, yeah? It’s always one man and one woman. I look at you, and I think I’d be your ninth woman. Well, tenth if we think of Emerald as two people.”

“I see where you are coming from,” I said as I shrugged my shoulders.

“What if I wanted you… ahhh… uhhh… to have sex with you every day? Would I be able to? There are nine other women. They’d all want your… ehhh… cum inside them, yeah?”

I nodded but didn’t say anything.

“Can you service all of us every day?” she asked. “Ugh. It’s such a strange question, but yeah. That’s my point, is all. If I needed to have sex with you every day, would you be able to?”

“Do you want to have sex with me every day?” I asked, and I was a bit glad she was sitting behind me so we couldn’t read each other’s expressions.

“Well… uhhh… no… I mean… It would be nice, is all.”

“You want to have sex with me?” I chuckled.

“Oh, come on. That’s not quite what I meant.” Emta playfully slapped me on the arm.

I turned around in my saddle so that we could look at each other, and then I stared into her eyes. She met my gaze, but her strange snake-like hair began to twist around her face and against the wind.

“I want to have sex with you,” I whispered.

Emta’s cheeks turned a bit rosy, but she didn’t look away. The tension between us thickened a delicious amount, and then she reached out with her right hand and pushed on my shoulder.

“You should watch where we are riding,” she whispered. “Don’t want to crash.”

“There is nothing on the beach to crash into,” I snickered.

“Yeah, but you are making me nervous when you aren’t looking ahead.”

“Sure I’m not making you nervous when I look at you?”

“Well, alright. That, too.”

“How many times do you want to have sex with your mate?” I asked.

“That’s a bit forward of a question,” she scoffed.

“We were just talking about the topic,” I snorted. “You getting shy now?”

“Maybe I am…”

I nodded, and then we continued to ride. Eiter and Haryoud were a good ten or fifteen yards behind us, so they could see Emta and I speaking, but I didn’t think they would be able to hear the conversation over the light breeze. It really was a great day, and I realized that we were coming up to the slope that led up to the savannah. If we took a left there, it would be another half a day or so ride to the bottom of the switchbacks where we had mined the copper.

“I just… I don’t think it’s gonna work with us,” Emta whispered. “You and me, that is.”

“Is it just because we can’t have sex as much as you want?” I asked.

“No!” she grunted. “That’s… that’s a silly reason. No. It has nothing to do with that at all.”

“Okay,” I said. “Just seems like that is a focal point of this discussion.”

“How many times do your species have sex every day?” she scoffed.

“I think it depends on the person,” I said as I shrugged. “I could go three or four times a day I think.”

“Uhhh… you can?” She cleared her throat.

“I think I can,” I chuckled. “Hard to know for sure since we are so busy building the fort and just trying to survive, but yeah. I think if our lives were just taking care of each other, without all these threats, I could do it three or four times a day. Maybe I wouldn’t be able to keep that up when I was older, but that might be true for most species.”

“Yeah, could be true,” she muttered.

“So I answered your question. You answer mine: how many times does your species have sex?”

“Needs to be every couple of days,” she said. “Unless the woman is having her blood flow, but that normally lasts three days at the most.”

“Needs to be?” I asked.

“Uhh… that’s just the standard. Most married couples… you know… every two days. It’s uhh… what we do.”

“Does anyone have sex outside of marriage?” I asked.

“Fuck no!” she blurted. “Uhh… it’s… what I mean is that it’s not done. Would be foolish because marriage is really important for… both husband and wife.”

“So you and I would need to get married?” I asked.

“Are you asking me to marry you?” she scoffed. “Right now?”

“Doesn’t seem like you’d want to,” I said. “But if it is important to you, I would.”

“You’d marry me?” she groaned. “Just like that? We don’t know each other that well. You don’t even know half the stupid shit I’ve done in my life. Victor, you don’t want to marry me.”

“Do you feel like you know me?” I asked as I turned around again to look at her.

“Yeah,” she said as she looked into my eyes. “I… I know you.”

“Soooo… you think I need to know you better?”

“There is nothing to know worth knowing,” she sighed. “Also, turn around. I don’t want to look at you.”

“Oh, sorry,” I turned around to look at the direction Tom was going.

“I… I didn’t mean it like that,” she muttered as she touched my back. “I… I like looking at you. I… fuck. I keep saying the wrong thing, don’t I?”

“Look,” I sighed. “I don’t think any of us are happy about where we came from. Well, maybe some of us are, but I know I’m not. Neither is Sheela, or Quwaru, or Keefaye, or Trel, or--”

“Trel wasn’t happy about her life on her old world?” Emta scoffed. “I don’t believe that for a second.”

“You saw her talk a bit yesterday.” I shrugged. “I think she was bored and unfulfilled. Look at how happy she is building shit around the camp and talking about babies. This is where she belongs.”

“You think I belong here instead of back on my world?” Emta asked.

“Don’t you? You haven’t finished telling me your story, but I’m guessing that is going to be the conclusion.”

“Yeah,” she sighed. “Probably.”

“Do you want to finish telling me the story?” I asked.

“Yeah, but why are we heading toward the north? I thought the plan was to head east?”

“I wanted to look at something over here,” I said as I aimed our three trikes toward the edge of the jungle by the slope leading up toward the savannah.

“All the big corpses?” Emta asked as she pointed up the slope.

The grass did look like a dinosaur graveyard, and most of the T-rex and sauropod corpses had been picked clean by the hordes of pteranodons. There were still a few of the smaller flying dinosaurs fighting over bits and scraps of the corpses, but most of the grassy field leading up to the savannah was littered with bleached white bones arranged in the tortured shape of their former owners.

“That was one hell of a fight,” Emta sighed as she tightened her arms around my waist.

“King, what happened here?” Haryoud asked as I brought Tom, Katie, and Nicole to a stop by the bottom edge of the jungle.

“There was a massive slaughter,” I explained. “A bunch of the large long-necked dinosaurs were grazing, and a big group of T-rexes attacked. We got caught up in the battle, and Emta was seriously wounded.”

“I got better, though,” the orc-like woman scoffed as she flicked back her tendril hair. “I can heal through most anything. We all killed the remaining T-rexes and passed through.”

“Very impressive,” Haryoud nodded, and then he pointed up the slope “But what about that one? Why is he watching us?”

“What?” I asked as I narrowed my eyes and looked up the hill.

The distance stretched my new eyes to their limit, but I did see movement near the top of the slope. It took me a few seconds to figure out what it was, but then his feathered patch on the top of his head gave him away.

The T-rex mohawk male was back, and he was staring down at us with a venomous glare.
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Chapter 11

“Is that who I think it is?” Emta asked as she leaned forward in the saddle next to me.

“It is,” I said.

“You know that beast?” Eiter asked.

“He was the only one who got away during our last fight,” Emta said, and then she spat on the ground to the side of Tom. “Let’s go finish the fucking job, eh?”

“Nope,” I said. “By the time we got up there, he’d have a chance to run. Also, we have a mission, and it’s a bit time sensitive.”

“Then why are we stopping here?” Emta asked as she looked over to the jungle trees.

“Sheela said she saw some white flowers over here. I think I see them a few dozen feet past this tree. You all wait here while I go look at something in the jungle. Be right back.”

I gave a last look up the slope to the T-rex, and then I slid down Tom’s back and walked toward the jungle. It was a quick trip, and I found the white flowers almost as soon as I made it past the first tree. The flowers reminded me a bit of gardenias, and they even smelled somewhat like the sister species, but they were growing off a vine instead of off a bush and the petals were a bit fuller.

“What does Sheela need these for?” Emta asked as she stepped behind me.

“For our wedding,” I said as I bent down to try and find where the vine connected into the ground.

“W-w-wedding?” Emta choked out. “I didn’t know that was happening.”

“Yeah, I’m going to marry Sheela and Kacerie,” I said. “Then I’ll talk to Liahpa, Emerald, Quwaru, and Keefaye to see what kind of ceremony they want.”

“What about Trel and Galmine?” Emta asked.

“They don’t have marriage on their worlds,” I said as I bent down a bit more and fished through the leaves. “They might change their minds after they see what everyone else does, though.”

“Soooo… uhhh… What exactly is going to happen?” Emta asked. “With… uhhh… the marriage… thing?”

“We are hoping you’ll be there,” I said as I smiled up at her. “Then you’ll see. They both want slightly different ceremonies. We won’t be able to do everything they normally do on their own worlds, but we’ll get as close as we can.”

“You… you really love them, don’t you?” She crossed her arms and looked away from me.

“Yeah. I really do.”

I wanted to ask her why she sounded so disappointed, but I guessed she’d either deny she was upset or say she was upset about something else. I knew Emta wasn’t trying to play games with me, but there was something else going on for sure that was making her put up a barrier between us. It was probably the issue with male sperm in her species, but I wasn’t supposed to know the secret that Urka told me, so I didn’t say anything.

“How can you love all of them?” she whispered without looking at me. “How is it real?”

“I don’t know,” I said as I slowly began to pull the vine out of the ground. “I just do, and I just love them more as time goes by.”

“That’s not normal in your world, is it?” Emta finally looked down at me.

“Not really,” I said. “Some people had relationships like this, but it was rare. To be honest, I never did a lot of research on how people lived lives with multiple lovers on my world. I didn’t even think I could get a single woman to want to be with me, let alone nine or ten.”

“You couldn’t get a woman?” Emta snorted. “I know you’ve talked about how you were ‘just a dogcatcher’ or whatever back on your world, but are you serious?”

“Yeah,” I chuckled.

“Well, you would have gotten me,” she scoffed, “and like I said, I was a big deal on my world, even if I was an idiot.”

“Looks like I’m not going to get you now on this world,” I grunted as I slowly pulled the chunk of dirt around the vine roots free.

“Why do you say that?” she asked.

“Weren’t we just talking about-- shit, I left one of the small water pots back on Tom’s saddle, can you grab it?”

“Yeah,” she said and then she jogged back toward the big trike. She came back half a minute later with the pot, and then she poured half of the water out so I could squeeze the roots and dirt in.

“That T-rex is still on the top of the slope watching us,” Emta said as she held the pot while I followed my hands along the vine so I could uncoil it from the tree it was wrapped around.

“He’s probably trying to figure out how he can ambush us,” I said.

“Are you worried?”

“Yes and no,” I said. “If he gets close enough I can try to tame him again, but yeah, I don’t like a guy that big hunting us.”

“We’ll have a Dwayne thing all over again,” Emta huffed.

“I don’t think so,” I said. “Dwayne is really smart. This mohawk guy isn’t as smart as he thinks he is. He might get smarter after I tame and work with him a bit, but right now he’s just big, fast, and savage.”

“He is really big,” Emta said as she began to wrap parts of the white flower vine I gave her around the pot. “How would you feed him if he joined us?”

“It would be hard,” I chuckled. “Between Dwayne and Heeyuna, we are going to have to get a lot of food. But imagine how badass we’d feel riding on the back of a fifteen-foot-tall T-rex? It would be amazing.”

“Probably would feel amazing,” she said as our eyes met. Then she looked away quickly and let out a slow breath.

I wanted to push her, but I knew it was the wrong strategy. Emta needed to come to me and talk about her feelings at her pace, or there wasn’t going to be any romance between us.

“I think that’s all of the vine,” I said as we coiled up the last foot around the jar. It looked more like a flowered rubber band ball than a potted vine, but I figured Galmine could work her magic on the plant when I gave it to her.

“How is that fuck with the flaming skulls doing?” she asked as we walked back to Tom, Katie, Nicole, Eiter, and Haryoud.

“I’ll check,” I said as I helped Emta up on the saddle, and then I sent my vision over to Bruce.

The angry dude with the long hair was still stomping along the beach, but he wasn’t moving nearly as fast as a trike could trot. I figured we had another couple of hours more we could move east, and then we’d be able to circle back. I really, really, really wanted to just turn around and tail him, but there wasn’t anything I could do from behind the guy while I was on the beach, and my friends all knew he was coming.

I had to leave it to them.

“He’s still walking in that direction,” I said as I climbed up on Tom’s saddle. “Let’s continue with our mission and leave the defense of our home to those we left behind.”

“Yes, King,” Haryoud said as he nodded, and Eiter gave me a slight smile.

Then we were trotting east on the beach again, and none of us spoke for another half an hour or so as we tried to enjoy the cool ocean air and hot sun.

“If… uhhh… You are going to marry the other girls, how you going to ask them?” Emta’s voice was so soft I almost didn’t hear her talking over the wind.

“I think I’ll ask them after everyone sees Kacerie’s and Sheela’s,” I said. “Then they will be more excited about it. I think. What do you think I should do?”

“I don’t have advice for you. Was just asking, is all.”

“Seems like marriage is a big deal on your world?

“Yeah,” she said. “It is. The biggest deal. It’s who you are going to spend the rest of your life with and who is going to be the person to raise your children with.”

“How many kids do people on your world normally have?” I asked.

“Normally two,” she chuckled. “Women on my world are only fertile every fifteen or so years, and only for the first half of their lives.”

“What?” I gasped. “That’s crazy, but… wait. I can guess why.”

“You can?” She leaned over my shoulder so I could see her raise her eyebrows.

“You all heal from damage. Do you get sick?”

“Not really,” Emta said. “I’ve gotten sick a few times in my life, but most people kick a virus in a few days.”

“And you can’t die from most injuries. You don’t get infections. How long do people live?”

“Hmmm… I think the days on my world are a bit longer than on this world,” Emta said as she glanced up at the sun. “Six days in a week, six weeks in a month, eighteen months in a year, so we live to… hmmm… a hundred years.”

“Holy shit,” I gasped. “That’s a lot of years, and it proves that my theory is probably correct.”

“What’s this theory?”

“If you had too many kids you’d overpopulate your world.”

“Hmmm,” she hummed. “Because we live a long time? How long do your people live? How many babies do your couples typically have?”

“Depends on where they live and how much money they have, but we normally live about half as long as you do and have two or three kids.”

“Just half?” she actually squeaked out the words.

“Yeah,” I said as I shrugged, “but that’s just time on my world. Your world could have days shorter than mine, although the days on this world feel about the same length as mine.”

“Half as long as we do…” she muttered, and the sorrow in her voice was obvious.

“What’s wrong?” I asked. “You sound really upset.”

“Just… I didn’t think you’d leave us so quickly.”

“I’m young,” I laughed. “About a quarter of the way through my life. I have plenty of time.”

“But… I don’t want to lose you,” she whispered. “Uhh… I mean. I don’t think any of your wives want to lose you. I’d feel bad for them.”

“Did something bad happen to your mom after your dad died?” I asked, but then we rode past the camp of the tribe I’d used Keefaye’s blessed water to blast the other day, and I saw Eiter point to the base as she talked to Haryoud.

“It’s good you saved her,” Emta said as we rode by the charred rocks of the camp.

“Yeah,” I said. “She’s really going to help us, but you were telling me about your mom?”

“Yeah…” she answered. “It’s… okay… so I realize there is something a bit strange about my species. Something none of the other women seem to have a problem with.”

“Okay?” I led.

“It’s… ahhh fuck. I didn’t think anything of this until I started talking to everyone about it, and they just thought it was crazy. This was before you came along and all. Back when we were in the cave by the ocean.”

“I’m sure it’s not that weird,” I said.

“Sooo… ahhh… well… kind of the reason I’m all a mess about this stuff. My kind mate for life, you see?”

“That’s a bit true on my world,” I said. “We intend for people to be married forever. There is a lot of divorce, though, so--”

“Naw, you aren’t getting it,” she sighed. “When a male and female of my species have sex, and the male’s uhh… his sperm enters her body. Afterward. She needs to keep having it every other day or so.”

“Or she’ll die?” I asked even though Urka had already told me about this.

“Yeah,” Emta sighed. “That’s why I’m a bit… with you and me, is all.”

“If we had sex you’d be addicted to my sperm?”

“Oh, yeah,” she said in my ear, but it actually came out like a bit of a moan, and I felt a shiver descend my spine.

“Are you sure it works cross-species?” I asked. “Maybe you wouldn’t have that problem with me?”

“But what if I did?” she asked. “If you… didn’t have so many… others. I’d be fine. Well, I would have, but now I’m finding out you don’t actually live that long. If you and I were married, and you died, I’d die right after.”

“That’s what happened with your mom?” I asked.

“Yeah,” Emta sighed. “She actually lasted a long time, but fuck me if it didn’t break me into pieces.”

“How long?” I asked.

“A bit over a year,” Emta said. “Most women only last a few weeks after their mate dies.”

“Damn,” I said. “She sounds tough.”

“She fucking was,” Emta chuckled sadly. “Doctors came around to study her. It was a talking point in the kingdom. We became even more notorious.”

“Did she just… waste away?” I asked. “Sorry if it’s too touchy of a subject to talk about.”

“It’s fine,” Emta grunted. “I’m still upset about it, but I’ve had a lot of time to think about it. Especially once I met you.”

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“When I met you. I was… I dunno. I started thinking about mating, is all.”

“Uhhh… I’m absolutely certain that you hated me when we first met.” I turned around in the saddle to look at her.

“Well… yeah,” she sighed as she looked away from me. “I kinda had to. You were so… Ugh. How the fuck do I say this? You saved us from that fucking fire tribe, and then you came down to talk to all of us. You had such a fucking swagger. You were the fucking man in charge. All of us women were gushing for you, but what was I supposed to do? If you fucked me, I’d be addicted to you. That’s bad for me.”

“I had no idea,” I said.

“Well, yeah,” she snorted. “That’s the idea. I didn’t want you to think I fancied you, or you might pursue me. You don’t look like the men from my world, but I’d never really met a man I was into, you know? For a while I wondered if I liked women more, but I liked thinking about cocks, and I wanted a man to ravish me.”

“Ravish you?” I asked.

“Uhhh… you know…” She glanced down at my mouth as her cheeks turned a purplish-red. “Spread me open and devour my… womanhood. Hold my wrists or my neck when… thrusting inside. Growling in my ear and telling me I belong to him when he pours his seed into me. Uhhh. Fuck me. I can’t believe I just said that to you. Uhhhhggggghhh.”

“That’s okay,” I chuckled. “Now I know how to give you pleasure.”

“Blassshsrrreggg.” Emta rolled her eyes and then looked everywhere she could but me as her blush traveled down to her breasts. “Why did I do that? You… I feel like I’m playing stone skip during the riptide.”

“I’m not sure that last part translated correctly,” I said. “On my world we say ‘playing with fire?’ Is that kind of what you meant?”

“Yes!” She nodded but still didn’t look at me. “You get me. I just never found a man on my world who really made my body respond, but then I saw you… with your strange hair and small teeth. You already had all these women fawning over you. I guess I was mad about that, too. I thought to myself: ‘Here is a guy I’m finally into, and of course he’s already got four women he’s fucking every day, and not just any four women, each of these women looked like paintings.’ Ugh. Fucking bullshit.”

“Yeah…” I said. “Sorry about that, I guess.”

“Then Liahpa and Emerald become your women, and then Quwaru. I did not expect that. You two were getting along, and I knew she was into you, but… Trel kept bugging me about having your babies, and I realized that being a bitch to you wasn’t helping, and… I knew why everyone wanted you. You are a good man, a strong man, and… When Ohkall, Haryoud, and Veeraale call you ‘King’ it just fits.”

“Did you call me?” Haryoud shouted from where he rode on Katie.

“No!” Emta called back, but his words broke her out of the one-sided conversation we were having, and she glanced back over her shoulder before she turned around to look at me. “How close are we to where you want to go? We’ve never gone this far east before.”

“I think I should try now,” I said as I looked around. The jungle was still to our north, but the trees quickly climbed up a slope before rising to a steep cliff side that reminded me of the tropical Hawaiian islands.

“Haryoud, can you see anything to our east?” I asked as I pointed in the direction we were looking. “Talia is too far ahead of us, and I want to make sure we’ll be safe here as I go to look through her eyes.”

“The beach looks empty except for the type of dinosaurs you call Ad-Rock, MCA, and Mike D,” he replied as he pointed east. “I see a group of five about half a mile ahead of us washing themselves in the ocean.”

“Those ones are normally peaceful,” I said as I gave Eiter a nod. “Okay. I’m going to see what Talia sees.”

The female pteranodon was at the edge of my range again, but since we’d traveled a good direction to our east, she was able to get a much better view of the other tribe’s fort.

“Wow,” I said as I looked down through Talia’s eyes. “They have carved a castle into the cliff wall. I can’t tell what kind of rock it is, but it’s either a white limestone or marble.”

“How big is it?” Emta asked.

“Hard to tell for sure,” I said as I tried to look at nearby trees for reference. “I’m guessing the front of the fortress is a good hundred feet tall, and the gate is like twenty-five feet high. There are battlements for guards to stand on the walls and shoot arrows or whatever down.”

“Do you see anyone?” Eiter asked.

“I don’t see any movement,” I said. “Right next to the fortress is a cave. The opening is about half as tall as the fortress but almost just as wide. There is a river coming out of it, or maybe it’s going in. Hard to tell from how far away Talia is. All the smoke is coming out of there.”

I moved Talia’s vision around the front of the fortress, but I didn’t see a single guard at the front, and the only movement was the smoke billowing out of the maw of the massive cave next to them.

“What could be on fire in the cave?” Haryoud asked.

“I don’t know,” I said, “but there is a lot of it coming out. There must be a serious problem there.”

“Maybe they have oil inside?” Eiter asked. “On my world we mine for oil deep inside of the ground, and it can burn for months if it catches on fire.”

“That’s the same on my world,” I said as my eyes searched the area. I didn’t know how long I needed to watch the place before I saw anyone, but I also didn’t know how observing any other people would change my decision to go or not. Then I did catch some movement by the mouth of the cave, and I made Talia focus over there.

“Someone is coming out of the cave,” I said as the figure emerged. “It looks like a woman. She has wings on her back and a… uhhh… looks like a winged fin on her head.”

Talia tried to fly a bit closer, but my vision started to darken, so I made her circle back. Fortunately, the woman glided out of the cave as if she was on an invisible air current, and she landed right at the foot of the fortress. Someone else came to the top of the fortress, and then they jumped down a good eighty feet to land right next to her. The second figure looked to be a man, but he had legs that looked like a kangaroo and horns on his head.

The woman with the wings gestured frantically back to the cave, and then she spun around in Talia’s direction. This allowed me to get a good view of her face. She had sharp features that looked pretty human, except for the feathered fin on the top of her head that might have been mistaken for a mohawk, except it went down to her middle back. She had silvery-colored hair, and her feathers were a blue-green color.

“What is she wearing?” I muttered as I had Talia try and get a better look at the woman. “Armor?”

“What kind of armor?” Emta asked.

“It’s a shiny… goldish… silver…” I said as I recognized the hue of the metal. “Is it bronze? Holy shit! It’s bronze. She has a bronze breastplate on!”

“Really?” Emta gasped. “We have that metal on our world.”

“What is it?” Haryoud asked.

“It’s copper mixed with tin,” I explained. “It makes a harder metal that you can use in weapons and armor. Her breastplate looks pretty simple, so I’m betting that they made it. Do they have a tin mine in the cave?”

“Is tin valuable?” Haryoud asked. “Is this bronze material useful?”

“It really is,” I said. “With copper, we can just heat it up and pour it, but even if I could find some tin, I don’t know the right amounts to mix with copper to make bronze, or if there is any special technique. If these guys are mining tin, then they can probably trade it to us and maybe teach us how to make armor or weapons with it.”

“If they are mining it, would it be in that cave that is on fire?” Eiter asked.

“I would guess so,” I said, “but we won’t know until we talk with them.”

“Soooo… we are going to go?” Emta asked.

“Yeah, but not right now. We need to go back to-- wait. Something else is happening.”

The woman with wings suddenly grabbed the kangaroo-man and leaped into the air. They both rose up to the top battlements of the fortress just as a group of four figures emerged past some jungle trees far to my right. The group of four newcomers were a mix of skin and hair tones, but they all rode creatures that looked like gray-feathered goats. The four also held small, dark-smoky crossbows in their hands, and they fired the weapons up at the fortress just as the winged woman and kangaroo-man ducked for cover.

The bolts that came out of the smoky crossbows bounced off the stone walls of the battlement and vaporized before they could land back on the ground, and then it looked like the weapons automatically cycled back to load a new ethereal bolt.

The winged woman leaned out the side of her cover and shouted down at the four mounted people, and then she ducked her head back as they unleashed another volley of bolts that pinged off the stone. The group then rode around in a circle in front of the doors with their weapons raised like cowboys out of an old black-and-white movie, and then they rode their mounts left and down a small trail that led into the smoky cave.

I told my friends exactly what I saw, and by the time I finished recounting, the group of four had ridden out of the cave, back up the trail, and were circling in front of the fortress gate again. The winged woman and kangaroo-man were still up there, and they both shouted down at their attackers, who then promptly fired their weapons back up.

“The weird creatures they are riding all look the same,” I said out loud.

“What do you mean?” Emta asked.

“There is no difference in the shades of their feathers or the way they run,” I said. “If you look at my dinos, like our trikes, you can tell that Tom is a male and Katie and Nicole are females. They each have different shades and colors to their skin and crest. They are the same species, but have different nuanced traits. The feathered goat things they are riding look exactly the same.”

“They are someone’s ability,” Eiter stated.

“Yep. That’s what I’m thinking.” I turned Talia’s gaze back to the smoky cave. The riders had just gone in there for a minute, so I didn’t think they were actually exploring. They were probably looking for someone from the fortress to kill.

“It’s clear that the tribe in the fortress is under siege,” I said, “And I’m guessing they were mining from that cave. I’m going to guess again that this new tribe wants their shit and is attacking them.”

“From what you have said, that sounds like a logical deduction,” Haryoud agreed.

“Eiter, can you tell me where the next closest hostile tribe is?” I asked. “Is it in the direction of the friendly tribe we are looking at?”

“Give me a moment,” the lavender-haired woman said, but I kept watching the scene through Talia’s eyes while I waited.

“Are we going to help them?” Emta asked.

“I think you know the answer to that,” I chuckled.

“Yeah,” she laughed.

“There is a hostile tribe two miles past that friendly tribe,” Eiter said.

“There we go,” I grunted. “The friendly tribe has tin and knows how to make bronze, the asshole tribe wants to take their shit.”

“The only issue is that it’s going to take us four days to get there,” Emta said. “They all might be dead by the time we arrive to help.”

“Yes,” Eiter sighed. “Also, we do not know how long they have been under siege.”

“Yeah,” I said as I pulled my vision back to Talia and told her to fly back. “That’s why we have to move. It’s possible we might get there too late, but if we don’t do anything, I’d guess they are going to lose. Thanks to Eiter’s power, we know they are friendly, and I can’t stress enough how important it is to learn how to make bronze. Once we figure that out, the next step is iron, and then steel, and then crucible steel.”

“What is that?” Emta asked.

“It’s super-strong steel heated in the hottest of furnaces,” I explained. “It made the best weapons and tools until our modern engineers figured out how to mix other alloys with the iron to make tool steel. I really don’t know much about it, but I got bored one day and did a few hours of research to understand how ancient people on my world made cool-looking swords with swirly carbon etching in them. We called it ‘Damascus steel.’”

“People on my world have knives with those patterns on them,” Eiter said as she nodded. “Normally they are guards of royal families. I never considered how they were made.”

“Is it like my sword?” Emta asked as she carefully pulled her bluish-blade out.

“No, I don’t think so,” I said as I leaned down to inspect the blade in the sunlight. “This metal is a color I’ve never seen on my world, and it was probably stuck in that tree for years and only has a bit of rust on the bottom of the blade.”

“I haven’t had a chance to ask Youleena if she could help me get rid of the rust,” Emta said as she put the blade back in her orange sheath.

“You can ask her when we get back,” I said as I spun our trikes around and began to trot us toward our camp in a tight formation so we could all speak over the breeze. “We’ll have a lot of shit to do before we leave tomorrow.”

“Can I come with you?” Emta asked.

“Yeah,” I said as I looked at my other two companions. “I want both of you to come, too. Eiter, I’ll need your path, and Haryoud, I’ll need your eyes.”

“I am nervous about making such a long trip, but I know you will protect me.” Eiter gave me a small smile.

“I will do whatever you command, King,” Haryoud said as he tried to bow while riding on the trike.

“How is that fucker with the flaming skulls looking?” Emta asked. “Is he at our camp yet?”

“No,” I said after I checked with Bruce. “He’s a good mile away. I think we can actually catch up with him, but… hmmm… it’s strange. He keeps looking up at Bruce just like he looked up at Talia.”

“Why would he do that?” Haryoud asked. “There are many flying dinosaurs in the sky.”

“If they are circling?” Eiter asked. “Maybe he is alerted to that?”

“Could be,” I said, “but I really don’t like it. If he can sense the connection I have with my dinosaurs, he might be able to know where our camp is. He might know that everyone else there is waiting to fight him.”

“Sooooooo, what the fuck do we do?” Emta asked.

“Let’s just get closer,” I said. “I’ll pick up the speed of the trikes a bit.”

I increased the tempo of Tom’s trot, and his mates followed. The wind was now whipping past our faces, and Emta squeezed her arms around my waist and pushed her breasts harder into my back. The press of her body against me felt really good, but my stomach kept flip-flopping with worry. I knew that I couldn’t really ambush this guy, or leverage any of our abilities against him, so the rest of the team had to be the ones to take him out, but if he could sense the connection I had with my dinosaurs, did that mean he could sense the connection I had with my lovers? Would he know that Quwaru, Trel, Galmine, and Keefaye were up on the peninsula?

If he did, it was going to be impossible for them to surprise him.

I could jump to any of their eyes to see what was going on, but I worried that might distract them from what they were working on, so I jumped to Jinx so I could casually observe.

Trel, Heeyuna, Gee, Veeraale, Ohkall, and Urka were standing at Aytron’s old camp, and they were working on starting a fire in the pit.

Jinx was actually still on the other side of the river relaxing on the shore with Soju, but Grumpy was laying on the sand next to my seven tribe mates, so I bounced my presence over to him so I could hear what they were saying.

“I don’t like this plan,” Trel huffed.

“I’ll be fine,” Nomi sighed.

“But what if you aren’t?” Trel groaned. “This idiot male is going to blast you with his fire and kill you. Not only would I miss your pretty face, but I couldn’t possibly imagine the indignity of it all. A dumb male killing one of us? Disgraceful.”

“We’ve tested my girl’s power dozens of times,” Gee chuckled. “She is immune to all the things.”

“But what if it doesn’t work this time?” Trel hissed. “I… I don’t want anyone to get hurt.”

“Awwww,” Urka cooed. “Trel loves us. I knew it!”

“Duchess Trel,” Ohkall rumbled. “I can take Nomi’s place and lure the dangerous man in.”

“You immune to fire, big guy?” Urka raised her eyebrows.

“Somewhat.” He nodded.

“Naw,” Gee said. “He’d get melted.”

“I am prepared to make that sacrifice for you all.” He nodded.

“Why are you so self-deprecating?” Veeraale hissed.

“You know why,” he sighed as he looked at his friend.

“As Victor and I have said, that is forgiven.” Heeyuna reached up so she could put her hand on the rock-man’s shoulder.

“So, no Ohkall getting turned into slag,” Urka snorted. “Nomi’s got this. She’ll sit there by the fire all cozy looking, with her back to where this guy is coming from.”

“He’ll approach…” Veeraale continued.

“I’ll blast him from where I’m standing over here in this hut,” Heeyuna said as she gestured to the one hut in the camp that wasn’t completely dilapidated.

“I’ll be in this water over here.” Gee pointed to the river. “If he doesn’t die, I’ll be out in a flash and finish him.”

“Or I will,” Veeraale said as she nodded back to a tree. “I can jump down and be on him in a second.”

“It’s a race then!” Gee laughed. “First one to kill him doesn’t have to clean the dishes for a week?”

“Pfffft,” Urka imitated Trel’s raspberries. “Do you two even know how to do dishes? I vote Trel does the dishes.”

“Me?” Trel gasped.

“Yeah, you.” Urka smirked. “You do the dishes better than anyone I’ve ever seen.”

“It’s true.” Trel shrugged to everyone else. “I am amazing at everything I do.”

“Then we need another wager,” Gee purred at Veeraale.

“I’m still not doing the dishes,” Trel groaned. “It is--”

“We could do the cooking?” Veeraale shrugged.

“Peasant work,” Trel continued. “Do you all know that I am a Duchess? It is unbecoming for some--”

“I could just hold the meat in my hand and it would cook, though,” Gee countered.

“Yeah, it wouldn’t be much work for her,” Urka said as she tapped her chin just like Trel normally did.

“I used to have servants do it for me,” Trel sighed. “Oh, I had thousands of them. My sisters would manage--”

“Also, we gotta worry about Nomi,” Gee said as she nodded to where they both held hands. “Any chore I gotta do she’s gotta do, too.”

“I got it!” Veeraale snapped her fingers. “Swim to the bottom of the river and come up with rocks to build out the barrier around the water pump.”

“I already did most of that,” Ohkall said, “but I did not do the one side at the back.”

“Done!” Gee held out her fist to Veeraale, and the other woman pressed knuckles.

“My sisters would manage all of them,” Trel sighed. “I had not a care in the world. Anything I asked for, they would just bring it to me or build it. Now I wish I could do the building part, though.”

“We’ve moved on, Trel,” Urka chuckled.

“I’d bring you all home with me,” Trel continued. “We could just live in my mansions, eat food, and have Victor’s babies. It would be so wonderful.”

“I do not think I can have his babies, Duchess Trel,” Ohkall said as he raised his hand apologetically.

“Yes, yes, yes. We’d find other uses for you. A man as smart as you would be a pillar in the community. You just have no idea how incredibly stupid all the males are on my world. Ugh. Anyway, back to murdering this fire-spewing fool. Again: I do not like the plan.”

“Do you have a better one?” Heeyuna asked.

“I’ve been thinking…” Trel tapped her chin and looked up, then her eyes narrowed a bit and she pointed. “There is Bruce.”

Everyone turned to follow her finger.

“The bad guy must be getting close,” Urka said.

“If Victor was here, he would have Bruce carry a pot of Keefaye’s blessed water. Then he’d drop it on the idiot male. Then either Urka or Heeyuna could destroy him.” Trel rose up on her spider legs as she spoke and then held a hand to her brow so she could look eastward.

“That is probably what he would do, yes.” Nomi nodded.

“We can’t do that?” Heeyuna asked.

“We didn’t make a pot, and Victor isn’t here to tell our boy Bruce to do the deed.” Gee shrugged. “Besides, we are strong and independent women! Plus Ohkall.”

“Thank you for considering me.” The big man nodded.

“We have powers and smarts and muscles!” Gee continued. “We can kill this fuck no problem. Then we’ll tell Victor how we did it, and he’ll be quite proud of us.”

“Okay,” Urka said. “Last call, Trel. Do you have any other ideas?”

“Nope,” the beautiful obsidian-haired woman sighed. “I am good at building things, not coming up with complicated battle plans.”

“But aren’t you a duchess and ‘amazing at everything you do?’” Urka wagged her finger.

“Yes, yes, yes.” Trel frowned, and then her body froze. “Oh, I have an idea.”

“You do?” everyone asked as their eyes opened wide.

“Yes,” Trel turned to Gee. “Can you melt glass? I recall that you leave glassy footprints in the sand when you stand there for a while.”

“I can,” Gee said, “But it does take twenty seconds or so.”

“Okay,” Trel said as she moved her hand. “We need to make a wall of sand right here. Bend it like this way in a curve. Then Nomi can stand right over there by that tree and her image will be projected through the glass. The dumb male will see her standing in the wrong place, so if he wants to attack her, he’ll just destroy the glass.”

“How long until that fucker gets here, though?” Gee asked as she stood up on her toes and looked eastward.

“I still don’t see him,” Trel said. “Maybe an hour or two? We have time. Yes. We should do it that way. Then Nomi will not be in danger, and she can use her ability on him when he gets close enough.”

“Well, Trel… That’s pretty fucking smart.” Urka took a deep breath through her teeth. “So how are we gonna make a glass-like wall-tunnel thingy? Water? I bet we need water.”

“I’ll get Adella!” Trel shouted as she sprang away on her spider legs toward the river. “You all start digging sand up!”

I pulled my eyes and ears away from Grumpy and then turned over my shoulder to look at Emta.

“I think they have the fire skull-throwing asshole problem figured out.”
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Chapter 12

It took me a few minutes to share their plan with Emta, and her smile grew wider as I recounted their conversation.

“You think Gee can melt the sand in time?” Emta asked.

“Yeah… I think so. I hope so.”

“I liked how they thought you’d have Bruce drop the blessed water on his head,” she chuckled. “You could still do that, eh? Just as a backup?”

“Maybe,” I said. “I’d have to figure out how to tell Keefaye to bless the right jug, and then have Selina pick it up.”

“Don’t we have those extra ones filled up with blessed water already? You didn’t take them with you when you went with Eiter and Keefaye to help Heeyuna. You only used one to blast that camp we are about to pass, yeah?”

“Oh, shit, you are right,” I said, and on cue we rode up again on the burnt-out camp where we had saved Eiter.

“So you could have Selina grab one of those jugs…” Emta trailed off.

“Yeah…” I took a deep breath and thought through the possibilities.

On one hand, I wanted everyone in the tribe to be able to get shit done without me. If they defeated the flaming skull guy, the women and Ohkall would be buzzing with their victory for days, and they would have an even closer bond. Especially with the new members of the tribe.

On the other hand, their plan could fail, and they could die.

The thought of losing Trel nearly made my stomach crumble into pieces, and even the thought of losing Nomi, Gee, and Urka made me almost blink away tears. I hadn’t really formed a bond with Heeyuna, Veeraale, and Ohkall yet, but I still considered them friends, and I didn’t want them to die, either.

Especially if I could prevent it.

Fuck. Now I knew what a mother bird felt like when she had to figure out when to throw the babies out of the nest.

“I’m… going to… let them handle it,” I said after I took a long breath. “If Selina grabbed a jug, she’d have to drop it on the guy before he engaged with them. It would ruin their plan and show that I didn’t have any confidence in them. If I had her carry the jug and wait to see if the plan didn’t work, it would be too late to drop it, since he’ll probably be close enough for them to counterattack with Nomi’s Eclipse, and if I dropped it on him then, there is a chance they would get splashed with the blessed water. Yeah… I… Damn… this is hard.”

“Yeah.” She nodded. “I see what you mean. If you just do the thing, then we are always going to expect you to do the things for us.”

“I know they can do this,” I said. “They are all smart, tough, and know he’s coming. They can do it.”

“I hope so,” Emta said.

Then we rode in silence for another hour or so without speaking. The silence might have been uncomfortable given how intimate our conversation had been beforehand, but my head was filled with negative thoughts about what my days would be like without the love of my life and my closest friends, and I’m sure Emta was thinking about the same unfortunate possibilities.

I checked a few times with Grumpy to see how the glass tube structure was coming along, and it was actually making surprisingly fast progress. Adella was able to move water over from the river easily, even though it was a good distance, and the rest of the team used the wetness to craft what looked like a wall of sand. Ohkall had fashioned his hands into flat spades he used to pat down the damp sand, and Veeraale was making large shovels she kept handing off to the other women to use. She had to replace them almost continuously, but it was making the work a lot easier. Even Trel was frantically digging and patting the wall, and I could see her brow was drenched in sweat.

“They are about to turn it into glass,” I updated Emta.

“Okay, good,” she said. “Is it going to work?”

“Yeah…” I said after I saw Gee kind of press herself into the sand. “It’s melting into clear glass. Then she’s using her hands to smooth it out. Everyone else but Nomi has to stand back, but it looks like it’s working.”

I watched for a few more minutes, and the team made surprisingly quick progress. I was really impressed, and I couldn’t wait to tell them how proud I was once I got back.

I hoped I’d be able to tell them how proud I was of them.

“They are almost done,” I said as I watched them for what felt like an eternity, but was probably only thirty minutes.

“They are going to do it,” Emta cleared her throat. “I just know it. How close is he?”

“He should be getting close,” I said as I switched my eyes to Bruce, and right on cue, the long-haired man looked up and glared at me.

How the fuck did he know?

It had to be an ability he had.

“He’s about three hundred yards away,” I whispered.

“How close are we to him?” Emta asked.

“Probably another half an hour,” I said.

“So we couldn’t help even if we wanted to,” she whispered.

“Nope,” I said. “Best I can do is control Bruce and Grumpy. I could bring down some other dinos, but they are big, and he might attack them.”

“How does their glass look?” Emta asked.

“I’ll check,” I said as I checked again. “Nomi is standing in the spot Trel wanted her to stand. Gee’s running to the river. Veeraale is in the tree. Heeyuna is in the hut. Everyone else is hiding in the jungle behind the hut.”

“Is something wrong?” Eiter asked, and I sensed that Haryoud and her had ridden their trikes over next to us.

“The fire skull guy is about to stumble into the trap that Trel, Heeyuna, Nomi, Gee, Urka, Veeraale, and Ohkall set,” Emta explained. “Victor is watching.”

“He’s almost there,” I said. “Oh, shit. He’s seen the glass, and he’s looking over at it, but then he’s also looking up at Bruce.”

I directed Bruce to fly out over the ocean more so he could see more under the treeline and into Aytron’s old camp. This put a lot more distance between him and the flaming skull guy, and I watched the man walk a few more steps before he noticed the reflection of Nomi.

I almost jumped to Grumpy’s eyes, but then I wondered if the man could sense when I was occupying the vision of one of my dinos. If he somehow could, then moving to Grumpy might actually mess up the ambush, so I kept my eyes going through Bruce.

“He’s walking toward Nomi,” I said. “Well, Nomi’s reflection. They built a glass crescent shape so she’s standing at one end and it’s bouncing her reflection off. She looks like she’s transparent and there are a few duplicates of her.”

“Does the fuck know it’s an ambush?” Emta asked.

“Well… he’s not throwing his skulls at the glass,” I said. “He’s… cautious, though. I’m not sure I’m reading his body language correctly because he’s not from my world, but he’s not just charging in there.”

I watched the long-haired dude walk a bit closer to Aytron’s camp. I figured he was a hundred yards away, so I figured Nomi was either really close to using Eclipse, or she was waiting for Heeyuna to give the signal.

Then I realized there was one flaw in their plan: the glass crescent wall was in the way of Heeyuna’s sight line. She might still be able to see him through the glass, but the structure might interrupt her Surge.

Or maybe her ability would just blow through the glass. I didn’t know for sure. I just had to trust that she’d know what to do.

“He’s slowly walking toward them,” I said. “Nomi kind of has her back turned, so he can’t see her face. He just sees three or four copies of her slowly moving back and forth.”

“How close?” Haryoud asked.

“Eighty yards now,” I said.

“When are they going to strike?” Emta asked.

“I don’t know,” I replied. “I was just wondering that.”

The man suddenly froze, and then he jumped back as he raised his hands. I gasped, but before he could throw any of his skulls, the space around him suddenly turned black and white as Nomi activated her ability.

I’d always been close to either Nomi or the target when she used her power, and it had always fucked me up in the most disorienting way. When Nomi used her ability, it was like my mind threatened to break into pieces, and every muscle in my body screamed like it wanted to evacuate my insides. It wasn’t a feeling that would make me want to die, but it was probably close to the same feeling one would have if they had a hundred and three degree fever and rode a roller coaster for a good hour.

The Eclipse was a sphere that was about six yards in diameter, and the sand inside of the globe was as black as Gee’s skin, while the man’s hair turned white and his skin became ashen gray. He fell to his knees as his fingers twisted in agony, but then I saw Heeyuna step out from the hut and raise her hands.

The Surge erupted from her body like a wave and flew across the camp toward the skull-throwing man. The glass wall shattered into a thousand pieces as the electrical current bulldozed through it, and then the sphere of negative color disappeared right before the wave smacked right into the man.

He lifted off the ground and spun head over heels like a chucked rag doll. It would have been a bit comical had the stakes not been so high, but I felt myself exhale as soon as his smoking body bounced the second time off the sand.

“It worked!” I whispered. “They got him. Everything worked perfectly. Nomi took away his powers, and then Heeyuna… wait.”

“What’s going on?” Emta hissed.

“He’s fucking getting up!” I groaned as Bruce flapped his wings to get closer.

The man was obviously hurt, since his body was smoking like a pack of cigarettes that had just been thrown on a lit stovetop, but he was pushing himself off the sand on one knee.

Then the dude actually stood up and began to stagger toward Heeyuna.

The blue-haired woman was sitting at the entrance of her hut, and she slowly began to crawl back inside when she saw the dude coming for her.

Skull-guy raised his hands again, but then he was surrounded in the black-and-white globe, and he fell to his knees as he let out a screech loud enough to peel paint. The smoke coming off his body was black like the exhaust from a diesel tractor, but he was still fighting against the weight of Nomi’s ability, and he managed to kneel through the sand a few times so that he was making progress toward the edge of her sphere.

Gee was up and out of the river at the same time that Veeraale jumped out of her tree, rolled on the sand, and then sprang up with a blade in each of her hands. She was much closer to the fucker than Gee was, but the Flame Dancer moved with the speed of a bullet, and she launched herself in the air when she was just at the edge of Nomi’s Eclipse.

For a split second, it looked like Gee was going to land inside of the sphere, but then Nomi turned off her ability, and Gee cracked her flaming whip at the man.

The skull-thrower was still kneeling on the sand, but he brought his hand up suddenly. Gee’s whip should have cut through him, since I’d just seen the weapon cleave a spinosaurus’ head off at the neck, but instead of leaving the man in more than one piece, the length of flame wrapped around his arm.

He yanked his shoulder down, and Gee plummeted toward him. The man pulled his other arm back as if he was going to deliver an uppercut, but my friend twisted her athletic body in the air like a gymnast and slammed her heels into his face before he could strike.

A wave of sand exploded out from the epicenter in all directions, and Gee backflipped away just as Veeraale dove in from the other side. I would have expected the guy to be a puddle of blood after Gee’s kick, but he pivoted on his knees just in time to block Veeraale’s first sword strike with his right forearm. The edge of the ice weapon dug in halfway, but then the swordswoman thrust her other weapon forward and drove the length into his chest hard enough for the point to come out his back.

Skull-Thrower’s left arm was still tied up with Gee’s whip, so she yanked him back before he could punch Veeraale. He did use the momentum of her pull to spin himself up to his feet like some kind of kungfu master, and then I noticed that both of the ice blades had already melted.

Shit.

Veeraale dove back as the man threw a front kick in her direction, but before he could step toward her again, Gee yanked hard on her flaming whip and brought him back down on his side. He landed hard enough to bounce, and then Gee used both hands on her whip to start dragging him toward her. I didn’t quite know what her plan was, but then I realized she was buying time for Veeraale to stab him again.

The teal-skinned woman had new swords in her hands, and she leaped on the fucker’s back and started cutting into him. Bruce could hear the man scream across the ocean waves, but it didn’t actually look like any blood was flying up from his wounds, and Veeraale kept having to remake her blades since they were melting every few seconds.

The man suddenly yanked back on Gee’s whip, and the Flame Dancer stumbled forward unexpectedly. Then he twisted on his side and threw his elbow out. The strike was at a bit of an odd angle, but it still caught Veeraale on the right shoulder, and she flew off the man as if someone had yanked on her marionette strings.

Holy shit. This guy was strong.

Gee canceled her whip before the guy could pull her within striking range, and then he raised his hands up to her. My stomach flip-flopped as I realized he was about to nuke her with his green-skull power, but then Nomi used Eclipse for a third time, and the man sank to his knees as he clutched his skull in his hands.

And now I could see white streams of blood flowing down his black body.

Ohkall, Trel, and Urka were running out of the jungle to help, but I had no idea what they thought they could do against this dude. Hell, this guy was probably strong enough to drop kick the four-eyed woman through the goalposts like a football, and if he was able to pull on Gee’s whip and knock her off balance, then I didn’t know what Ohkall thought he could do.

Trel had zero business even being in the fight, and I wanted to scream at her to run, but Bruce’s eyes could clearly see the look of determination on her beautiful face, and I realized that they were either going to kill this guy or all die trying.

Trel was shouting something to Nomi as she ran, but Bruce couldn’t quite hear what she said over the sound of their opponent screaming. It actually looked like he was really fucked up now, but he was also attempting to stand again, and his muscles coiled and flexed with the effort of his movements.

Urka, Ohkall, and Trel got to the edge of the Eclipse sphere at the same time, but Urka jumped into the black-and-white space while the other two skidded to a stop just outside. The four-eyed woman’s hair looked white inside of the globe of antipower, and her skin was black as tar. She staggered forward a few steps with obvious agony on her face, but then she took another step, and another, until she was stumbling toward the skull-thrower.

“What the fuck are you doing, Urka?” I gasped as the little woman jumped on the fucker’s knee, sprang up on his shoulders, and then wrapped her short legs around his neck. It almost looked like she was riding him like a kid would sit on her father’s shoulders, but then she slammed her palms into the side of his skull before he could pull her off, and then Nomi canceled her globe.

Bruce was more overhead now, and I could see the man’s body tense and stretch out as Urka used Zap on his temples. His mouth opened impossibly wide, and I could see through Bruce’s sharp eyes that he had needle-like teeth and two tongues.

Trel, Okhall, and Veeraale were piling on the guy now. Ohkall sat on his chest, Trel trapped his thighs against the sand with her spider legs, and Veeraale impaled each of his arms with ice spears. The weapons didn’t melt after a few seconds, but I guessed that was because Urka was electrocuting the fuck out of his brain, and the only thing his body was doing was spasming while foam came out his mouth.

Gee circled the group like a panther waiting to pounce on a wounded deer, but she couldn’t get too close or she’d burn up the rest of the tribe. Urka didn’t let go of the guy’s head, and she gritted her teeth as she tightened her legs around his neck. Ohkall started to turn his hands into blades, and he began to dig them into the man’s chest. It took the big rock man a good five strikes, but then red blood finally began to spray in the air like a fountain.

Ohkall kept burrowing his hands in, and Veeraale continued to add spears to the fucker’s arms until he looked like a heavily abused voodoo doll.

“I think they are going to kill him,” I gasped out to my friends sitting on the trikes next to me. “They have him trapped on the ground and are beating the shit out of him.”

“Yes!” Emta hissed. “I knew they could do it.”

After half a minute, the blood stopped spraying out of the skull-thrower, and Urka finally let go of his head. She rolled backwards in the sand just as Veeraale formed a massive two-handed axe in her hands, and the swordswoman brought it down on the fucker’s neck in one smooth motion. His head popped free of his body, and Urka kicked it down the sand until it rolled into the water.

Then the four-eyed woman raised both her hands in the air and let out a happy cheer as if she’d just scored a goal.

“They did it!” I gasped as I finally returned my eyes to my body. I immediately began to shiver, and Emta tightened her grip around my waist.

“They killed him?” Eiter asked.

“Yeah,” I sighed and then took a deep breath before I recounted all the events. Eiter, Haryoud, and Emta’s mouths were hanging open by the time I finished, and they had to take a few moments to gather their thoughts.

“Your tribe is impressive, King,” Haryoud said.

“Your tribe, too,” I corrected him.

“Ahh, yes.” He cleared his throat and nodded. “I am honored to be a part of this. I feel safe surrounded by people with such amazing abilities. I wish my power was more useful. Then I would feel more like an equal--”

“Your power is fine,” I interrupted him. “Being able to see things is really useful. If I wasn’t able to look out through my dinosaurs’ eyes, we all would have been killed months ago.”

“Also, Victor will figure out how to level it up,” Emta said.

“That is true.” Eiter nodded. “I mentioned this to you a few days ago. He has taught me new ways to use my ability. I am very grateful.”

“Do you have any ideas?” Haryoud asked as the trikes picked up their pace again.

“Can you bounce your vision to new locations that you see with the first instance?” I asked.

“Uhh… what do you mean?” He tilted his head, and his spider eyes blinked at me.

“So you can set or anchor your vision at a place you see or visit?”

“Yes.” He nodded.

“So you can look at the edge of the cliff of our fort all the way in the distance?” I asked as I pointed off to where our peninsula rose above the beach.”

“Yes.” He nodded.

“And after that? Can you use that spot to find a new spot that you could anchor to that you could not see at first?”

“Hmmm…” Haryoud’s eyes blinked as he considered my words. “I can not really see behind the trees of the jungle around the perimeter of our camp from where we are riding, but maybe I could affix onto a tree and then rotate to see in the darkness beyond, and then push my vision to a new spot? Is that what you mean?”

“Yeah,” I said. “Have you ever tried that before?”

“Uhhh,” he sighed. “I regret to tell you that I have not. My kind have never done such a thing before, so I never even considered it, but when you just told me to think about it, I felt rather foolish.”

“That’s okay,” I chuckled. “Status quos are powerful. Most people can’t think about things outside of their traditions or customs.”

“Can you try it now?” Eiter asked.

“Yes, but I think it might be better to try at a closer location. For example, I can not see deep into the jungle here, but I can try to affix my sight as deep as I can and then look deeper.”

I stopped the trikes so that the furry orange fox-spider guy could do his work, and we all watched him shake his head a bit before his eyes seemed to widen.

“I am anchored on this bush five or so yards inside,” he began. “Now I am pivoting my vision and see a tree in the distance. Hmmmm…”

His body seemed to tense, and he blinked his various sets of eyes in a strangely hypnotic pattern.

Then he smiled wide and turned to me.

“It has worked! I am level three now!”

“Fuck, yeah!” Emta shouted as she raised her fist in the air.

“Amazing!” Eiter actually laughed as she did a little hip sway dance in her saddle. It was the most celebration I’d ever seen the machine-like woman ever exhibit, and she gave me a blushing smile when she noticed I was watching her.

“This is incredible!” Haryoud laughed. “How amazing! How silly! It was there in front of me the entire time!”

“How far can you go on your second anchor?” I asked.

“I will try again,” he said as he stared toward the jungle.

None of us said anything for a few moments, and then he blinked his eyes again and frowned.

“It is interesting. It feels much harder to cover the distance the second time.”

“Is distance normally a factor?” Eiter asked.

“Somewhat. If I can see the spot with my eyes, like the side of the cliffs in the distance where our fort is, I can anchor there, but once I begin to move away where line of sight is disturbed by solid objects, it becomes difficult to maintain. For example, it is harder to go a mile away in a dense jungle than a mile away on an open beach.”

“Huh,” I said as I told the trikes to start moving again. “I guess that makes sense. More things in the way means it’s harder to see.”

“But now I can move to a second location!” Haryoud laughed. “This is truly incredible. Thank you, King. I would have never thought of this on my own. Do you have any other ideas?”

“You could try moving your vision,” I said, “or maybe try to listen at the location. Maybe try to blind others.”

“Blind others?” he asked.

“Yeah,” I said, “just do the opposite. Try a bunch of different things. We’ve got a bit before we get back to camp, so occupy yourself with different ideas.”

“I will.” He nodded, and then I picked up the pace of the trikes so we were loping back toward home.

“Have you thought more about what I could do?” Emta asked over the sound of the wind blowing past our ears.

“Besides injuring you in more and more ways to see if you can come back, no,” I sighed, “and I don’t want to do that.”

“Yeah, it’s not fun. I wish I could heal other people. I’d use my power to heal Tannin.”

“I know you would,” I said. “Has any of your kind ever been able to heal from catastrophic events or heal someone else?”

“Everyone can heal themselves. The most powerful healing ability ever displayed was my mum, since she lived for so long after my father died.”

“It’s kind of a strange set up,” I said. “Why would the females of your species be addicted to sperm from a single male? What evolutionary boxes does that check? I can understand the lower birth rate since you all live so long and don’t die easily, but why would females die that way?”

“You got me,” Emta snorted. “I always thought it was fucking stupid. Why do we ladies got to be dependent on a man? I mean… sex seems great and all, but--”

“So obviously you’ve never had sex, then?” I asked before I could really think through my words. “Since you’re still alive.”

“Uhhh, no,” she whispered.

“Oh, sorry,” I cleared my throat. “That’s kind of a personal question, I didn’t mean to--”

“We’ve been getting pretty personal, haven’t we?” she muttered. “It’s fine. No. I’ve never, uhhh… done it. I know about it, and Trel has been… you know… she talks about it… with you… a lot.”

“Yeah, sorry about that.”

“Not your fault,” she chuckled. “Well, it is, I guess. If you weren’t such a good fuck she probably wouldn’t have been bragging about you.”

“Yeah, but given what… you know… you have to consider… well… I’m sorry.”

“It’s fine,” she sighed, and then I felt her head lean against my back as her arms tightened around me. “I was actually thinking about…”

She trailed off and then didn’t say anything for a few moments.

“You and me?” I guessed.

“Yeah. Maybe you could pull out? If… none of it gets inside of me. Might be okay?”

I didn’t say anything for a few moments as I considered what my response would be. I did care for Emta, and I wanted to make love to her, but after hearing her story, I didn’t know if doing that would be good for either of us.

“What if some of it gets inside of you by accident?” I asked.

“Then… fuck. I don’t know.”

“Do you want to be addicted to me?” I asked the question that had been at the front of my mind since we started talking on this trip.

“Uhhh… Shit,” she sighed. “I… Yes? I mean… I don’t want to die… But… I… want… you… Yeah.”

I didn’t speak for another half a minute, but I figured she could feel my heart hammering in my chest since she had her arms wrapped around me still.

“You gonna say something?” she finally asked.

“What is the point of us being here?”

“What do you mean?”

“Why do you think they brought everyone here?” I asked. “Why me, why you, why Trel, Galmine, Quwaru, Sheela, Kacerie, Keefaye, Liahpa, Emerald, Urka, Adella, Zoru, Nomi, Gee, Tann--”

“I don’t know,” she cut me off. “We’ve all talked about why, but we don’t know.”

“What do you think?” I asked. “They have the most powerful males and females of each species coming to this place to survive, or kill each other, or… what we are talking about right now.”

“Fucking each other?” Emta snickered. “These overlords brought us here to have a bunch of sex outside of our species? Naw. I don’t buy it.”

“But why survive then?” I asked. “Why did your dad become the best cordwainer on your world? Why did he go before your king to make sure you weren’t punished for that fight?”

“Cause he loved me,” she sniffled. “He loved me more than anything, and I fucked it up.”

“Most parents love their kids,” I said, and then I took a deep breath and forced the thoughts of mine down into my stomach. “What the fuck is the point if we don’t have kids?”

“So you don’t think surviving in this place is enough?” she asked. “They want us to have babies?”

“I don’t know.” I shrugged. “I’ve just been thinking about it a lot more since Kacerie knows for sure. We didn’t need Galmine’s ability to make a child.”

“Yeah, you both look like the same species, same with Eiter. Oppena and Heeyuna also look a bit like the both of you, but Oppena’s eyes are different, she’s got different teeth, and her spine looks too long. Heeyuna’s ears and nose look a bit too different, but yeah. If you’d told me Kacerie and Eiter were women from your world, I’d believe it. Still, I wouldn’t believe our kidnappers wanted us to make babies as the goal of this game.”

“So it’s just surviving?” I asked. “Then what?”

“I don’t know,” Emta sighed. “I’ve never been much of a thinker, is all.”

“Sure you are,” I said. “You are really smart.”

“You are just saying that,” she grunted. “I feel fucking stupid most of the time.”

“When I first met you, I thought you were a huntress, a fisherwoman, a survivor. I thought you were the toughest person in your whole tribe.”

“You did? Uhhh. Why?”

“Because that was what you were doing for everyone,” I said. “Now I found out you were a spoiled brat. When you got here, you figured out how to do the shit that needed to get done really fucking quick. That took intelligence.”

“Yeah, I guess you are right. Thanks, Victor.”

“So?” I asked. “What do you think the purpose for us being here is?”

“It couldn’t possibly be to just fuck each other and have babies,” she snorted. “Unless these overlord bastards are a bunch of perverts, too. Fuck me, what if they watch each time?”

“Yeah, I dunno about that,” I chuckled.

“What is your point?” Emta asked. “I told you I wanted… you know, and then you asked why I thought we were here. I think it’s to just survive, or maybe there is no fucking reason at all, but I don’t really think it’s to have sex with each other.”

“Then how come we can?” I asked. “How come I could get Kacerie pregnant?”

“Fuck if I know.” I could feel her arms shrug. “Cause it’s fun? Maybe there is no purpose to anything.”

“But they are taking the best from each world,” I said. “There is a point to that.”

“Okay, yeah. Alright, Victor. They are taking the best that each world has, and then they want ‘em to make babies. Sooooo… Are you gonna put one in me? That’s what Trel wants, that’s what you want.”

“Is that what you want?” I asked.

“In case you haven’t been paying attention, I’m all mixed up about you and me and everything, and I feel like a fool.” She pressed her face against my bare back again. “I’m just worried about the future, is all.”

“Yeah,” I said. “I get that. We don’t have to do anything. We can just wait until you aren’t worried about the future.”

“That’s… okay?” she asked. “Really?”

“Yeah,” I chuckled. “There is no rush with any of this. You have feelings for me. I have feelings for you. Your concerns are valid, and I recognize them. You don’t want to be addicted to me, and you don’t want to live half a life and then die after I do.”

“But… that’s why I brought up you just pulling out?”

“You want to risk it?” I asked, and I tried to turn around to look at her, but she suddenly tightened her arms around my chest so I couldn’t spin around.

“I mean. Yeah. That’s why I asked if you could. I uhhh… don’t want you to look at me. Everything in my head and chest gets all spinny when you look at me. Can we just talk like this?”

“Yeah,” I sighed. “We can talk like this, but I don’t think we’ll want me to pull out.”

“Uhh, yeah we will,” she huffed. “You can just do it, eh? Just right before you climax, slide out of me and--”

“What if I make a mistake or what if it feels too good?” I asked. “What if in the heat of the moment you beg me to cum inside of you. Should I still pull out?”

Emta didn’t say anything for half a minute, and the sloping peninsula in the distance grew closer with each step Tom took.

“I guess I need to either want it or not want it,” she whispered.

“We can still be friends,” I offered. “We are friends now. Yes, I’m attracted to you, and I want to be your lover, and I want you to have my children, but it started with friendship between us. I respect you and enjoy the time we spend together. That relationship makes me happy. Does it make you happy?”

“Yeah, it does.” Her voice was barely a whisper above the breeze. “I’ll… uhhh… think some more. Thanks for the talk, Victor.”

“Whatever you decide,” I said as I patted her hands on my chest.

“No,” she grunted. “I don’t want it to be me. What do you want?”

“You know I want you.”

“You haven’t said that yet,” she muttered.

“I want you,” I said. “I want to make love to you and give you a baby, but I don’t want that to cut your life in half. I don’t want you to be scared that you’ll die without me. I want you to feel safe in my arms.”

“Yeah… Alright… okay. I’ll think about it.” Her voice was small again, and I could feel her palms sweat a bit against my chest.

“I’ll wait,” I said. “We have time.”

“Trel doesn’t like waiting for babies,” Emta snorted.

“Well, don’t do it for her,” I laughed.

“She does make compelling arguments,” the olive-skinned woman laughed along with me.

The next segment of the return trip passed quicker than I expected, and we soon trotted by the ruins of Aytron’s camp. I didn’t see the body of the skull dude, but there were plenty of burnt glass pools and the signs of the epic battle. Gumpy was lounging in the sun on the opposite shore of the river, and I took a moment to jump off Tom and give him some pets before we made our way back up to the camp.

“Thanks for watching out for everyone, buddy,” I whispered in his ear as I ran my hands over his massive snout. “It makes everyone feel safe when you are around.”

Grumpy let out a low rumble that made the sand on the beach tremble.

“Oh, don’t worry,” I snickered. “I won’t let anyone know what a big softie you are.”

He rumbled again, and I could have sworn he actually rolled his eyes at me. I just laughed harder at his expression, and then I gave him one last pet before I jumped back on Tom and rode up to our first camp.

It was a bit after midday, but I found the entire group gathered around the fire pit laughing. Tannin was the first to see me, but as soon as she waved, the rest of the group spun around and cheered. Then Trel jumped forward on her spider legs, bounded across the grass clearing, and landed up on top of Tom so she could try to sit in my lap.

“This saddle isn’t really big enough for three!” Emta gasped as she almost fell off, but I clutched her arm and pulled her back up so that the three of us were pretty much on top of each other.

“Are you pregnant yet?” Trel hissed as she pushed her face past mine and stared into Emta’s eyes.

“Uhhh… No--”

“Ugh. What is wrong with you?”

“We’ve been gone for six hours,” Emta groaned.

“And what were you doing for six hours? Nothing useful, obviously.”

“Trel, give it a rest,” I said. “Emta and I talked about it.”

“Ohhh?” Trel raised an eyebrow.

“Also, aren’t you forgetting to tell me about something important that happened while I was away?”

By this time Tom, Nicole, and Katie were just a few yards from the fire where everyone was having lunch, and a chorus of voices erupted in unison as everyone involved in killing the flaming-skull dude tried to talk at once.

“We figured you were warning us about this bad boy!” Gee said.

“We laid out an ambush!” Urka said.

“We worked together to figure out the best way to overcome him!” Heeyuna voiced.

“He was quite powerful,” Ohkall said.

“Not powerful enough,” Gee laughed.

“One at a time,” I said as Trel, Emta, and I got off Tom, and then I helped Eiter slide off Nicole by carefully wrapping my hands around the lavender-haired woman’s slender waist.

“I’ll start,” Urka said, and then she recounted the events I’d already seen through Bruce’s eyes. The entire group wore wide smiles on their faces as Urka mimed, airboxed, and jump-kicked each movement of her friends, and she did such a good job that no one bothered to interrupt her and tell their side of the story. When her story finally ended, I began to applaud, and Eiter, Haryoud, and Emta joined me.

“Amazing!” I said. “I’m so proud of you guys. He’d driven us into the jungle with his crazy ability, and we couldn’t really get close to him. I figured you’d all be able to ambush him.”

“What did you see at the other fort?” Quwaru asked.

“It’s not good,” I said, and then I recounted everything I saw through Talia’s eyes. My friends all frowned as I spoke, and I felt a bit bad that I was bringing down the mood.

“And… you are going to go help them?” Keefaye asked as a grimace crossed her beautiful face.

“I think I need to,” I said. “They have tin, they know how to make bronze, and--”

“But you haven’t really been back with us for what feels like forever,” Adella sighed mournfully. “Our king is so busy saving everyone.”

“Eiter’s power says they can be our allies,” I said, “and we really need bronze. It’s the next evolution in our metal smithing.”

“We really need bronze,” Youleena said as she turned to Trel. “It will make all our projects go so much better. It is an alloy, and far more resistant to salt corruption than copper. If we make our pipes with it, they will last a very long time, and we don’t have to worry about extra maintenance.”

“Mmmmm.” Trel tapped her finger to her chin and turned to me. “How many days away is this tribe with the fortress and smoke coming out their cave hole with the dumb males trying to murder them?”

“I think it will be a four-day ride,” I said. “Maybe quicker.”

“When is Sheela, Kacerie, Zoru, Liahpa, and Emerald returning?” Quwaru asked.

“The day after tomorrow.”

“Can you wait ‘til they get back?” Quwaru asked. “I would feel a lot better if you brought any of them with you.”

“And Dwayne,” Galmine said. “He is so strong and fast! He will be a good friend to have on a trip like this.”

“I want to wait, but I don’t think we can. We don’t know how many days they have been under siege. They might be low on water and food. They may have lost a lot of people. One more day could mean life or death for them. Also, I need to bring Adella, Eiter, Haryoud, and Emta. That is five of us, so I’ll have to take the trikes since they can move the fastest over that many days and help defend us against the large dinosaurs.”

“Two fit on a trike,” Emta said. “We could take one more, yeah?”

“I do need to leave people here to defend the camp,” I said. “I’ll also want to take Shag, Scoob, Fred, Velma, and Daphne, so there will be even less defense here. Just for a day, and then everyone else will be back.”

“Could Sheela and Liahpa take Dwayne or the pachys and chase after you?” Nomi asked in her usual soft voice.

“Why do those girls get to have all the fun?” Gee snickered. “You and I should do that. That’s all that Victor needs. You turn off the bastard’s powers, and I’ll burn them into ash. What do you say?”

“Hmmm…” I said as I searched everyone’s faces. “Yeah. If you both came with me, that would help with a lot of possible problems. I was trying to go with a light crew, but it’s impossible to argue with how effective the both of you are together.”

“We are badass babes,” Gee cackled as she gently patted Nomi’s shoulder.

“I’m still worried we’ll be losing defense at the camp,” I said.

“I will guard day and night to make sure that is not the case, King,” Ohkall said as he bowed low to me.

“Same,” Veeraale. “I will protect everyone here. You all have been so nice to me. I… I’m happy to help. Besides, it’s just a day until the others get here. We can protect everyone.”

“Will you leave Grumpy here?” Urka asked.

“Yeah,” I said. “He’ll also help. Look, I hate to leave, especially since I just got back, but these people need our help, and they’ve got tin and bronze to give us. We might be able to figure out how to mine and make the alloy ourselves, but having their help could save us months of fucking around. Then we can really focus on making the best fort possible.”

“If we made the water boiler out of bronze, it would be very effective…” Trel hummed to herself. “I could get it much hotter without having to worry about the stone splitting.”

“It would probably hold the heat better, too,” Youleena said. “It is not like anyone cares what my vote is, but I think Victor should go.”

“I do care what your vote is,” I chuckled. “You are an important part of the tribe.”

“I know.” Youleena shrugged as she stared at me with her black eyes, “But you are our king, and your decision is final. I will respect whatever you decide to do.”

“Same,” Heeyuna said. “I’ve seen you make the right decision dozens of times in just a few days. If you want to help these people. I believe it is the right thing to do.”

“I am happy you are bringing Emta and Gee,” Quwaru said.

“Don’t you worry, beautiful,” Gee chuckled to Quwaru. “I’ll be keeping Victor alive. We all have past and future business with him. Don’t we?”

“Business?” Emta asked, but as soon as the words left her mouth, she facepalmed. “Oh, ‘business’…”

“Alright,” I said as I finally sat down. “Let’s finish lunch, and then we need to pack up for our trip. We’ve only got a few hours of daylight left, and we have to load up enough supplies to get us there as quickly as possible.”

“But Victor,” Keefaye asked as she shyly raised her hand. “I fear you might have forgotten something.”

“Yeah?” I asked and everyone turned to the golden-horned beauty.

“All those lights last night. Will there be more men like that being you encountered today?”

“Yeah,” I said. “There will. We’ll figure out how to deal with them when we find them.”

“But what if they find you first?” Quwaru asked as a frown split her face.

“Then I’ll figure that out, too,” I said.
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Chapter 13

The rest of the day was spent in a frantic scramble to pack Tom, Nicole, and Katie up with as many weapons, water, vegetables, cooking equipment, tents, and blessed water as we could comfortably carry in their large trunk baskets. Since we were taking two more people than I had originally planned. I decided to take Beavis and Butt-Head with us so that we could scout ahead a few hundred yards. Since Bruce was my main man with the air support, I decided to bring him and leave his two mates back so they could fish and watch over the camp. I hadn’t taken Scoob, Shag, Fred, Velma, and Daphne out exploring in a long time, and the five tiger-striped troodons got a serious case of the zoomies as soon as I told them we were leaving tomorrow morning.

Trel and her build team didn’t really help us pack anything, but that was okay since they were neck deep in digging the first parts of the trench with Sonny and Cher’s help, and I fell asleep that night holding Galmine and Quwaru in my arms while my head rested on Keefaye’s tummy. It was an incredibly restful sleep, but I had a small hesitation about leaving the next morning.

Was I making the correct decision?

Yeah, these people needed our help, and yeah, they knew how to make bronze, but this was going to be the longest trip I’ve taken since Emerald and I came down here to find this fort, and I was leaving my tribe split up in three groups. It was an incredible risk, and I didn’t quite know if the end result would justify it.

Then I shook my head and cleared the negative thoughts out. I’d lost track of how many times I’ve defeated asshole tribes filled with dumb fuckers. I could do this again. I was the fucking King of Dinosaurland, and I always figured out how to win.

The team ate a quick breakfast, but then I said my slow and private goodbyes to my lovers. Trel seemed a little less grief-stricken about me leaving, but I guessed that was because she was occupied with her latest builds. Quwaru thanked me again for taking Gee and Nomi, and Keefaye gave me half a dozen deep kisses before she buried her face into my chest and blubbered about how much she loved me. Galmine was the last to see me off, and she held me for a good minute while she gently stroked my neck with her fingers. Then she gave me a long kiss on my mouth, a small kiss on my nose, and then a final one on my mouth again.

“I found a wonderful spot for those white flowers,” she cooed in my ear after we finished that kiss. “They will flourish and delight Sheela when it is time for you both to join your souls together.”

“Thank you so much,” I said.

“Come back to me safe, my king.”

“You know I will,” I said.

“Yes, I do,” she said. “Besides… there is something important I would like to tell you when you return.”

“Oh?” I asked.

“When you come back, my love.” She tapped her finger on my nose.

“Can I guess?” I asked.

“If you guess, you might be right,” she giggled, “but then you will not hear me tell you the news.”

“I’ll wait then,” I blurted, but I couldn’t help but glance down at her tummy.

“When you get back,” she giggled again as she pulled my chin toward her mouth so she could kiss me again.

“I love you,” I whispered.

“I love you, too,” she said. “More than I could possibly imagine loving anyone but what we have created in my womb.”

“You just spoiled the surprise,” I gasped as my vision began to spin.

“Oh, silly me. I did. Didn’t I?” She kissed me again.

“When did that happen?” I asked.

“When I was selfish in your hut that one morning,” she said.

“Really? That was before you knew about using your Grow to--”

“I know,” she interrupted me. “Is that not strange?”

“Are you sure?” I asked.

“Very.” She nodded. “It is just the right amount of time, or so I think, where a woman tells if she is with child. Of course, on my world we would not quite know who the father is because of the many men who inseminate a woman during the orgy. I love you so much. Not just because you are the only man to ever pour your seed inside of me, but because of all the things you are to me… to us. ”

“Wait,” I said as I held up my hand. “I’m the only man who ever… came inside of you?”

“Yes,” she chuckled. “The elders in my group would not allow the men to give me a child. They would fill up the other women during our orgies, but never me.”

“Okay, but, uhhh… why?”

“Victor!” Emta called out from where she was checking the trikes again. “You ready to go? Are we on the pachys?”

“Yeah!” I shouted back. “Be right there.”

“You should go,” Galmine said as she gave me another lingering kiss.

“Okay, but I want to talk about this later,” I said. “I was always under the impression that you and uhhh… other men in the place where you lived. What was it called again?”

“The Valley of the Break.” She smiled. “Well, it was nothing serious. They just always asked me if I could spend a little extra time growing my wonderful vegetables, and then when I would go to the mating rooms, there would only be women in there to kiss, and lick, and suck on all my most sensitive parts. It was still so pleasurable, but I always wondered why no male would be with me. Not that it matters now. I am so happy to be your woman and feel this small life beginning in my womb. Oh, Victor. I am just so happy. Hurry back, please?”

“I will.” I nodded, and then I gave her a last hug before I jogged over to where the team was getting up on the trikes.

Nomi and Gee rode on Tom, Adella and Eiter rode on Nicole, and Haryoud was on Katie again. Even though I knew the supplies had been triple-checked, I still walked around each trike to make sure we weren’t missing anything.

“You feeling okay?” I asked when I got to the pack placed behind Adella.

“Fear lurks in my stomach, but my heart beats with bravery because my king has asked me to join him on his quest,” she sang softly.

“We’ll make sure you are safe,” I said to her, and then I looked at Eiter. “You, too.”

“I know you will.” The pathfinder nodded.

I jumped on Beavis, and Emta jumped on Butt-Head. Then I gave one last wave to everyone before we trotted down the path and met Grumpy at the edge of the river. I gave him a quick pet, told him I’d be back in less than two weeks, and then we swam our dinosaurs across the river once again.

The trip east on this part of the beach was becoming incredibly familiar. It almost felt like driving out of my neighborhood to go to work, and I gave a half smile when I spotted the same trees, bushes, and lumps of sand that I was used to seeing. Of course, there was a big smoky hole in the jungle where the flaming skull guy had almost killed us, but I figured that would grow back soon enough.

We made much better time today than we did yesterday, and other than a group of large ocean-dwelling dinosaurs that came pretty close to the shore, we didn’t see anything dangerous. When we reached the slope going up to the savannah, I looked around to see if I could spot the mohawk T-rex, but he was nowhere to be found.

We passed the campsite of the men who had tried to take Eiter an hour later, and then we reached the farthest east we’d gone yesterday thirty minutes after that. Everything else beyond this point was a part of Dinosaurland that I’d never explored, but I had Bruce up above to give me a lay of the land, Haryoud to give me eyes in places where I couldn’t see, and Eiter to guide us to our destination. The troodons gave out happy hoots once we’d passed the point, and I guessed they were feeling my excitement at the unknown.

I’d always loved exploring in video games, and I’d enjoyed hiking new trails back in Los Angeles. There was always something fun and mysterious about going to a new place, even if the stakes were low like they were in the video games and hiking trails on my world. The stakes were more than real here, but unlike when I first arrived on Dinosaurland, I didn’t feel the same sense of terror.

“We have another two days on this beach,” Eiter said to us when I called a small lunch break.

“Then we cut north?” I asked.

“Yes.” She nodded. “The trees in that area are somewhat different.”

“Yeah, they look like tall, skinny pine trees,” I said. “And there are some maples in there, too. I saw them through Talia’s eyes.”

“On my world, those trees grow where it is hot and humid in the summer, but cold and dry in the winter,” Eiter said.

“I think that’s the same on my world,” I said. “But where I lived only had twisted-looking oaks, sycamores, and palm trees.”

“You lived by the ocean?” Eiter asked.

“Kind of,” I said. “It was about seven or eight miles from where my apartment was, but sometimes I got called to a job over there. The city where I lived was this desert by the ocean, but they brought water from land up north so people could live there. It was almost always in a drought, though, and the trees and plants had to be able to survive without rain for a long time.”

“Where I lived there were only thick forests of trees with wide soft leaves,” Emta said. “They were pretty, but I never knew the names of them. Just called them ‘trees.’ I’ve never seen them here on this world.”

“Let me know if you ever do,” I said. “I’d like to see them.”

“How is that other tribe looking?” Emta asked.

“I checked a few minutes ago, and it seemed the same as before,” I answered. “Still lots of smoke, but I didn’t see anyone on the battlements of the fortress.”

We finished our lunch of fish and fresh cucumbers that Galmine had packed us, and then we set off again. Riding on the pachys had gotten a lot easier after we crafted saddles for them, but their gait was still a bit uncomfortable for a long period of time, so I found myself calling for breaks every two hours until the sun began to move toward the ocean behind us.

“We should set up camp,” I said as I made all the dinosaurs walk beside each other. “Eiter, can you use Path to find some fresh drinking water?”

“Yes.” She closed her eyes for a few moments and then pointed directly to our north. “About a quarter of a mile that way. It’s telling me to go directly in that direction, so maybe there is a trail over there?”

“Let’s check it out,” I said, and then we turned our dinosaurs and trotted in that direction.

The jungle wasn’t as thick as the area where we fled from the burning green and purple skulls, but it was a tight squeeze for the trikes. We had to zigzag a few times to get around some larger trunks, but after fifteen minutes of careful movements we came to a small spring about the size of a bathtub. The surface of the spring was still as a mirror, but I didn’t smell anything stagnant, and the trikes each took turns drinking from it while we unpacked the stuff to make our camp for the night.

By the time we’d set up the three tents and bedrolls, the pachys and troodons had finished drinking, and Bruce had dropped off a fat fish for us to cook. Then the horse-sized flier took a much-needed drink from the spring before he relaxed by the edge of the water.

It was easy to get the fire started with Gee around, and Adella made expert cuts with her flint knife to gut the fish. She sprinkled some herbs over its skin while it cooked, and we all found comfortable rocks to sit on so that we could watch the fire.

“It’s very peaceful,” Haryoud sighed as he shifted his back to make himself more comfortable. “All we need is some good music, and maybe a pipe of smooth tobacco.”

“You smoke tobacco?” I asked.

“Yes, King.” He smiled at me. “Most of the men on my world do.”

“Do the women?” Emta asked.

“No. They drink tea,” he chuckled.

“Men don’t drink tea?” Adella asked.

“They drink soka. It’s steamed juice from a bitter berry.”

“What is so funny?” Emta asked.

“I was just thinking about how strange it was that men on my world did one thing and women did another. I tried tea once. It tasted fine. I have no idea why men never drank it. Soka was fine too, but women would have gasped if I’d offered one a drink or a puff off my pipe.”

“There were gender roles on my world, too,” Gee said. “Only women could captain ships. Men were deckhands or rowers.”

“Why?” I asked.

“Men couldn’t be Flame Dancers or the Fire Born.”

“But aren’t you the only one?” Nomi asked.

“It’s true. I am.” Gee smiled. “I think it could be that men just wanted to rape and pillage. They had no bigger plan. The women. Now they wanted to conquer the lava seas! They wanted the water! And you know what they had that men really wanted?”

“Uhhh. What?” Emta asked.

“They had vaginas,” Gee snickered.

“Oh, come on,” Emta groaned.

“No, for real!” Gee cackled now. “Men would do anything for women. A great captain knew how to keep all her boys strung along. They would die for her, and they would also kill each other for a chance to lay with her.”

“Is that what you did with your crew?” Adella asked.

“Naw.” Gee smiled. “Well… maybe I did before I was the Flame Born. After that, everyone just did what I said all the time. Let me tell you, leading with fear and terror is much easier than flirting with all the boys. That shit got exhausting.”

“You don’t seem like that kind of person, Gee.” Eiter swallowed as she glanced around the camp.

“Awwww. Eiter is sweet like candy. No, girl. I am used to taking what I want, even if it means killing all the fools who stand in my way. Here, with all these lovelies? I’m fine. I like this family here. I laugh and smile all the time, and there are still plenty of opportunities for me to kill and murder and mayhem. Oh! I forgot about the water. My, my, my. Perhaps that has relaxed me more than anything else. My world is so hot. Just boiling all the time, and when I became the Flame Dancer it got even hotter. The pain and the agony is terrible, but when I lay in the water or when I hold my friend Nomi’s hand, the pain mostly goes away. It’s good.”

“And you are fine taking orders from our King?” Haryoud asked. “I am sorry if I come across as rude. It just seems as if you were powerful-- I have seen your power myself. It is incredible.”

“Victor was the only man I met who wasn’t terrified of me,” Gee chuckled, and then she winked a green eye at me. “It was funny. I kept explaining to him who I was, and he replied something like ‘Yeah. Okay. I don’t care. I’m going home to my friends, are you coming or not?’ No one had ever talked to me that way. I was intrigued.”

“Because he didn’t fear you?” Nomi asked.

“Yeah, and he treated me like… I was like him, or like a friend.”

“I remember that,” I chuckled. “I did worry you were going to try to kill me when we got back and take over the tribe.”

“You didn’t seem that worried to me,” Gee sighed as she stretched out the one arm that Nomi wasn’t holding. “Besides, Nomi would have just used her power on me and then Kacerie would have killed me. I knew my place, and I’m happy here.”

“I’m happy you are here, too.” I smiled at Gee.

“This fish is doooone,” Adella sang. “I’ll dish it up for everyoooone. Also, I pulled out one of the small jugs of blessed water, if anyone wants to have some.”

“Thanks for cooking,” I said when she handed me a plate.

“Of course, Victor.”

We ate in silence, and the final rays of the sun stretched through the jungle like golden spiderwebs. The air was already starting to cool, and I wondered if it might actually get under seventy degrees tonight. I couldn’t imagine actually needing a blanket to snuggle under, since I’d been living in a hot and humid jungle ever since I’d arrived here.

Was that four months ago? Five? I was losing track of time. I knew it was more than three, but five did feel a bit too long.

“I will take the middle watch,” Haryoud said as he yawned.

“I can stay up for the first one,” Adella said. “I am still wide awake and excited about our trip.”

“I can take the last one,” I said.

“Nope,” Emta grunted. “You control all the dinosaurs. We need you fresh and alert. I’ll take the last one.”

“We are going to be traveling for--”

Daphne let out a hoot, and I paused mid word. Before anyone else could talk I raised my finger to my mouth, and then the troodons dove into the jungle like silent ninjas.

“Uhhh, hello?” A voice called out to our east, and we all turned our heads toward the sound.

The troodons were already circling the man, and I saw that he was dressed in a tattered black robe and thick leather sandals. His head was bald and his beard was beaded with silver coins. His skin was a sickly shade of yellow, and his nails on his dirty hands were long and painted white. He was about fifty yards away and walking in our direction, and I figured he’d be on us in half a minute.

“Is anyone out there?” he called out again as he raised his hands, and I couldn’t help but think he sounded like a smooth jazz radio disc jockey. “I’m unarmed. I think I see a fire in this direction. I mean you no harm. I’ve been in this strange place for two nights now, and I have been without food and water.”

We all looked at each other, and Gee shrugged before she pointed at Nomi.

“Eiter, how close is the nearest hostile?” I whispered to her.

“Someone two miles to our north,” she whispered back.

“How about a friendly?” I asked.

“Oh, that is a good idea.” She closed her orange eyes, and then opened them. “He is not friendly, either. That is strange.”

“Yeah,” I sighed.

“Is… am I okay to approach?” he called out again.

“Yes,” I called back, and then I nodded to all my friends, pulled my Cricket Bat of Doom off my back, and set it at my feet.

“Oh, thank you!” the man gushed as he moved forward at a quicker pace. His voice was nice, but his face was covered in scars and his eyes were black and dead looking like the fish we had just cooked.

“You can sit there,” I pointed to a spot between Haryoud and Gee where the Troodons had been lounging. This meant his back would be to them, and they could attack within a split second.

“Thank you so much,” he said as he pulled up his robe so he could sit down, and I saw that his ankles had spiked shackles around them.

Now that he was in the firelight, I could see more of his features. The man could have been mistaken for a human, except his head was a bit too oval, his eyes too big and black, and his jaw looked distinctly reptilian. He was covered in dirt, and had scrapes on his neck, and his robe looked like it was actually silk, but had hundreds of tears in it.

“I am known as Despalin,” he said as he gave us a half bow. “I was taken from my world and put here. It has been… a strange thing.”

“That’s our story, too,” Emta said.

“Really?” His eyes opened larger as he looked at all of us, and then he seemed to notice the trikes, pachys, and Bruce. “Do you ride these beasts? I have seen some in the distance, but was too nervous to approach.”

“We do,” I said, and then I nodded to the fish. “Are you hungry?”

“Yes, I am famished,” he sighed.

“Eat your fill,” I said as I nodded to Adella. “We have plenty.”

The redheaded singer cut a large chunk of fish on a plate and then handed it to Nomi, who handed it to Gee, who passed it to Despalin without a word.

“Thank you, thank you.” He bowed again and then devoured the meat like any starving man would.

“We’ve got water, too.” I didn’t want him looking at the spring since the troodons were hiding in the jungle right behind it, so I passed him one of our jugs.

"Splendid!" he gasped around the food, and then he grabbed the jug and drank deeply.

We watched him eat in silence for a few minutes, and then he seemed to realize we were staring at him, and he slowed his chewing and wiped his mouth with the back of his sleeve.

“I am sorry. I should have asked you all your names before eating.”

“It’s fine,” I said. “You are obviously hungry and thirsty. What were you doing when they captured you?”

“Ahhh…” He glanced around at us and then blinked a few times when he saw Emta. “I’m sorry. Who is this fine creature? I love her skin and hair. She’s… an excellent female. Very delightful…”

“She’s waiting for you to answer my question,” I said as I felt Emta’s body tense next to me.

Yeah. This guy was creepy.

“Oh, yes,” he said as he directed his eyes back to me. “I was… just sitting. Contemplating my existence. It is a practice I often engage in.”

“I don’t understand,” I said. “What does that mean?”

“My dear boy, I would sit very still and think about my life. The things I’d done. Regrets, remorse, plans for the future. Ways to better myself and those around me. I believe every man should do this daily.”

“What regrets or remorse did you have?” I asked.

“I appreciate your food, water, and fire,” he said as he took another bite, “but that is a bit personal. You can understand, yes?”

“Sure,” I said. “I’m just wondering if you regretted the thing you did that put you in prison.”

The man froze with his fingers still holding a bit of fish, and his mouth hung open wide enough for me to see he had teeth on the edges of his tongue like a goose.

“How did you know that?” he finally asked.

“I didn’t,” I said as I smirked. “You just told me.”

“So I did,” Despalin grunted, and his eyes narrowed a bit as he looked at me. “You’re a clever one, eh boy?”

“What did you do that put you in prison?” I asked as the smirk drifted from my lips.

“Many things,” the strange man sighed. “Here I thought I’d be able to enjoy a peaceful meal with some new friends, but now it seems that I shall be interrogated.”

“This world is dangerous,” I said with a shrug. “Hopefully you can understand careful questions.”

“I mean you all no harm,” he said, and then he finally took another bite. “As for my crimes, I killed people who deserved it, in order to overthrow a government that committed great atrocities. They kept me locked up for years, I was tortured for almost as long, and then I heard they would be executing me. I had made peace with my existence and demise well before that date, so all that was left was for the hatchet man to do his work. I heard their footsteps coming down the stone hallway to get me, and my heart began to beat faster in my chest. I’d prepared for this moment. Or, at least, I thought I had, but now that it was coming I realized what a coward I really was. All this time spent in solitude and contemplation, and I still wanted another minute, another day, another week, another year of life. Even if it was still in my empty cell with my lonely thoughts.”

None of us said anything, and the strange man took a deep breath and closed his eyes for a moment.

“I began to float. At first I thought it was my mind leaving my body. Perhaps I had ascended from my existence? But no. I felt hands grab me. I felt myself being dragged. Then I woke up here in the early night. The moons and stars are different, and there were no friendly faces. Until now, that is.”

“I’m sorry for your imprisonment,” I said. “Especially if you believe you did no crime.”

“Crime is defined by the powers in charge, boy,” he chuckled. “I knew I was disobeying, I knew I would get caught and killed, but I did it anyway. None of this is anyone’s fault but mine.”

Now that I’d been talking to the man for a few minutes, he actually didn’t seem that bad, but there was still something “off” about him that I couldn’t quite put my finger on. Yeah, he looked like he’d been through the ringer, but his eyes kept glancing to Emta with obvious hunger. He didn’t even spare a glance to the other women sitting around the fire with us, so he obviously had a thing for just her.

“What part of your government’s rules did you object to?” I asked.

“Ahhh, I doubt you’d understand,” he said.

“Try us,” Emta said.

“She speaks!” he gasped. “What a beautiful voice. Tell me, girl, what is your name?”

“Let’s worry about names later,” I said. “Tell us more about what laws you disobeyed.”

“You are a suspicious one, aren’t you, boy?” He frowned at me.

“Yes I am.” I stared at him.

“Very well,” he sighed. “You all look much different than me, so I would guess you lived on completely different worlds with different species and cultures.”

“That is correct,” I said.

“You may not understand it, but my government forbade the eating of the Ingrands. Despite the powerful restorative qualities of their meat.”

“Ingrands?” I repeated the word.

“Yeeeees,” he hissed with pleasure as he nodded at Emta. “You’ve never dined on such a meal. After consuming one, you’d lose at least four years of age. Your body would become stronger, your mind sharper, and your penis harder, thicker, and longer. It was such a wonderful meat, but they didn’t want anyone to eat it!”

“Was anyone allowed to eat them?” Haryoud asked.

“No,” Despalin groaned. “It would have saved my species, but not even our king and queen would indulge in their flesh. It was up to me. I’d hunt them, trap them, and keep live ones under my estate in cells. I even came up with a very intelligent breeding program to ensure they would not go extinct– even if my entire kind ate one of them every week! I knew others needed to share in the joy of consuming the Ingrands, so I began to look at which lawmakers stood in the way of the grand feast. Which lawmakers stood between us and immortality?”

“And you started killing them?” The hairs on the back of my neck were standing on their ends. I for sure didn’t like this guy. At all.

“Yes,” he sighed. “I tried to convince the first few, but as soon as I brought them to my estate and showed them the pens of live Ingrands and the various cuts of meat I had cured, they vowed to put a stop to my schemes. Schemes? I was trying to save us all from the sickness! I was trying to give us immortality!”

“Sickness?” Adella gasped.

“Yes, girl.” He smiled sadly as he looked at her. “My people were dying, and the only thing that could save us was consuming Ingrands, but they still refused. The king said ‘We will leave the world to them, then. Perhaps it would be better off without us here.’ It was complete madness.”

“What kind of animal were these Ingrands?” I asked.

Despalin blinked at me, scrunched his nose with a look that I guessed was confusion, and then glanced at Emta. Then he looked back to me and then to Emta. “Do you not have one sitting beside you? Besides the strange hair, she looks exactly like one.”

“She looks like an Ingrand?” asked as I turned to Emta.

“Sounds like one as well,” he purred. “I bet she is quite tasty.”

Before he could utter another word, Daphne and Velma had already leaped out from their hiding spot in the bushes behind the man. Daphne clamped her jaws right around the back of his neck, and Velma bit his left tricep with a savage growl.

“Whaaa!” Despalin screeched with surprise as soon as he felt the pain, but then the agony bent his body backward, and Scoob bit half of the fucker’s skull off with one savage twist.

Fred ripped into the man’s stomach, and his blood sprayed across the fire and hit the sand at our feet. Shag tore into the front of his neck, and then the troodons were quickly covered in blood and guts as they began to munch on Despalin’s twitching corpse.

None of us said anything for a few moments, but then I stood up, took a swig of blessed water, and then nodded to my tent. “Haryoud and I will sleep in there. You ladies can split the other two tents. See you all in the morning.”

“Good night, Victor.” Emta nodded at me, and then everyone bid me a good night as I stepped around the dead body and walked into my tent.

My sleeping pad was already laid out, and I quickly found a comfortable position. A few moments later Haryoud came in, and he settled onto his mat with silent movements. We lay there for a few minutes, and I felt my eyelids start to become heavy.

“King?” he whispered.

“Yeah?”

“You would have made a great lawman on my world,” he said, “and I would have been proud to be your partner.”

“Thanks,” I chuckled.
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Chapter 14

No one ended up waking me up for the third watch shift as promised. Once I woke up, Haryoud asked if he could recover Despalin’s shackles from the pile of bloody clothes and bones the troodons had left, since the devices appeared to be a strange kind of metal that he thought might one day be useful. I said that was fine, and then the team ate a quick breakfast, packed up the gear, and were off without too much conversation.

Emta and I rode a hundred yards ahead of the trikes on the beach, but she seemed to be lost in thought for the first few hours and didn’t try to steer her mount close to me so we could talk.

This left me to my own thoughts, and I considered all the possible problems and challenges that would come once we reached the fortress of the allied tribe. I found it a bit ironic that they didn’t even know we were coming, or that we were going to be their friends, but I couldn’t discount how powerful Eiter’s ability had been so far. If she said these people were going to be our friends, then I figured they would be.

That conclusion brought me back to our encounter last night. Eiter had said that the man was neither a foe or a friend. It had seemed odd at the time, and it still seemed strange now, but I wondered if her power was somewhat limited in its predictions depending on how I approached the situation. I guess I could have just told that guy to fuck off, and he would have wandered away as neither an ally or an enemy, but I’d killed him instead, even though he’d done nothing more than just indicate he thought Emta looked delicious.

It was better to be safe than sorry. I didn’t want to worry about this guy roaming around the jungle looking to snack on my friend, and I didn’t want to ally with him when he might betray us to eat her. There was too much at stake to be understanding of others’ cultural differences, especially when those differences seemed dangerous. Besides, it sounded like his own people didn’t even like him.

It did make me wonder about his world, though. If his kind really did have a terrible sickness that could only be cured by eating another sentient race, and the king decided that he’d rather die than do it, he sounded like an interesting fellow with high morals. That didn’t often happen with leaders on my world, but I liked the idea that some planets had people like Keefaye leading by example and always doing the right thing.

Of course, I didn’t know the real story, and now I never would, but I liked my version.

“What you thinking about?” Emta asked, and I realized she was riding next to me now.

“What we are going to do when we get to our destination,” I lied because I didn’t think she’d want to talk about that weird guy who wanted to eat her.

“Do you think they’ll want our help?” she asked.

“I think it’s more ‘need’ than ‘want,’” I said.

“Kind of like me,” she said.

“What do you mean?”

“Well, you and me,” she muttered. “Things I want versus things I need. Just making the comparison, is all.”

“We’ll figure it out,” I said as I gave her a smile.

“No. I don’t think we will. This is all about me, and I’ve never been able to figure anything out.”

“Do you know why I love you?” I asked.

“Uhh… No? Uhhh… love?”

“You don’t bullshit,” I said. “Everything is plain to you. You don’t even bullshit yourself. You are tough on yourself, and that lets you be tough on everyone else.”

“It’s because I wasn’t for such a long time,” she sighed. “If you’d have seen me back on my world, when my pa was making all his money. Ughhh… I was such a brat. Hate who I was, to be honest.”

“And now you aren’t that person,” I said. “I don’t think you can beat yourself up over who you once were. You are making shit happen now.”

“I guess I am,” she said as she gave me a half smile.

“You get tons of shit done around camp. Heck, last night and this morning, you set up and tore down camp like you’d done it thousands of times. You know how to adjust all the saddles. You know how to set traps and make the knives and all our weapons. You can build all the huts, baskets, pots, and bedrolls.”

“I can even cook,” she snorted. “I just let Adella, Tannin, and Galmine do it cause they like it so much.”

“There you go,” I said.

“Your words make me feel better,” she said, “but that’s all things that someone showed me how to do. I’m not actually clever or sharp or anything.”

“Naw,” I said. “You think of good stuff all the time.”

“Like when?”

“I’m not keeping score,” I laughed as I pushed gently on her shoulder, “but I bet if I told you to think of something smart right now, you’d do it.”

“Ehhh, don’t ask me.”

“Too bad,” I said as I winked at her. “What do you think we should do once we get to this fortress where the tin tribe is? How should we approach them to be allies? Or do you have any other things we should think about?”

“Hmmm…” She frowned. “Well… Okay. I’m thinking, yeah? That guy last night. He was fucking weird, wasn’t he?”

“Yes.”

“He kinda snuck up on us. The troodons knew he was coming, but then he was too close. What if Eiter used her Path every half hour or hour to see if anyone was close to us? Then we could be better prepared?”

“Uhhh, that’s fucking genius,” I gasped.

“Wait. It is?”

“Yeah,” I lauded. “Fuck. It’s so smart that I feel dumb for not having thought about it.”

“I wasn’t trying to make you feel dumb.”

“It’s kind of an expression on my world,” I explained. “When someone comes up with a great idea, it often seems obvious, and everyone feels dumb for not having thought of it. Let’s go ask her.”

We rode over to where Eiter and Adella rode on Katie, and I had Emta explain her idea after Haryoud, Gee, and Nomi rode over closer.

“Yes, I can do that.” Eiter nodded. “Shall I try now?”

“Yeah,” Emta said.

“How should I phrase my question for Path?”

“Uhhh… I dunno?” Emta cleared her throat and looked at me.

“How about: ‘Is there anyone nearby who wishes us to die?’” Adella sang out.

“Yeah, like that one,” Emta said as she nodded to the redhead, “but without the singing. We don’t need that. Just: ‘Is there any person or beast who would attack us as soon as they see us?’”

“I’ll try.” Eiter nodded and then closed her eyes for a few moments. Then she pointed to our northeast. “An hour travel that way.”

“So kind of the direction we are going,” Haryoud said.

“We are going more east and then cutting north,” I said, “but I don’t like the idea of them being that close.”

“Eiter, can you try ‘Is there anyone or beast who is planning to harm us?’”

“Why that one?” Gee asked.

“It’s worded a bit differently.” Emta shrugged. “What if someone wants to kill us, but not when they first see us?”

“That’s a good point,” Gee chuckled.

“Behind us!” Eiter gasped as she spun around and pointed. “Not even half an hour!”

“Where?” I asked.

“In the jungle,” Eiter said as she continued to point. “West and a bit north.”

“I’m fucking glad I asked,” Emta growled.

“Me, too,” I said. “I’m sending Bruce over to look. He’s been flying ahead of us because I didn’t think anyone was following. Let’s just keep riding like nothing is going on.”

Everyone nodded, and we continued eastward, but this time we all rode tighter together, and I tried not to look up at Bruce when he hovered high above us.

“Does he see anything?” Emta whispered a few minutes later.

“I don’t think the bad guy can hear you from this far,” Gee laughed.

“I’m just nervous, okay?” Emta groaned.

“Bruce doesn’t see anything,” I said. “He’s looking at the jungles, but the trees are really thick.”

“What are we going to do if he can’t see anything?” Nomi asked.

“We’ll keep going, and we’ll keep using Eiter’s ability to try and pinpoint his location,” I said.

We rode in silence for another fifteen or so minutes, and then I asked Eiter to use her ability again.

“He or she hasn’t moved,” she sighed.

“So we are gaining distance?” I asked, and she nodded.

“That’s good, eh?” Emta asked.

“Maybe…” I said. “Why did it stop moving?”

“It’s hiding?” Emta snorted. “Knows we spotted it? That’s what I’d do.”

“Hmmm…” I looked over to Haryoud. “Can you attach your vision to Bruce and look down at the jungle?”

“Yes.” He nodded and then looked up at the sky. “I’m at his stomach looking down at the trees and beach.”

“Eiter, tell me if Bruce is directly south of this mystery foe?”

“I will check,” she said as she closed her eyes.

We waited for a minute, and then she opened them and frowned. “He is about twenty yards too far west.

“Okay, I’ll move him. How about now?”

“He’s perfectly south of the hidden foe,” she said after another minute. “Sorry it takes so long. I have to do two Path uses.”

“That’s fine,” I said. “Okay Hayroud. Jump into the jungle and push north. See if you can find this guy.”

“Yes, King,” he said, and then he blinked his eyes a few times in a circular pattern.

We waited for a minute, and then another passed, and then another. Each passing minute caused Haryoud to frown deeper, but then he gasped and his eyes opened.

“The T-rex with the feathers on his head!”

“Mohawk?” I choked. “Really?”

“Yes,” Haryoud said. “I recognized him from the hill. He has that red-colored feather crest. He is laying on his stomach beside some bushes. I passed over him the first time. He is looking out at Bruce in the air.”

“Shit,” I breathed. “That’s crazy.”

“What should we do?” Adella squealed instead of sang.

“We go back and cut him into tasty pieces, is what we do,” Gee laughed.

“He’s planning an ambush,” I chuckled. “I’m actually proud of him.”

“Dwayne did the same thing,” Emta said.

“Kind of,” I said. “Dwayne got a new gang and then tried to attack us. He didn’t go solo. He knew he’d lose. This T-rex is probably waiting to find a good time to strike.”

“Why didn’t he attack us last night while we camped?” Eiter asked.

“The trees were too close,” Nomi whispered. “He could not have passed without making a lot of noise.”

“So we need to keep camping in the jungle,” I said.

“Wait, we aren’t going to just go kill him?” Emta asked as she blinked at me.

“Nope. I’m going to tame him.”

“Soooo, let’s go tame him then?” Emta shrugged.

“He’ll run,” I said. “He’s going to have to think he’s got us, and then I’ll be able to get close enough. I almost got him last time, but he ran away. I think he knows that. I can see the intelligence in his eyes. He’s not as smart as Grumpy or Dwayne, but he’s angry, and that means he’s going to fuck up and give me the opportunity to get him.”

“Having a dinosaur that large would be a boon,” Nomi whispered.

“Yeah, I could just slide down his back and smash all the people we don’t like real easy,” Gee laughed.

“Let’s keep going,” I said. “Haryoud, can you keep your eye on him?”

“Yes,” the orange-furred man said. “He is near the sand, so there are not that many obstructions. I will let you know when he starts to follow us.”

“Good, I’ll move Bruce back in front of us. I think this rex is smart enough to know that Bruce and I are pals.”

“Cunning creature,” Eiter muttered. “Very scary.”

“I’ll tame him,” I reassured her. “I just need to get closer and make sure he doesn’t run away.”

“So a trap, then?” Emta asked.

“Yeah…” I said as my mind started to spin. “We need to lay a trap. How much rope did we pack?”

“A few hundred feet,” Emta said.

“That will work,” I said. “If anyone sees anything that can work in the terrain let me know.”

We continued our ride eastward on the sand, but the group stayed closer together so that we could hear any update Haryoud gave us. After fifteen minutes, the spider-faced seer shouted my name, and I glanced over to see him gesture back over his shoulder.

“How fast is he moving?” I asked after I rode a bit closer.

“He’s matching our speed, it seems.”

“I wonder how he knows?” Emta asked.

“He can see us,” Haryoud said. “I moved my vision up between his eyes. He is tall enough to see over the swell of sand and heat. We are but dots in the distance, but he can make out the trikes.”

“Interesting,” I said.

“That’s going to make it hard to set up a trap, eh?” Gee asked. “So we should just kill him?”

“Nope,” I chuckled at her bloodlust. “We’ll figure it out.”

“Victor,” Adella raised her hand from where she sat in front of Eiter. “I have an idea.”

“Let’s hear it.”

“The idea might not be one that you like, since I am not great at fighting, but I could use my water ability if we are in the ocean. I could push him around a bit to keep him in place. Not for long, oh, no, not for too long, but maybe you would be able to tame the beast before he is released?”

“That is a great idea,” I said. “What about if we were by a lake?”

“That could work, but the ocean would be better, since the waves already have energy and churn in anger.”

“I’ll keep that in mind.” I glanced at the ocean we rode beside, but inspiration didn’t strike me. The only thing I could think of would be luring him in close by using myself as bait, but since I didn’t have Grumpy around to protect me, I’d have to trust that just Adella’s power could keep the T-rex from getting close enough to chomp me while also keeping him from running away so I could have the time to tame him.

“Are there any cliffs or rocky outcrops ahead on the beach?” Nomi asked. “Perhaps we could use the landscape to conceal ourselves without him noticing, and then Adella could use her water ability when he gets close?”

“Bruce sees something way to the east,” I said. “We’d get there at the end of tomorrow, so it might work, but in the meantime, we’d have to have the stress of this guy following us on our shoulders.”

“Maybe Eiter can help?” Emta asked, and we all turned to the lilac-haired pathfinder.

“I will ask if there is a spot to ambush him.” She closed her eyes for a few moments, opened them, and then shook her head. “It did not give me a location.”

“What does that mean?” Emta asked.

“I’ve found that if the questions are too general or if there is not an answer, I won’t see it in my vision,” she said. “For example, I once asked Path to show me where my true love was, but there was no result. Then I asked for the closest person who was attracted to me, and the location was provided.”

“It makes a bit of sense,” I said. “If there are too many variables in the answer, it can’t necessarily predict the future, but for judging the current intentions of someone, it can figure that out.”

“So this doesn’t mean we can’t ambush him, just that there are too many variables?” Emta raised her eyebrows.

“I believe so,” Eiter answered.

“Well, fuck,” the olive-skinned woman grunted. “What happened with the person who was attracted to you?”

“Oh.” Eiter opened her mouth. “Nothing… I was quite embarrassed that I knew his secret, so I never asked a question like that again.”

“Too bad,” Emta sighed. “I would have used that all the time to see who wanted to fuck me.”

“Imagine if Urka had that,” Nomi whispered.

“Ohhhh, fuck, no,” Emta laughed. “She’d talk shit to everyone. It would be horrible.”

“What I want to do tonight is find the thickest part of the jungle and then rope off the area where the trikes passed through so the T-rex will have a problem getting to us while we sleep,” I said.

“Makes sense,” Haryoud said.

“Since you have your eyes on him, we’ll just continue on. Everyone try to keep from looking back. Right now he doesn’t know that we know he is behind us, and that’s an advantage I’ll need to use.”

The team nodded at my words, and we continued onward across the beach.

The hours seemed to slowly tick by now that we had to worry about a threat behind us, but I tried to keep everyone cheerful by talking about the improvements we were making to our fort. The hot bath and shower water was the best topic, and we all spent a few hours talking about how awesome it was going to be to sit in hot soapy water.

We set up a spot under a jungle tree on the edge of the beach for lunch, and Bruce caught us a hundred-pound fish with glassy scales. We cut huge steaks off it to cook on the fire, and the troodons ate so much that their bellies all looked like they had balloons stuffed in them.

The massive meal meant that our break was a little longer than expected, and the stalking T-rex had a chance to catch up to us a bit. None of us drank any of Keefaye’s water since we all wanted to keep our senses sharp, but I didn’t think he was going to make a move until we were distracted.

“Ahhh, I think I know what he’s planning,” I said as the epiphany struck me. “He’s going to wait for us to run into another group of large carnivores, and then he’ll attack us from the rear.”

“That’s pretty smart,” Emta said.

“Unless we never run into any large boys,” Gee laughed. “And even if we do, we’d make short work of them, wouldn’t we?”

“He might not realize how powerful you are,” I said to the Flame Dancer. “He’s only seen us fight from the back of the trikes, and we had a pretty close fight.”

“He sees us eating,” Haryoud commented, “but don’t look in that direction.”

“How is he eating?” Nomi asked as she looked down at the fish. Even though everyone had eaten their fill, there was probably a good seventy pounds of meat still left.

“He’s not eating this,” I laughed, and I couldn’t help but smirk as I imagined how hungry Mohawk probably was from stalking us for a day. If he was starving he was going to make mistakes, and I could capitalize on that.

“Wait…” I said as I blinked at the fish. “I just got an idea. We can use this fish to lure him into a trap.”

“How?” Emta asked.

“Most obvious way is to make a covered pitfall,” I said. “We could also make something under tension that would loop around his legs, but I don’t think any rope is going to be strong enough to hold him for more than a minute. Yeah. It needs to be a pitfall of some kind that we can cover up. We’ll need to find a place.”

“I can try to ask Path.” Eiter closed her eyes, and then shook her head after a few minutes. “No. Nothing.”

“What did you ask?” Nomi whispered.

“Where the best place to make a pitfall would be.”

“Ask where there is a cliff or a steep slope,” I said.

Eiter closed her eyes once more, and then she pointed northeast. “An hour walk that way.”

“Let’s check it out,” I said. “It will be a little out of the way, but I think it’s worth it if we can get this guy working for us.”

Everyone else nodded, and I lifted the fish up with Haryoud and secured it on the saddle with some rope.

“Sorry you have to ride with the bait,” I chuckled to him.

“It is fine, King,” he said. “As I have said many times: I will serve you. My belly is full, and I feel useful. Smelling like fish is a small discomfort comparatively.”

“I’m happy you have a good attitude,” I said, and then we set off in the direction Eiter pointed.

We left the beach ten minutes later and began to wind through a wide jungle trail. This was obviously a path that trikes or stegos had cleared, since the trees on the perimeter of the well-beaten path were marked with sharp cuts and gouges. The road was also moving up in elevation, and the air became cooler as the trees became a bit taller. I’d never been great at telling elevation change, but after half an hour I imagined we’d gone up about three hundred feet or so. The trail switched back on itself a few times, but just as I thought we were about to reach the top of the hill we were ascending, Eiter pointed to our east, and we moved off the trail and deeper into the jungle

Then we came to the edge of the hill, and I let out a long whistle as I looked down.

“This spot is fucking perfect!” I said as I patted Eiter on her shoulder.

“Uhhh… doesn’t look like much of a cliff,” Emta said as she walked over to the edge. “I could walk down this side without much problem.”

“That’s fine,” I said as I leaned over the edge and looked down. “I don’t want to kill him, I just want him trapped.”

Emta was correct. The cliff was more of a “steep slope” than a sheer drop. The angle was mostly loose rocks and small bushes that weren’t catching enough light to grow because of the larger jungle trees casting too much shade. I could have butt-scooted my way down or walked in a sharp zigzag pattern to make it to the bottom without injury, and I thought the trikes could make it if I carefully controlled their legs while they skidded down.

“Where is he?” I asked Hayroud.

“He is still at the beach,” the spider-faced man said. “I can’t read his thoughts, but he’s looking up the jungle trail and then pacing.”

“Probably debating if we are going to come back down or if he needs to follow us,” I said. “I think we have some time.”

“How are we going to set the trap?” Emta asked.

“We are going to make a long rope connected between these two trees,” I said as I pointed to two large long-leafed pines that had equal height, despite one being on the bottom of the slope and one being at the edge next to us. “Like… twenty-eight or thirty feet up. Then we’ll tie the fish so that he’ll have to stretch up reeeeeeeal tall to try and bite it, but before we do that, let’s cut a quarter chunk off this fish and put it back at the switchback so he knows to come this way.”

“Do you think the rex will fall on his own?” Adella sang.

“We wouldn’t be that lucky,” I said. “When he’s right at the edge and not paying attention, Gee is going to run and kick him right in the ass.”

“This is the best plan I’ve ever heard,” Gee chuckled. “Do you know how much I like kicking these boys in the ass? I fucking love it.”

“I know,” I laughed. “So Gee will knock him down the slope, and I think he’ll end up rolling between those two trees down there. Do you all see them?”

Everyone nodded.

“We’ll use the last parts of our rope to make some lines between the two trunks. He’ll roll into them and most likely get his legs, arms, and head tangled. I don’t think they’ll be able to hold him for long, but I’ll have the trikes down there to pin him if we need to.”

“This seems like a good plan,” Haryoud said. “I can climb up the trees.”

“Awesome,” I said. “I’m going to start leading the trikes down. It will probably require all my focus, so the rest of you set up the fish and find the spot for Gee and Nomi to hide. I don’t want them touching the fish in case this guy has a better nose than he does eyes.”

“Got it,” Emta said, and everyone began working on their own piece of the project.

I almost didn’t need to order the pachys or troodons down the slope. They all skied down it like they’d been taking private lessons from Bode Miller, and Shag even let out a happy hoot as he cut some cool angles in the gravel.

Tom usually didn’t give a fuck about anything, but his big eyes blinked a few times as he approached the edge, and then he focused on my face as if to say “Really?”

“I’ve got you, big guy,” I cooed as I patted his massive crest. “Just take it really slow. Don’t go straight down, go at a bit of an angle. You are going to slip a bit, and that’s okay.”

Tom nodded his big head, and then he moved his front right foot onto the slope. He did slide a good two feet, but then he stabilized, put his left foot out, and then moved his rear feet onto the gravel. He moved a few more steps, slid some more, stabilized, and then walked a bit more. Then I had him pivot on his rear legs so that he could zag the other way down the decline.

About halfway down the slope, Tom started to get the hang of it, and he finished the rest of the trip with flying colors. By then, the fish was hung up on the line between the two trees, and Katie toed the edge.

“You got this, girl,” I said as I patted her crest, and then she mirrored Tom’s movements and got down the slope.

“He is going up the trail!” Haryoud shouted from the top of the tree. “He’s moving really fast!”

“Okay!” I shouted back, and then I helped Nicole slowly ski her way down the gravel slope.

Once the trikes were at the bottom, I grabbed another length of rope, slid down myself, and began to wind it between the two tree trunks. I didn’t want the space between the horizontal ties too tight, or the T-rex wouldn’t get anything caught in them, but I also didn’t want them too loose or he’d just roll through them. I’d never in my life thought I’d be making what pretty much amounted to wrestling cage braces for a T-rex to bounce into, and I couldn’t help but shake my head as I finally knotted everything off.

Haryoud, Emta, Eiter, and Adella carefully made their way down the slope around this time, but the spider-faced man kept putting his finger up to his mouth to warn everyone to be quiet.

“He’s so close,” he said as soon as we reached the rope cage. “He’ll be here in less than a minute.

“Awesome,” I said, and then we all moved with the dinosaurs back a bit so that there was no way Mohawk could see us from the top of the slope.

Then we waited behind a tree and held our breath.

“He’s found the fish at the switchback,” Haryoud muttered. “He’s coming this way.”

“Here we go,” I whispered to everyone. “Let’s tame us a T-rex.”
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Chapter 15

I had to force myself to breathe, since it took the T-rex way longer to get to the edge of the slope than I’d anticipated. I also had to make sure that the breaths I did take weren’t loud enough for the big fucker to hear. Yeah, I was a good two football fields away down the slope, but the mohawked rex knew we had gone this way, and he was a suspicious bastard.

He approached the edge of the slope very carefully, and he spent a good long moment glancing at the trees around him as he walked. It was almost like he expected a trap, but the massive fish dangling from up above kept luring him forward like one of those old Looney Tunes cartoons where the character floated off his toes toward the smell.

Mohawk glanced down the slope, and I saw his head tilt a little when he saw the rope stretched out between the trees. I almost cursed my dumb idea, but then he looked back up at the dangling fish before he glanced around the trees again.

He knew it was a trap, he just didn’t know exactly how. I didn’t think the ropes were giving it away, since he wasn’t looking directly behind him, but he took another cautious step forward so that the claws of his left foot dangled right over the edge of the slope.

Then he carefully stretched his neck out and up to bite at the dangling fish.

Haryoud had put the bait in the most perfect spot, and the T-rex was about four feet too far away to bite it. The beast let out an annoyed grunt that rolled down the slope like a boulder, and then he put his other foot right to the edge of the slope.

He stretched his neck out again, but he was still juuuuuust a bit too short to get it.

Mohawk grunted again with obvious annoyance, and then he turned his body sideways a bit to try and reach the fish. He still couldn’t quite get it, so he went back to facing down the slope, but this time he backed off a bit from the edge so that he could stand on his tippy toes and reach.

He didn’t quite do his full stretch at first, but he still lost his balance a bit and almost tumbled off the edge. Mohawk ducked his head back down and let out another bullhorn huff, and then he shook his head back and forth like he was either pissed off at himself or trying to psych himself up for the task.

I liked this guy.

Mohawk stomped both of his feet, and then he stood up on his toes and stretched out really, really, really damn far toward the fish. His teeth were just inches from the delicious morsel, and I could hear his nose push angry snorts of air out down the slope as he tried to get the last few inches of distance out of his spine.

Then Gee kicked that motherfucker right in the ass.

I hadn’t really been able to see her jump down from the tree or run toward our target, but the timing couldn’t have been any more perfect. Mohawk was completely unbalanced from his effort to get the fish, and Gee’s foot rocketed him down the slope like he was a big rig going off Malibu Canyon road.

The rex tumbled head over feet at first, and he let out a shriek that sounded like a startled goose, except a hundred times louder and scarier. His head hit the slope first, and then he bounced up, spun a complete hundred and eighty degrees ass over face, and landed on the back of his neck. This next bounce turned him sideways, and he rolled on his back, face, stomach, tail, and legs at least three dozen times as a cloud of dust and dirt shot into the air behind him.

For half a second, I worried he was going too fast, but he was all arms, face, tail, and angry goose honks, instead of a tight, spinning burrito, so most of his momentum died as soon as the slope leveled out a bit.

He hit the rope probably going fifteen miles an hour, and his face and right arm got all twisted up in the lengths just as I’d planned.

For three seconds, neither the T-rex nor my team moved. I was kind of in awe that my plan had actually worked, and I really couldn’t believe I had this big-ass T-rex all gift-wrapped for me around the tree.

Now I had to do my part.

I ran out from behind my cover, jumped over a rock, and then skidded just as I came to the dinosaur’s face. He was completely stunned by what had just happened, and I saw his foot-in-diameter eyes blink and gaze at everything but me as he tried to get his bearings.

His head was as large as a full-size SUV, and his teeth were a good foot and a half long. He could have swallowed me as easily as I swallowed a pill, but I figured I had a few precious seconds to work my ability on him before he came back to his senses.

“Hey, hey, hey,” I cooed as I put my hand on his snout. His scales felt somehow glass-smooth and leathery-rough at the same time, and I was once again struck by how absolutely giant he was. He might not have weighed twice as much as Tom, but he was at least twice the size as the big trike.

The rex blinked in rapid-fire, and I could hear the massive eyelids glide across his eyeballs like wiping a window with Windex. He still wasn’t focusing on me, and he wasn’t really thrashing around, so I leaned a bit more against his snout and put both my hands on him.

“Look, I’m sorry I killed your dad,” I said in a lower-pitched voice so I sounded more like a therapist than I normally did. “You attacked us. There was plenty of meat for you guys to have with the sauropods you already killed, but you came after me and my friends. That was your fault, you understand?”

The T-rex blinked a few times, and his eye finally seemed to focus on me.

Shit.

“I don’t want to be enemies,” I said with as much calm strength as I could muster in my voice, “I want to be friends. I can give you food and a family. I can give you purpose. I’ll find a mate for you, and I’ll take care of you, her, and your kids. All you have to do is the shit you are already doing: fighting and hunting.”

The entrapped T-rex snorted, and it was like someone hit me with a dozen blow dryers.

“I get it,” I said as I tried to keep my voice the same tone and rhythm. “You think you are smart. You are. You did good tracking us this far, but how hungry are you? How tired? I don’t want to be your dad. I want to be your pal. I’ll make sure you have food and a nice comfortable place to relax. You’ll feel safe every night. You just have to join the family.”

The mohawked dinosaur let out a rumble that almost rivaled what Grumpy would voice, but I still didn’t pull my hand away from his massive snout.

“No, you don’t have to be my slave. I can help give you a purpose. Is there more to life than eating and fucking? Maybe not to you, but if I take the hunting out of the way, and I help you get smarter, you’ll have a much better life. I promise you this. Look at how I captured you. I know you think you are smart, but I beat you once, and I just beat you again. There won’t be a next time. I can’t leave you around to keep stalking me. It puts my family in danger.”

He huffed again, and then he started to pull back against the ropes.

I tried to keep my body calm even though every cell in my brain was screaming in panic. This dude was big as fuck, and if he wanted to eat me, he was close enough to do it.

“Stop,” I growled as I moved over so I could stare into one of his massive eyes. “I’m being serious. This is it. Last chance. Join, or I’ll fucking kill you. Have a good life with me, or I’ll leave your corpse here for the scavengers to feast on. What a horrible fate for someone as mighty as you.”

He didn’t move, and I didn’t break eye contact. I don’t know how many minutes passed. It could have been one or it could have been a hundred. We just stared at each other as we waited for one of us to break.

I knew I couldn’t say any more. I’d already said all that needed to be said. I already made my arguments. He had his choice to make, and I had to be ready for him to try and rip me to shreds.

My friends were still hiding behind the trees, and I guessed that Gee and Nomi were still up at the top of the slope. They didn’t say or do anything, even though I could feel the time start to weigh on my shoulders like bricks.

We just continued to stare at each other without blinking.

I felt my will power start to crack. How much fucking longer did I need to stand here? Maybe I needed to say something else? I needed to explain to him what he was going to get by joining up.

No. No. No.

Shut up Victor.

I knew if I talked it would be over. If I said anything or moved, the battle between us would end, and he’d have broken free.

Sweat trickled down my forehead, and I felt my legs start to tremble. The fucker hadn’t even blinked yet. He was barely breathing. He just stared at me with these shark eyes that seemed to pierce my soul. They were pools of black abyss, and they were sucking me into their depths.

I was losing it. I was going to break.

I took the slowest and longest breath I ever had, and then I did it again. I told myself I’d just do ten more and then give up, but when I got to ten, I said I’d do another ten before giving up. I lost count of all the groups of tens I did, but the breathing helped me stop sweating a bit, even though my legs were trembling like leaves, and I felt like I was going to tumble over at any second.

Come on.

Come on.

Come… on…

The T-rex suddenly made a huffing sound, and then he blinked a few times in a row. For half a second, the movement and sound scared the shit out of me, and I thought I’d lost. Then my vision flashed, and the T-rex pushed his snout into my palms, opened his massive mouth a bit, and then slowly pressed the tip of his tongue into my chest.

Then he licked all the way up my face like a giant puppy would.

“Fuck,” I gasped as my legs finally gave out, and then I fell to my knees and leaned against his cheekbone.

The T-rex started to make a rumbling noise that shook all the bones in my body, but instead of freaking out, I felt myself chuckle a little.

“You are just a big puppy, aren’t you?” I patted his scales, and then he twisted his tongue out of his mouth so he could lick me again.

“Awww…” I half groaned and half laughed because I was now almost completely covered in T-rex slobber.

“Is it okay?” Emta called out.

“Yeah!” I hollered back. “You all can come meet our new friend.”

Emta, Adella, Eiter, and Haryoud came out from behind the tree, and I saw Gee and Nomi slowly making their way down the slope as they held hands.

“Let’s get you out of here,” I said to my new pet as I gave him the instruction to slowly back his head and arm out of the rope net. He followed my mental commands perfectly, and he was soon towering over us.

“You hurt anywhere?” I asked as I walked around his flanks and looked at his legs and tail.

The T-rex let out a grunt and then turned to his left side. I walked over there and saw a Gee foot-shaped burn mark on his scales.

“Ahh, shit. Sorry about that,” I said as I moved closer to look at it. “Emta, can you get me a jug of water?”

“Yeah,” she said, and a moment later she returned with a jug that I promptly poured over the wound.

The T-rex made a sigh when the water flowed over the spot, and then I passed the empty jug back to Emta so I could continue walking around my new pet.

This was so fucking cool.

He was just massive. I didn’t think he was twenty feet tall, but he might have been almost that big. His legs were unbelievably muscled, his tail was long, and even though a T-rex’s arms were supposed to be stumpy, his were probably four or five feet long and looked like they could bicep curl a Harley Davidson.

“That’s a good-looking boy there, Victor,” Gee said as soon as she made it to the bottom of the slope.

“Yeah, he is,” I said as I patted his shin.

“What will you name him?” Nomi whispered.

“Hmmm…” I looked up at his mohawk and smiled. “I’ve got the perfect name: Rufio.”

“Rufio?” Emta frowned.

“Ru-fi-oooo,” I said with the correct emphasis. “He’s a character in one of the best movies ever made. Has a red mohawk kind of like this guy. Hey boy, do you like that name? Rufio?”

The T-rex was already looking down at me, but he blinked a few times after I said the name, and then he actually nodded twice.

“Did… he just nod?” Emta gasped.

“Amazing,” Haryoud whispered.

“Our new friend is large in brain and body,” Adella sang.

“He will help us,” Nomi whispered. “I just know it.”

“A big boy like that will intimidate.” Gee nodded. “That is a good thing on the lava seas, and I imagine on any battlefield. Once we weren’t flying my flag, and three cheeky ships decided to sail up on us. They got in real close, and then I raised my flag, stood on the bow, and gave them all a wave. You have never seen three masts turn so quickly. I thought they were gonna tip over. We should use Rufio the same way, eh?”

“He’s kind of too big to hide,” Emta said as she craned her head up to look at him. “Look at his teeth? Fuck. I just think about how easily those teeth tore up my legs.”

“Oh, yeah,” I said. “Sorry. I didn’t realize he might give you some--”

“I’m fine,” she interrupted me. “I’m alive and better. Even got a level up out of it.”

“That reminds me.” I blinked on my Eye-Q, and then looked at my stats.

Strength: 6

Stamina: 6

Movement: 4

Special Skill: Tame -- Level 7

Special Skill: Empathetic Precognition -- Level 2

“Whoa, wait.” I looked at the numbers again. “I gained a level in Tame and a level in Empathetic Precognition just now.”

“Two?” Emta’s mouth hung open. “That’s… how?”

“I don’t know,” I said. “They seem like different skills, but maybe that is how it works? Maybe when you gain a level in one the other goes up as well, or maybe when you gain a level in the main ability, the minor ability goes up?”

“You have two abilities?” Haryoud asked.

“Yeah,” I said. “I guess I forgot to tell you. When I reached level six in Tame, a new skill called Empathetic Precognition appeared in my Eye-Q at level one.”

“Do you know what it does?” Eiter asked.

“I’m not sure,” I said. “We tested it out a bit, and it seems to give me the ability to predict what someone is going to do a bit in the future, so if someone attacked me, I’d be able to dodge or block their movements more easily.”

“That is impressive,” Haryoud said. “Will everyone get a new ability at level six?”

“I don’t know,” I said. “We haven’t gotten anyone else up to that level, but we probably will figure it out soon since Trel is level five.”

I saw everyone blink their eyes and guessed they were looking at their stats. I reached out and gestured to go to the dinosaur tab of the Eye-Q menu and saw that Tyrannosaurus rex was listed right below Ankylosaurus magniventris.

I gave everyone a minute to check their Eye-Q and dream about the future, and then I patted my new friend on his shin and glanced up his leg to his back.

“I’m going to need a saddle to ride him,” I said.

“I’m sure Trel can build one.” Nomi nodded her hair-covered head, and I realized it had been a few days since I had seen her beautiful face. Now probably wasn’t the time to ask her about it, but it seemed like we had some unfinished business from when we attacked the camp that tried to kidnap Eiter.

“Haryoud, can you get the fish down and retrieve the rope?” I pointed back up the slope.

“Yes, King,” he said, and then the rest of us unwrapped the second length of rope from the two trees.

Haryoud returned from his task ten minutes later, and I saw Rufio’s eyes follow the fish as the orange-furred man carried it down. I knew my T-rex was starving, but I didn’t think Haryoud was going to have the balls to hold the fish out while the T-rex took a bite, so I took the meal from him and raised it up above my head.

Rufio slowly bent down, and he delicately plucked the fish from my hands like a well-trained golden retriever. Then we packed up the ropes on the trikes and made our way through the jungle and back to the beach.

Eiter found a route for us to follow, but we had to cut about half way into a massive tree trunk so that the trikes could push it over. Once we were past that, we still had to zigzag through some thicker parts of the tropical forest until we were finally back on the beach.

“I think we lost four hours,” I said to Emta once we were back on the sand, “but it was worth it. Look at this big guy. Everything is going to change now that we have him.”

“As long as you can keep him fed,” she said.

“True,” I chuckled.

“It is incredible,” she said as she glanced over her shoulder to where Rufio walked with the trikes. “He’s just… so docile. It’s amazing. I suppose Grumpy and Dwayne are powerful carnivores, but something about Rufio is really fucking scary. Grumpy seems to just kind of lay around, and Dwayne has these black feathers that make him look kind of cute. Rufio is just a fucking killing machine, and his eyes are eerie.”

“I get what you are saying,” I said. “But he’s good now. He’s got a bit of a personality already, but I’m excited to see how he gets along with Grumpy and Dwayne. I think they will all be friends.”

Emta stared at me for a few moments, and then she turned away and let out a long breath.

“What?” I asked.

“Nothing.”

“Oh, come on.”

“Fine. You… you’re just amazing, is all.” She looked back to me, and I watched her eyes drift down my chest. “Makes me think… you know… Trel is right.”

I raised my eyebrows but didn’t say anything.

“Not about everything!” Emta chuckled. “But… you know… she thinks everyone should have your babies. Maybe that’s the best idea? You are the most powerful man in the tribe. Hell, the most powerful man any of us have come across-- you’ve proven it-- what would a baby with each of us look like? They’d be really powerful, you know?”

“It’s funny. I haven’t really thought about that. I’ve just been worried if anyone could get pregnant. Now I’m worried about if it’s going to be an easy birth and if he or she will be healthy when they are born. I guess ‘what abilities would they have?’ was fourth or fifth on my list of worries.”

“You got a lot to think about,” Emta muttered. “Busy man. All that.”

“You are thinking about how many times a week we could have sex,” I said.

“You can read my fucking mind, eh?” she sighed. “I feel like I’m circling the dinner table without sitting down to have a bite.”

“Gotta make sure you want the food,” I said.

“Oh, I want the food.” She turned away to look at the ocean. “Not sure I want the tummy ache, is all.”

I nodded but didn’t say anything, and after a few minutes, I rode away from Emta and went to ride by Adella and Eiter.

“It’s getting late, can you use Path to find another spring where we can camp for the night?” I asked.

“Yes.” Eiter nodded, and then she closed her eyes for the usual few minutes before opening them. “Hmmm… The next one is a full day’s ride Northeast.”

“That’s not good,” I frowned as I looked at the jungle and the rising hills behind them. “There aren’t any streams going down from the hills there?”

“I asked where the nearest source of water was that we could safely drink,” Eiter explained.

“Well, shit,” I sighed. “We’ve got enough water to make it there if it was just us, and the dinosaurs all had their fill last night, but Rufio is really thirsty, and he could drink all of our jugs and not even be close to satiated.”

“Should we continue on through the night?” Adella asked.

“Hmmm…” I looked back to my new friend. “He’d probably be able to make it, but he’d be in serious pain. The other option is for him to hunt and take down a big herbivore. Predators can get water from the meat they eat. Are there any large herbivores nearby?”

“What about the fish of the sea?” Adella asked as she pointed to the ocean. “Bruce is good at catching them, so maybe he could feed our new friend?”

“That’s an idea. Let’s do that first.” Even before I could give Bruce the command, he was already flying over the water and looking for a meal for Rufio.

We continued on the beach for another half an hour, and then I spied an alcove in the jungle that was about thirty yards wide and was thinly obscured from the beach with a few palm trees. It wasn’t as good as the spot we had yesterday because there wasn’t a spring of fresh water, and our fire would be seen if someone was walking south of us on the beach, but the edges of the cove would keep our fire hidden from everyone directly east, west, and north of us.

“Let’s camp here,” I told everyone as I angled our dinosaurs over to the spot. The trikes and Rufio barely fit in past the first ring of trees, but then they all settled down in the front to obscure the flames we’d soon have going for our cooking fire.

It only took us a few minutes to gather the wood and lay the cooking stones, and then Gee let go of Nomi’s hand and got the flames going in an instant. I could only shake my head as I watched her quickly ignite a thick piece of wood, and I thought back to when Sheela first taught me how to get a fire going, and how long it took to take an ember to a smolder to a full-grown cooking fire.

Emta and Haryoud set up the tents, and then Bruce dropped a massive fish right by Rufio. The flopping silver-scaled creature must have been almost a hundred and forty pounds, but the T-rex swallowed it in one bite, and then he ate the next three Bruce brought him just as quick. Finally Bruce dropped a small one for us, and then he got one more for the T-rex before he finally settled down at the camp.

As soon as Bruce landed, he hopped over to Rufio, and the big rex leaned his face over to press it into Bruce’s side. It was surprisingly touching considering the two of them had just met, but it really did seem like Rufio was thanking the other dinosaur for taking care of him.

He may have had a punk rock mohawk, but he was turning out to be a very polite fellow.

“Is Rufio still thirsty?” Eiter asked while we ate.

“He’s better,” I said. “Still could use some water, but we’ll have to figure that out tomorrow. I think something besides fish will give him what he needs.”

“I am sorry I could not find a closer place,” Eiter said. “I even looked for any kind of water pools, but there are none nearby.”

“It’s not your fault,” I chuckled. “You are just reading the land.”

“I am the one who controls water,” Adella sang softly. “I should be the one who finds us the spring to drink from.”

“Yeah, but it’s not like you can just make a spring out of nothing,” Emta snorted.

Then everyone froze, and we all looked at Adella.

“Oh, shit,” Emta spoke first. “Could you?”

“I have never thought to try,” Adella sang. “I’ve only worked with water flowing by.”

“There is water under the earth,” I said as I pointed at the sand. “Like it could be deep down there, but it’s normally there.”

“Should I try to pull it up so we can fill our cup?” she sang.

“Yeah,” I said.

“Hey, question,” Emta said. “Before you do that. Are you rhyming more?”

“Me?” Adella blinked her big green eyes.

“Yeah.” Emta crossed her arms. “You’ve always kind of sang your words, but in the last week or two, it sounds like all of the things you say are rhyming a bit more.”

“I noticed that,” I said.

“I have as well,” Nomi said.

“She always kinda rhymed to me,” Gee said. “Maybe it’s more today than usual, but I’m thinking our girl Adella is in a good mood since we are by the ocean. That always makes me happy.”

“I am happy!” Adella cheered.

“Interesting,” I said. “Either something is going on with Adella’s singing, or the translation stuff in our heads is getting better.”

“Oh, no,” Adella’s face fell. “I do not want to trouble you with my singing.”

“Not at all,” I said. “Can you try to get water up here?”

“There is a spot over here that seems to be indented,” Haryoud pointed to the back part of the clearing, and sure enough it looked indented like there had once been a large boulder pressing down the earth there.

“I will try,” Adella said as she walked over to the depression and held out her hands.

We waited for a few minutes without speaking, but Adella did not sing anything or move. Finally she let out a long sigh and lowered her hands.

“Did you feel anything?” I asked.

“Yes… but… no. The water is low. The water is deep. The water doesn’t feel happy enough to spring out by our feet.”

“Okay, you totally rhymed there,” I chuckled.

“Yeah, I heard that,” Emta said.

“Same,” Nomi and Gee spoke at once.

“She did not rhyme to me,” Eiter said.

“Me, either,” Haryoud said. “Her voice does sound very soothing, though.”

“Can you tell how deep the water is?” I asked Adella.

“Actually yes.” She nodded. “That is new, but I did not get another level.”

“Maybe walk around the clearing and see if you can find water that is closer?” Eiter asked.

Adella nodded, and then she walked slowly around the camp as she held her hands out. It almost looked like she could have been holding one of those “Y”-shaped divining rods in her hands, but I didn’t voice the comparison.

“It… is higher here…” Adella had found a spot on the other corner of the clearing, and she crouched down and began to slowly wave her hands over the spot as if she was trying to get vapors from a humidifier into her face.

We waited again in silence, and after ten or so minutes I was about to tell her to stop, but then she suddenly jumped to her feet and raised her arms.

“I did it!” she gushed. “Oh, Victor, I can make water appear when none is near! My Water Pull is now level three!”

“Amazing!” I shouted as I jumped to my feet, and then I gave the beautiful redhead a long hug while I spun her around in my arms. Nomi, Gee, and Emta all gave her hugs as soon as we stopped spinning, and Eiter and Haryoud clapped.

“Thank you, everyone.” Adella blushed as she pointed to the ground. “See the water pooling?”

“Looks awesome,” I said as I crouched down to where the ground was starting to get wet. It was probably only a cup full of water above a patch of grass now, but the water smelled clean and fresh.

“It isn’t much, but I think I can make it gush more if I try,” Adella sang.

“Let’s see if Rufio can get what he needs from just this,” I said, and then I gave the big rex the command to come over and lick the spot.

He did so, and his massive tongue pressed against the grass before it flicked up into his mouth. It was probably flowing less than a gallon a minute, but I worried that if Adella made it flow faster we’d have a flooded campground, so I told him to just drink slowly while we all returned to our spots by the fire.

Adella was incredibly happy with the development, and she practically vibrated on her seat as she hummed a cute little tune to herself.

Twilight fell quickly as we chatted about Adella’s upgraded ability and how awesome Rufio was, but I made sure to compliment all of my dinos so they also felt good to be part of the family. After we finished eating, we all took a few sips of Keefaye’s blessed water, and then I told everyone I’d take the first watch. They tried to argue with me, but I insisted, and then everyone went to their tents.

I sat by the fire and slowly petted the sleepy troodons as I looked up at the stars. The big dinosaurs had passed out almost immediately, and I couldn’t help but look at each of them and feel an overwhelming gratitude for their friendship. I’d always loved animals, and it really felt like living this kind of life had completed my soul.

“I hope you are proud of me,” I whispered as I looked up at the stars, but I really didn’t need to say the words.

I knew they were.

“Hey,” I heard Emta whisper from beside me, and I turned my head to her.

“I didn’t hear you come out here,” I whispered as Daphne slightly stirred in my lap.

“I can be sneaky,” Emta said as she sat down on the sand next to me and reached over to pet Fred.

“Couldn’t sleep?” I asked.

“No, who were you talking to?”

“Just to myself,” I said as I glanced back up at the stars. “Where I used to live, you couldn’t even see the stars. There were too many lights from the buildings.”

“That’s strange. We could see the stars every night.”

“Did your people have electricity?” I asked.

“Not in every home. I’d heard of it, but most people had gas or oil lamps. We didn’t have these car things you, Trel, and Kacerie talk about, either. It was horse-drawn carriages, or sometimes men would pull small carriages with their muscles. Most people in the cities just walked around.”

“So shoes must have been important,” I chuckled.

“Yeah, they were.”

We didn’t say anything for a bit. We just stared at the stars while we each petted a tiger-striped troodon.

“If we were to just be friends, what does that look like?” she finally whispered.

“It looks like this,” I said as I smiled at her.

“That’s what I was afraid you’d say,” she sighed.

“Why?”

“Cause I hate this, is all,” she groaned. “I hate wanting to be close to you, and knowing you want it, too, but then I can’t because of me.”

“We don’t--”

“And don’t be all ‘we don’t have to do anything you don’t want to do’ like you always say,” she interrupted me. “Fuck. I wish you’d just fuck me.”

“No,” I said as I looked down at her.

“No?” She winced. “I thought you wanted me?”

“I do, but I know what’s going to happen to you if we become lovers, so there is no fucking way in hell I’m going to take that decision away from you.”

“But what if I want you to take the decision--”

“No.” I gently picked up Daphne and put her sleeping body on the sand beside her friends. “You can’t do that. You can’t go back to how you were.”

“How I was?”

“The spoiled girl who never had any consequences for her actions,” I said. “You said you hated that version of yourself, but here you are trying to fit back into that mold.”

“It wasn’t like that at all. I just did whatever the fuck I wanted to do.”

“And now you know that there is a consequence for it, so you have to make the decision. You can’t just shrug and say ‘Victor just fucked me and came inside me. I had no choice in the matter.’ That’s total bullshit. I’ve told you my feelings, and you’ve told me your hesitations because of how your species works. You can’t delegate the decision to me.”

Emta didn’t say anything for half a minute, but she didn’t look at me, either. She just stared up at the stars and blinked a few dozen times as she tried to control her emotions.

“I just… I don’t know the future,” she whispered.

“No one does. You don’t have to agonize over this. We have plenty of time.”

“Yeah…” She leaned against me and rested her head on my knee.

I reached down to run my fingers through her hair. I’d never touched the strange tentacle-looking strands before, but they felt a bit like soft velvet. She didn’t move away from my fingers, so I continued to run my hand across her locks until her breathing became calm and even.

Haryoud came out a bit later to relieve me of my watch, so I carefully lifted the sleeping Fred off Emta’s lap with one hand while I cradled her shoulder. The olive-skinned beauty didn’t wake up until I picked her up in my arms and carried her to my tent. Then I laid her down on my bedroll before I joined her on the mat.

“Hmmm?” she sighed into my ear as we snuggled up together, and her leg draped over my waist as she rested her head on my chest.

I didn’t say anything, I just continued to slowly run my fingers through her hair.

“That feels good,” she whispered.

I didn’t say anything.

“I’m really comfortable,” she whispered. “In… your arms…”

I didn’t say anything.

“Is this how it would be every night after we make love?” she asked

“Yeah,” I finally said.

“You smell good, too,” she murmured, and then she inhaled.

I thought she might have kept talking, but a few moments later I felt her body begin to unwind as she entered deep sleep, and I wrapped both of my arms around her shoulders before I joined her.

Adella woke us up the next morning, and I found Emta sleeping on my chest exactly where we had left off. The olive-skinned beauty gave me a sheepish smile as we walked out of the tent, but no one made a comment about her sleeping in my tent as we helped Adella cook breakfast.

“I’m going to send Bruce up ahead to see how the fortress is looking,” I said.

“How many more days ‘til we get there?” Emta asked. “Two?”

I looked at Eiter, and she held her hand up. “Ohhh, I think a day and a half from now. Maybe the route has changed since you Tamed Rufio.”

“So we’ll be there tomorrow by lunch,” I said, “but breakfast first.”

We all quickly ate some cooked vegetables, and then we packed up the campsite, jumped on our dinos, and headed east on the beach again. Riding next to Rufio while on my pachy was pretty amazing, and I kept looking up at him as I shook my head.

I had a T-rex as a pet. Holy shit.

I still couldn’t believe I’d made it happen, but the proof was trotting on the beach right beside me like a two-story house.

A two-story house made up of muscle, claws, and teeth.

“Hey.” Emta rode up next to me and gave me a smile.

“Hey.”

“Uhh… about last night… That was… good. Was it good for you?”

“Yeah,” I chuckled. “Relaxing.”

“Yeah,” she let out a long breath. “Thanks for… you know… telling me what I needed to hear.”

“You’re welcome.”

“I am sorry that I keep… you know… being weird with this.”

“I get it. You aren’t being weird.”

“Just want to make sure I make the right decision.”

“Absolutely.”

“Fuck,” she groaned as she looked up to the sky. “You are so understanding with all of this.”

“Yeah, and you just want me to fuck your brains out so you don’t have to make a decision,” I laughed.

“Yeah,” she huffed, “but you are right. It was nice just sleeping with you last night. I liked being in your arms.”

“I liked it, too.”

“Could we do it again tonight?” she asked.

“Yeee-- wait,” I said. “Bruce is alerting. There is something going on at the fort.”
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Chapter 16

I moved my vision to Bruce’s eyes and let out a groan of annoyance. There were now six men in front of the gate on the weird gray-feathered goats. There was also a seventh man standing next to four more of the goats, but these creatures had a massive log strapped to the top of their backs so that the front end of the log pushed out a good ten feet past their faces and another ten feet past their asses. For half a moment, I had no idea what the fuck they were doing, but then the seventh man made a strange gesture with his right hand, and the four goats charged forward and rammed their log into the gate of the fortress.

“That’s not good,” I said, and then I quickly explained to Emta what I was seeing.

“I’m gonna call everyone over,” Emta said. “Is the gate buckling?”

“It’s not moving at all,” I said, and then I let out a little laugh when the front pair of goats tripped over themselves trying to ram the gate again. “These things aren’t used to carrying weight like that.”

I heard Emta retell what was going on to everyone else in my group while I watched the goats make a third and fourth attempt. These were much better than the second ram attempt, but the gate didn’t seem affected at all by the slams.

Bruce was a lot closer to the action than Talia had been, so I was able to get a better look at the men and their mounts. The seventh guy seemed to be the one controlling the goats, and he had spiked gray hair that matched the feathered steeds. His arms looked way too long, almost like he was a gorilla, but the limbs seemed pretty scrawny. His legs were also short, and it seemed like his feet were clawed like a bird’s. He had on what I could only call a sweater vest, and it even looked like it had large wooden buttons at the front. It didn’t look like he was wearing pants, but the sweater vest was long enough to go to his knees.

The guy at the front of the crowd of riders had long green hair and elf ears. His shoulders were wide, but his waist looked too narrow, like he was a comic book action character drawn by a 4th grader or Rob Leifeld. He wore a tan shirt that almost looked like it had been painted on because it was so tight, and leather shorts that fell a bit past his knees when he sat on his mount.

The next guy was the biggest one of the group. He was probably still much smaller than Ohkall, but I guessed he was at least seven feet tall. He had a long-sleeved shirt with various strange rune-like paintings on it, and his pants looked like they were armored at the shins and knees. His hair was white and braided back in three different strands, and his arms looked about as thick as my legs. I couldn’t see any of these guys’ faces because they were looking toward the gate, but the big guy turned a bit to look at the goats, and I saw that his mouth took up a good half of his face.

And his teeth looked like a shark’s.

The third guy had blue skin that seemed to glow in the sunlight. His head was mostly bald, but he had one long length of black hair in the back that was tied to what looked like a golden bell. He had a fishnet shirt on like something a girl at a nightclub would wear, and his pants looked like they were made out of latex.

Fourth guy was the second biggest in the group, and he had black demon horns twisting up from his hair like rose bushes. His skin was about the same color as mine, but he had no shirt on, and he had small bat wings attached to his back. I doubted that the things could actually hold his weight when he flew, but I had no idea what his powers were, so he might have been able to glide with them. I guessed he for sure couldn’t fly, or else he would have already done so to get to the top of the fortress battlements.

Fifth guy wore a black robe with a big hood on it, so I couldn’t get much of an idea of how big he was or what he looked like, besides one of the Ringwraiths from Lord of the Rings. Except this dude was riding on a feathered goat with a small crossbow in his hand and trying to break into a massive fortress instead of losing a game of hide-and-seek with a lazy aristocrat and his gardener.

The last guy in the group had short purple hair and green skin that was a few shades deeper than Emerald’s. He wore a tan leather shirt and matching pants, and he even had boots on that would have been considered cowboy boots, except they had a spike of metal on the toe. Like the other guys, he held one of the small crossbows in his right hand, but every time someone shot a bolt up into the air or in the direction of the fortress, the green-skinned dude would wave his left hand, and the weapons would all reload.

Looks like I’d have to take that guy out first.

As I continued to watch, the woman with the wings and crest on her head appeared at the top of the fortress wall. She was joined by two other women: one with long burgundy hair and yellow skin wearing a tattered black evening gown, and the other one with short blue hair, pink skin, and wearing full bronze chain mail. She looked almost as wide as she was tall, and I might have guessed she was a man except her face had feminine beauty.

The three women shouted down at the seven men and their goats, but the men just shot crossbow bolts up at them, and the women had to duck for cover. A few minutes later the kangaroo-man showed up, and he also called down to the seven men.

“I wish I could hear what they were saying,” I said to my friends after I finished updating them on everything I saw.

“I wish we knew what their abilities were,” Nomi sighed. “That would really help.”

“We can guess at two of the seven,” I said. “Taking out the guy controlling the goats and the guy reloading their weapons will probably be a significant advantage.”

“Can you see who their leader is?” Gee asked. “We kill that guy, and the rest of his boys will give up.”

“It’s unclear,” I said as I continued to watch the group. “I’m certain the woman with the wings and the fin on her head is the leader of the people in the fortress, since her friends keep looking at her, but the guys on the ground all seem to be yelling at each other and those up above nonstop.”

“Perhaps they lead through democracy?” Eiter asked.

“No,” Haryoud sighed. “There is always a leader with these types. There is someone they fear. Chances are he’s not there.”

“I don’t like that guess, but you are probably right,” I sighed. “It means there are probably more people in their tribe.”

“Maybe we go to their home first and kill their boss. Then these boys will go back and we’ll be waiting. Then. We. Burn. Them…” Gee punctuated the last four words with sinister growls, and I suddenly felt really glad that she was on my side.

“Let’s see what happens when we get closer,” I said. “I’m going to keep an eye on them while we travel. Eiter, how soon ‘til we turn north?”

“In about six hours,” she answered.

“Okay,” I said, “Let’s try to make the best time we can.”

We continued our ride at a bit of a faster speed, and I continued to check in on the fortress every fifteen or so minutes. For a few hours, the doors of the fortress seemed to hold fine, but at about hour three, Bruce spotted a large crack forming at the bottom of the wood gate, and I guessed that the thing would shatter before the sun set.

I updated my friends, and we rode faster, but I knew it was kind of pointless. Even if we rode our asses off and didn’t take a break during the night, we’d get there well after the door broke and the invaders managed to get inside the fortress.

We skipped lunch and kept riding, but I juggled my options as I watched from Bruce’s eyes. The crack had re-energized the men on the ground. I didn’t know quite how many people the group inside the fortress had, or how strong they were, but I figured from the looks of desperation on their faces that they knew they were going to lose any fight.

“Fuck, I wish we could get there faster,” I muttered. “Or we could do something to stop the siege for a day.”

“Yeah,” Emta sighed from where she rode beside me. “Fucking sucks. We got here as soon as we could. Well, we could have just rode through both nights, but then we’d be sleep deprived and not good for anything. We don’t even have Emerald here, so we couldn’t ride through the night even if we wanted to. Best thing we could do is make an oil lamp out of Keefaye’s water, but we don’t really have the wicks to--”

“Wait!” I interpreted her. “That’s an awesome idea! Fuck! Why didn’t I think of that?”

“Uhhh… what did I think of?” She blinked at me.

“We’ve dropped tons of blessed water on assholes. We can do it again. No one expects death from above on this world.” I ordered Bruce to fly back to us, and then I gestured for everyone to ride close.

“What is it, Victor?” Adella sang.

“I’ve got an idea, but I need your guys’ help,” I said. “I want to buy some time for the people defending the fortress, so I was going to have Bruce pick up one of the jugs of Keefaye’s water and drop it on them, but I don’t think those jugs are big enough to really soak everyone with it, and I don’t know how to light it on fire. I was thinking we light a wick or something that can slow burn, but it’s going to take Bruce another ten minutes or so to get back, and I don’t know if we can make one that will take that long to burn, but also won’t go out when he’s flying.”

“Yeah, these jugs are too small,” Gee said as she reached into the pack behind her with the hand that wasn’t holding onto Nomi’s. Then she pulled out the jug of Keefaye’s Blessed Water. It was about the size of a water pitcher, and only had a small side handle so that it could be tipped for drinking or pouring.

“Maybe we could pour it into one of the larger jugs?” Emta asked.

“Those don’t have a good handle for Bruce to carry,” Nomi whispered.

“Is there anything else we can dump on them?” Haryoud asked as he turned to look around the beach. “Maybe some sand?”

“We have a big basket here!” Adella sang as she pointed back behind Eiter.

“I see it.” The lilac-haired woman held up the basket. It was the one Galmine had packed all our vegetables in, and was about two feet long by four feet wide and a good three feet deep. It was one of our biggest baskets, and we’d normally strap it to whichever trike was carrying all the food.

“I don’t know if they’d leave if we dumped sand on them…” I frowned as I looked at the ground. “Maybe they’d get confused and wonder where the fuck it came from, but--”

Rufio let out a loud rumble, and everyone but me jumped in their saddle before they turned to look at him.

“Uhhh… dude?” I blinked up at the T-rex, and I could have sworn he was smiling. “That’s… a… crazy idea.”

“What did he say?” Emta asked.

“Rufio… he… uhhh… He told me he has to take a shit.”

No one said anything for a few seconds.

Then everyone burst out laughing.

Even Eiter was laughing, and Emta was practically bent over her saddle as she tried to stay sitting.

“Okay…” Emta gasped as tears streamed down her face. “That’s… the best fucking idea I’ve ever heard. Good job, Rufio.”

“I fucking love it!” Gee said in between laughs. “Them boys are going to be covered in shit! They will run away for sure!”

“Or, maybe they won’t, but they will be covered in dinosaur shit.” Nomi had actually brushed her hair away from her beautiful, doll-like face, and she squinted in the sun as she smiled at me. “I really love this idea.”

“Even Eiter has the laughter,” Adella sang.

“It is true,” Eiter chuckled as she covered her blushing face. “This is perhaps better than burning them.”

“The indignation…” Haryoud laughed. “On my world, feces and urine are avoided at all cost. I could not imagine being covered in any. It would stick to my fur and smell for years.”

“Okay,” I said as I motioned for Eiter to pass me the basket. “Step one is figure out how to get Rufio to shit in this basket.”

“Hey, you are the dinosaur tamer,” Emta laughed. “This is your problem to solve.”

“That’s fair,” I chuckled. “I actually don’t think he can shit in the basket, since it would get all over the handle where Bruce needs to grab it. He’ll have to poop on the sand, and then we’ll move it into the basket. Do we have any shovels or anything like that on the trikes?”

“Just axes and a few picks,” Haryoud said as he looked back at his trunk where all the tools were.

“Let’s cut down some branches really quick and use them as shovels,” I said as I pointed at the jungle

A few minutes later, we were hacking whatever wide branches we could off the jungle trees. They weren’t going to be perfectly-sized shovels, but I started to think that my solution was probably better than using real tools, since I’d need to keep real shovels afterward, and I didn’t quite know the best way to wash T-rex shit off a stone shovel. With the branches, we could just throw them away.

“Okay,” I said after everyone had a branch that would kind of work to scoop up poop. “Now Rufio has to do his thing.”

The big T-rex was standing out in the open sand, and his back started to arch so that his large intestine was in a straight line. He didn’t seem to care that we were all watching him drop a deuce, but watching my pets shit wasn’t on my list of kinks, so I looked away while my pal did his business.

“Ohhh, fuuuuck,” Emta was also looking away with me, but the smell both hit us at the same time, and we each had to stifle a gag.

“I think he’s done,” I choked out, and then we turned around to see how big of a mountain he’d made.

It was pretty sizable.

I half expected the hill of poop from that legendary Jeff Goldblum scene in Jurassic Park, but that actually was about the amount that trikes shat, and to be fair, their poop smelled pretty much like clean horse dung. It wasn’t entirely pleasant, but it didn’t make me want to barf.

Rufio’s poop was many, many, many times grosser.

He’d laid out three glistening brown logs about as big as Emta, and even from where we were thirty yards away, it smelled like a thousand fishes had died in their own vomit before sitting out in the sun for a week. It took every ounce of my willpower not to hurl, and the only other people in my party who didn’t seem messed up by the smell were Gee and Haryoud.

“Uhhh… you both don’t smell this?” I choked out as we all took hesitant steps toward the pile of shit.

“Oh, it smells terrible alright,” Gee laughed, “but I’m so excited about covering these fucks with the shit that I can’t stop laughing.”

“It does smell terrible,” Haryoud agreed, “but I have been around many dead bodies.”

“So you are used to it?” Emta choked.

“Oh, no. This smells worse than any dead body I’ve ever been around,” he groaned. “I just don’t want King to think I would quit at such a task.”

“I’m going to be sick,” Eiter gagged, and then she took a few steps back and tried to fan her face.

“Okay,” I hissed out as we all got closer to the basket and the poop. “We need to be quick, but we also need to be careful. Do not, and I repeat, do not get any of this on you.”

“You don’t have to tell me,” Emta gagged, and for a split second I thought she was going to barf.

But we all held it together and reached the shit.

I carefully used my branch to scoop under the first log, and most of it broke away when I levered down on the sand to pick it up. A chunk about the size of my fist made it into the basket, and then I had to take a few steps back so I could gasp down some fresher breaths of air.

“Ohhhh, fuuuuuck,” Emta cried out as she scooped a chunk of brown toxic log into the basket, and then she ran over to me and did her best to get some air.

Gee and Nomi used their two branches kind of like chopsticks, but their payload was the exact opposite of yummy sushi. They were able to get three fist-sized pieces into the basket before they had to back up.

Haryoud got two chunks in, and then he got a third and fourth before he had to step back.

Adella and Eiter could barely get close, and both of them looked green in the face as they tried to work their makeshift branch-shovels into the brown piles of toxic waste. They could barely get their sticks in before they both gave up and ran away gagging.

“Okay,” I coughed. “We are a third there. Let’s try again.”

Everyone but Eiter and Adella made another attempt, and the entire second log went into the basket. The waste was mostly in pieces now instead of full dookies, but I figured that would make more of an atom bomb effect on the bad guys when Bruce dropped it.

“What is my life now?” I muttered to myself as we all moved back to scoop the last log of T-rex shit into the basket.

“Almost… done…” Haryoud gasped as we got close to putting the last few greasy-brown chunks into the makeshift bomb, and then we all tossed our sticks down and ran away from the basket as soon as the last bit of shit was in there.

Rufio let out a bunch of huffs in a row as soon as we started running, and I gave him a smile as soon as I was breathing fresh air again.

“What did he say?” Emta asked.

“He thinks this is hilarious,” I chuckled. “First that we are scooping up his shit, but also that we are going to drop it on some assholes.”

“He’s got a sense of humor?” Haryoud asked.

“Yeah.” I nodded. “Most of my pets do. Now it’s Bruce’s turn. You ready buddy? You’ve got the most important job.”

Bruce gave me a honk, nodded his head, and then did his usual sideways frog leap toward the giant basket.

“Can he lift that thing?” Emta asked.

“I’m guessing it’s about a hundred pounds,” I said. “Maybe a hundred and forty. He can almost fly with me in his grip, so if it weighs less than me, he should be good.”

“It is very far away, though,” Eiter said.

“It’s a bit of a trip, for sure,” I agreed, and then we all watched Bruce hop into the air, latch onto the handle of the basket, and then strain a bit to get off the ground. For half a moment, it looked like he might not have been able to fly, but then he gained some altitude, and rose just as easily as he normally did without a payload.

“I don’t know how you all feel, but I’m going to go wash my face and hands off in the ocean.” I started walking toward the sea, but I gave the spot of sand where the shit had been a wide berth so I didn’t accidentally catch another breath of it.

Everyone else followed me, and even though I didn’t have any shit on me, it still felt good to lightly rub my face, hands, and arms with some wet sand and saltwater. The shit smell was barely stuck in my nostrils after that, and by the time we’d all started riding east again, the stench was just a vivid memory.

“How close is Bruce?” Emta asked five or so times, until he finally got close enough for me to call everyone near me so I could update them on our makeshift shit bomb.

“Everyone is still at the gate,” I said. “The crack at the bottom of the gate is about halfway up. They’ll probably break through in another two hours.”

“Fuck these assholes,” Emta spat.

“Nawww,” Gee laughed. “Shit on these assholes. That’s what we’re about to do!”

Bruce was a strong flier, but the basket of T-rex shit was pretty much at the limit of what he could carry, and he was carrying it farther than he’d ever carried a payload before. I could tell by the way he was flying that his wings were aching, but my pal was determined to help out, and I think he was just as giddy as the rest of us to see what happened when he dropped his bomb on them.

“He’s coming up,” I said as I watched the positions of the seven men and their mounts.

I really wanted to drop the payload on the fucker with the purple hair and dark green skin, since he was the one conjuring the crossbows everyone used, but he was doing a good job of staying in the back of the group. I worried that the shit wouldn’t explode on everyone if I dropped the basket on him, but then again, if he died and at least half the other men got the horrible smelling T-rex shit on them, they would all give up.

“Okay…” I took a deep breath as Bruce floated above the group laying siege. “He’s about… four hundred yards up. I’m going to have him dive down, aim the basket, and let loose. Everyone ready?”

“I can’t fucking wait!” Gee cheered.

“Do it!” Emta hissed.

I had Bruce circle a few more times as the men rode around in circles and the goats slammed their battering ram into the gate one more time. This particular hit made the crack in the gate shoot up a good three feet, and the men cheered as they rode up to get a closer look.

They were all grouped together, and the green-skinned guy was right in the middle.

Bruce knew the time was perfect, so he tucked his wings back, and then dove while I held my breath.

He approached from the right side of the fortress, and he steered his dive slightly so that the basket lined up with the target. I had no idea how fast he was going, but I knew Golden eagles could get up to almost a couple of hundred miles per hour when they were diving, and I figured he was going about that fast. He covered the distance almost instantaneously, and then he let go of his payload, stretched out his wings as wide as they could go, and swooped up as he looked down at his target.

Then the shit hit the bad guys.

I could hear the explosion through Bruce’s ears like someone had fired a shotgun in an empty canyon. It echoed and bounced off the fortress walls as a cloud of brown shit-vapor-smoke-explosion erupted from the epicenter and covered the bottom quarter of the fortress wall and gate. For a dozen or so seconds, I couldn’t even tell who was alive or who was dead in the mess of disgusting brown goo, but I did see a bit of movement, like worms wiggling around in the dirt.

Then I heard the screams.

I’ve never heard screams like this.

The cries were equal parts horror, disgust, and agony. They welled up from the foot of the fortress like an ocean swell, and I finally saw four of the men crawl away from the gate on their hands and knees.

They were absolutely covered in shit. Every fucking inch of their bodies, clothes, hair, face, and mouths were caked with the stuff. The men couldn’t even open their eyes, and I couldn’t tell exactly which of the group of seven were left alive since they were all the same shade of shit brown.

God damn. It was beautiful. Well, it was disgusting, but also beautiful.

“He hit them!” I shouted as I raised my hands in the air, and I heard my friends all cheer.

“Are they dead?” Emta asked.

“I think one guy is for sure,” I said as I looked at one brown lump that was where the green-skinned man used to be. “Two others might be dead. I don’t see them moving. Oh, wait. One of them is, so I think two of them are dead.”

None of the feathered goat mounts were there anymore, so I guessed that the guy who was controlling them had either died, or he’d lost focus on the ability that made them. I hoped it was the former, but then one of the strange creatures flickered into existence, and a shit-covered body grabbed onto its ankle so the beast could drag him out of the sludge.

I watched as the goat-mount dragged the man down the switchbacks south of the fortress, through a small layer of pine trees, and then to the shore of the river that was coming out of the cave. The man crawled into the water, and the brown crud started to break free of him and rush downstream.

The other four men were still crawling around, but the ones opening their eyes screamed even louder than the ones who kept their eyes closed, and I had to make Bruce look away when they all started puking on each other.

Bruce circled the scene again and then floated down toward the fortress. The three women and kangaroo-man were still on the battlements, and they were looking down at the scene below them with bewilderment clear on their faces.

Bruce took the opportunity to carefully land on the ledge on the opposite side of the gate as the four defenders, and they all started when he let out a friendly honk.

For a few seconds, no one said anything, but then the woman with the burgundy hair, yellow-ish skin, and tattered black dress pointed at Bruce.

“Why, I do believe that is the one who dropped all the feces on our dastardly enemies.” Her voice sounded like a Southern Belle’s, and her blue cat-like eyes were opened wide with amazement.

“I think you are right,” the kangaroo-man said, and his voice sounded gruff and breathy.

Bruce let out a happy honk, and then he bowed his head slightly.

“Is he trying to tell us something?” The large woman with the short blue hair asked, and her accent sounded very German to me.

“Maybe he’s just saying hello?” The woman with the silver hair, fin on her head, and wings raised her hand to wave at Bruce, and he nodded again and waved one of his wings slightly. Her voice sounded like she had a Spanish accent.

“He saved our asses,” German woman said.

“I do not think it was him,” the woman with the tattered dress said. “From what we’ve seen, these beasts are not that smart. Look below. There was a basket or something containing the feces. This fine creature has been trained by someone else.”

Bruce let out a happy honk and then nodded his head.

“Is that true?” the winged woman asked. “Do you have a master?”

Bruce nodded his head.

“And he sent you to help us?” the German-accented woman asked as she ran her fingers through her short blue hair.

Bruce nodded again.

“Thank the suns,” the winged woman sighed. “Is your master coming here?”

Bruce nodded and let out another honk.

“When? How many are coming?” the kangaroo-man asked. “I cannot believe anyone would help us, but here we are.”

Bruce tilted his head and then honked twelve times.

“T-t-twelve?” the woman with the black gown gasped. “Amazing! Why, this is exactly what we’ve been praying for. Is it not, Dahnani?”

“We’ve prayed for a lot of things,” the winged woman sighed, “but all have been unanswered. This also might not be an answer. We do not know who this person is, but if he can control the flying creatures of this land, he is powerful.”

“He has helped us so far,” the kangaroo-man grunted as he gestured down below. “Izek’s men are covered in shit, vomiting on themselves, and leaving us alone.”

“They will be back,” the woman with the short blue hair and pink skin said. “Soon.”

“Our new savior may be here by then,” Burgundy Hair said as she turned back to Bruce. Then she held the edges of her dress and curtsied. “Hello, Savior. I am Temla. These are my friends. The one with the wings is Dahnani. The one with the blue hair and armor is Ahrous, and the one with the brown fur is Heetal.”

Bruce let out a happy honk and nodded his head to each of them.

“He is rather smart,” Heetal grunted.

“I adore him,” Temla giggled. “May I pet you, noble creature? Will your master allow it?”

Bruce let out a happy honk and lowered his head. Temla crossed the battlement quickly, and then she gently laid a hand on my pal’s head.

“His scales are not rough at all!” she called back to her friends, and then her blue eyes met Bruce’s. “Tell your master we thank him.”

“I’m sure his master can hear and see through his eyes,” Ahrous said.

“You think?” Temla gasped as she raised one hand to her full bosom.

Now that Bruce was close enough to her, the woman didn’t really look human. She had feline qualities to her body and face, and I could see that her yellow skin was really fur. It was a bit like Sheela’s but my huntress’ features only seemed cat-like because of her eyes, spots on her shoulders, and the slight fur. Temla looked as if seventy five percent of her features were human, like the shape of her body and skull, but the remainder was mountain lion, like her fur, eyes, and her feet and hands. When she moved around, the rear of her dress poofed up in an unnatural way, and I guessed she actually had a tail hiding down there.

“It seems logical,” the kangaroo-man said. “How many days until he gets here?”

Bruce let out a honk.

“Tomorrow?” the man asked, and Bruce nodded.

“Early or late tomorrow?” Dahnani asked.

Bruce honked twice.

“Do you think they will survive that long?” Ahrous asked.

“I do not think so,” Heetal said.

“I do,” Dahnani said. “They probably ran out of food four days ago, but there is still water from the river.”

“Now that Izek’s minions are gone, we can go down and check on them. Maybe even clear some rocks out of the way?” Ahrous pointed down toward the cave where the smoke was coming out.

I asked Bruce to make a questioning honk noise, and he did.

“Five members of our group are trapped in the cave,” Ahrous explained to Bruce. “We do not know exactly what happened. Izek’s minions attacked us, and we tried to defend ourselves, but then there was an explosion and a cave-in. We have tried to dig them out, but each time we do, they attack us again.”

“We four are all that is left,” Temla sighed. “If your master is coming… will he help us?”

Bruce nodded his head and let out a happy honk.

“Look,” Ahrous said as she pointed down, and the other three and Bruce glanced down the ramparts to the foot of the fortress.

The two shit-covered bodies weren’t moving, but the man who controlled the feathered goats had finished bathing himself in the river, but he still didn’t look entirely clean. He was helping the four other shit-covered men to get on more of the goats, but they were all still completely discombobulated because of how gross they were.

“We should go down there and kill them,” Ahrous seethed.

“Reemar might still be alive,” Heetal said. “I cannot tell who the two bodies are at the foot of our gate. If he is alive, they would shoot us with their weapons.”

“I can take a few hits,” Ahrous grunted as she slapped her hand to her armored chest.

“They are going to flee,” Dahnani said. “I say we leave it for now. This beast’s master will be here soon, and he might have an idea to help us defeat Izek.”

“It is too good to be true,” Heetal said as he looked at Bruce. “This man may be coming to save us, but he will want something in return.”

“That is fine,” Temla said. “What could he possibly want that we do not already owe him? They were about to break down our gate, so this beast’s master has saved us.”

“He might want what Izek wanted,” Ahrous sighed.

“Then perhaps I will give it to him,” Temla snorted. “He couldn’t possibly be any uglier or more uncouth than Izek.”

“They leave,” Ahrous said as she pointed down again.

“They will be back,” Heetal said.

“Then let us hope our new friend makes it here quickly,” Dahnani said as she looked at Bruce. “We really need his help.”
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Chapter 17

I gave Bruce the order to follow Izek’s shit-covered men back to their base, and then I returned to my own body and gave my friends the update.

“These people seem smart,” Emta said. “They figured out you were controlling Bruce real quick.”

“He just followed them to their base,” I said as I returned to Bruce’s eyes. “It’s in a cave. Eiter was right. It’s two miles northeast-ish from the fortress. Cave is small, but it’s by a stream. There is a small clearing in the front where they have a cooking fire and a makeshift wall. The trees around there are pretty dense, so I don’t think Rufio will be able to fit in there, but we can use the troodons to set up some tasty ambushes. Well, I don’t want them biting the ones covered in shit, but I see four more guys talking to the shit-covered ones at the entrance to the cave.”

“I bet they won’t let them in,” Emta snickered.

“Nope,” I laughed. “They are all holding their noses, oh, shit, one of them just threw up. This is too fucking good.”

The clean members of Izek’s tribe were desperately backing away from the shit-covered dudes and pointing frantically at the stream. One of the guys next to the dude who just threw up suddenly began to vomit, and it was like a chain reaction, where everyone else was soon puking their guts out in front of the cave. Even the guys who were covered in shit were puking again, and my friends all laughed together when I told them what was going on.

As the group threw up, four more people exited the cave. One of these men was wearing a massive gold necklace, with a fist-sized black diamond in the middle. He was bigger than the rest, even bigger than the dude with the shark mouth, who I figured was one of the shit-covered men, since he was the second biggest in the group.

Gold Necklace started screaming and gesturing, and the shit-covered men scurried away from the entrance of the cave. They moved toward the small stream by the cave, but Gold Necklace shouted again as he pointed in another direction, and the men moved away farther down the stream so that they could wash well out of smell range.

“I don’t think it’s going to wash off that easily,” I chuckled as I flew Bruce around to look at the hill where the cave was embedded.

The entrance was about ten feet high by six feet wide. It was a bit bigger than the entrance to the cave that Trel, Sheela, Galmine, and I had originally shared when I first came here, but they didn’t have any kind of gate or way to protect themselves if a large dino came at the entrance. Then again, it could be that the tunnel inside narrowed a bunch. I didn’t want to fly Bruce low enough to get a good look inside since everyone was still milling about out front.

Above the entrance to the cave were the usual rocky outcrops and boulders I’d expect to find in a rock formation. There were a few vines, but the gray rocks were mostly bare or covered with a thin layer of moss, and the few trees on the slope didn’t seem to be doing much to retain any kind of structure to the rocky sides. The cave-in that Temla, Ahrous, Dahnani, and Heetal told me about had gotten me thinking that I might be able to solve the whole Izek issue with a little rockslide of my own.

Bruce laid his eyes on a larger boulder that seemed to be jutting out of the hillside a good forty feet above the entrance to Izek’s cave. Only the bottom twenty percent of the rock seemed to be attached to the ledge by a combination of dirt and good old gravity, and I wondered how hard it would be to push it over. The best part about the location was that it seemed like I could approach the hill from the northeast, and Izek and his team would not even know I was there fucking around until the rock came down.

“I’m not sure this could work, but I have an idea,” I said to everyone after I pulled my vision from Bruce.

I explained what I was thinking about the boulder, and everyone nodded as they digested my words.

“Too bad Liahpa isn’t here,” Emta said. “I fancy she could push that rock over real easy.”

“I’m not as strong as that girl, but I can probably kick it over if I get enough running space,” Gee said. “Give me a chance. Eh?”

“My concern is that it would fall and not block their cave,” I said.

“You would trap them all inside?” Eiter blinked.

“Yes,” I said as I shrugged my shoulders. “I think we can easily assume their disposition, and your Path has concluded they are our enemies.”

“It is true.” She nodded. “What if there is a back way out of the cave?”

“I might be able to help answer that,” Haryoud said as he smiled at us. “I could attach my vision to Bruce and then go into the cave as deep as I can. Then I can maybe try for one more jump. I should be able to get a better layout of the size and if there is indeed a back exit.”

“That’s a good idea,” I said. “I don’t know how long these people are going to be delayed cleaning Rufio’s shit off themselves, but I’d guess we have a few days. If we can, I’d like to help the people trapped in the smoky cave first, since it sounds like they’ve been out of food for a while.”

“That’s a good idea, but I worry they might attack while we are all in the cave.” Emta frowned.

“I’ve got eyes in the air and a big T-rex to help protect our backside,” I chuckled as I pointed up to Rufio, “but we have to do our best to get there as soon as we can.”

My friends nodded, and we spent the rest of the day pushing our trikes to go as fast as they reasonably could. A few hours later we were able to turn north to start going through the jungle, and we ended up camping by the source of freshwater Eiter had pointed out the previous night. The spot ended up being a really pretty lagoon, and all of us were able to get in a quick bath with soap after our dinosaurs had drunk enough of it to satisfy themselves.

I kept checking in with Bruce throughout the day and well into the night before we all went to bed. The men who had gotten the shit bomb all slept outside of the cave, and I could see that the guy who had looked like the muscular elf and the dude with the short purple hair and green skin were absent. It confirmed the two Bruce had killed. The men looked incredibly uncomfortable as they tried to sleep, and it may have been because they were out in the open with nothing but the fire to protect them from any dinosaurs, but it probably was because they all stank, and unless they had a bunch of soap, the smell of T-rex shit probably wouldn’t be coming out of their hair and skin for a long-ass time.

Emta and I didn’t have much time to talk that night, but that was probably for the best. I could feel the tension in the air with my team, and while I was confident we could overcome any challenge we faced, we didn’t exactly know how we were going to handle these guys, and we really had three missions here: save the people in the smoky cave, kill Izek’s tribe, and then negotiate a deal with Dahnani, or whoever was actually in charge of the fortress tribe, so that we could get a bunch of tin and the bronze crafting method.

We packed up quickly the next morning and continued northward as soon as the sun was up.

“We are making good time,” Eiter said as Bruce prepared to fly back. “We should be there after lunch.”

“Good,” I said as I turned to where Haryoud was riding on Katie. “You ready to try this thing with Bruce?”

“Yes, King. I’ll set my sight on his stomach again.”

I gave Bruce the order, and my pal frog hopped up into the air. Since we were only half a day’s riding distance away, he got there in less than ten minutes and saw that the shit-covered men were still sleeping around the fire. Most of them had taken their clothes off, but Bruce’s sharp eyes could still see brown streaks in their hair and on various parts of their legs. Each of them probably washed themselves in the stream without assistance, and they were really going to need someone else to do the job and use soap.

Of course, if my plan worked out, they’d be dead soon and wouldn’t need to worry about being clean.

Since the men were still asleep, Bruce was able to swoop a bit lower in the clearing where the fire pit was and gauge what was going on inside the cave. His sharp eyes didn’t see any movement inside, so I risked him landing right at the entrance so that Haryoud could push his vision as far back as possible.

“He’s going to land at the entrance and then get out of there quickly,” I informed the orange-furred man.

“I will move quickly.”

“Aaaaaaannnnd, now!” I said as Bruce bounced right at the entrance of the cave.

“I’m in!” Haryoud hissed right after, and Bruce immediately hopped up and took to the air. He’d only been on the ground for a second, and I had him look over his shoulder as he climbed to make sure that none of the sleeping men had woken up.

They hadn’t, so we were still safe.

“What do you see?” Emta asked.

“The tunnel goes back some twenty feet and narrows,” Haryoud began as his spider-eyes blinked. “Ohkall could probably make it through, but no one larger. There is a sharp left at the end of the hallway, and a sleeping room. It is actually large. There are… twelve sleeping mats, but only five are occupied. The man with the golden chain Victor told us about has the largest straw bed mat in the back. They are all sleeping. No one is bothering to watch the entrance.”

“Are there any other rooms or tunnels out?” Gee asked.

“Hmmm, oh. I see a small passage at the back. I will… try… to… yes! I have moved again. Very hard to see now, but it is another tunnel. Very small. Ohkall could not fit through here, but most could if they crawled. It… it twists… I will try to… again… Very hard to see now, but there is a light at the end? Yes! That is light. It leads out the other side of the cave. I think they could all escape out here if we block the entrance.”

Haryoud let out a long breath and then shook his head as his eyes blinked.

“You okay?” I asked.

“Yes, King. My head started to hurt. That was very difficult, but I did it.”

“It is very useful information,” Eiter said.

“Fuck, yeah it is,” Emta said.

“Did you gain a level?” Nomi asked.

“No.” Haryoud shook his head. “I am still happy I was able to do it.”

“So we drop that big boulder at the front door, and then all them boys go out the back, but surprise! Guess who is waiting there? Me, and I will buuuuurn them.” Gee’s voice grew darker and more menacing with each word, and she finished out her sentence with a cackle that would have made any superhero want to just throw her in jail right now before she even did the crime.

“That’s a plan,” I chuckled, and I once again was grateful she was on my team.

“Except we need Gee to kick over the boulder and also be at that exit,” Emta pointed out. “She can’t be two places at once.”

“I am the Flame Born.” Gee nodded.

“Soooo… you can be two places at once?” Emta raised her eyebrows.

“Well… no, but I can come very, very close.” Gee smiled wide.

“If we save the group in the cave, we might be able to get their help with the boulder,” I said. “Or we’ll figure out another way to move it. The important thing is that we know they have a back exit, so we just have to figure out how to deal with it.”

“We could just close that side off and then drop the boulder,” Nomi suggested.

“I like that idea, too,” I said.

“Ugh,” Gee groaned. “Then I won’t be burning any of them. I don’t like that idea.”

“I’ll try to plan something so you can burn people,” I said, and I again wondered how this was my life now.

Bruce flew by the fortress, but he didn’t see any of our new friends on the battlements. He then floated toward the cave, but the smoke was billowing out the top of the entrance, and he would have to land and hop sideways in to be under the layer of smoke. I didn’t like that idea, so I had him just fly a rotation between the fortress and Izek’s camp until there was anything I needed to know about.

I returned to my own body, and we let Eiter point us in the direction we needed to go in order to make the best time. Sometimes we trotted on dry riverbeds, sometimes we ended up in single file on a trail, and sometimes we cut through thick jungle so that we could get to a wide clearing that we could run across. Having Rufio with us made some of the thicker jungle sections a bit harder to get through, but when the trail was open, his height let him see far into the distance, and I imagined his presence kept a lot of smaller predators away.

“I don’t really want to stop for lunch,” I said.

“Hmmm…” Eiter closed her eyes. “The time… it does not get quicker if we skip lunch.”

“Why--” I started to ask, but then I heard a roar up north, and everyone jumped.

We were currently walking on a dry grassy plain, and the trees to our east were transitioning from jungle to the taller longleaf pine trees. The forest in that direction was thick, but only because of the amount of trees and not the density.

“What is--” Emta started to ask, but Haryoud interrupted her.

“The large ones with the horns on their head!”

“Like trikes?” I asked, but then I saw movement in the forest, and I made out six massive shapes coming toward us.

Not trikes. Carnotaurus.

“Carnos!” Emta screamed before I could, and she pulled her sword out of her sheath as she looked at me.

“Oh, fuck!” Haryoud gasped. “There are a lot of them!”

“We’ve got this! Everyone off the trikes!” I turned around my pachy so I could ride behind Tom, Katie, and Nicole.

My friends all obeyed my order without question, and we met up behind the wall that the trikes and Rufio were making between us and the six carnos.

“I’ll burn them!” Gee laughed.

“No, wait!” I shouted before she could let go of Nomi’s hand. “We are on the grass and next to the pine forest. The whole place could go up!”

“Ahhh, shit,” Gee groaned as she realized I was right.

“We are going to let the dinos take care of this,” I said, “but if any of the carnos get past them, Gee will have to defend us.”

Gee nodded, and then I turned my attention to guiding Tom, Katie, Nicole, and Rufio through the battle.

My friends were outnumbered, but I wasn’t too worried about the outcome of this battle. Carnos were massive, quick, and deadly, but they were smaller than trikes, and they were about a head and shoulders shorter than Rufio was. They stood about ten or twelve feet high while my new pal was closer to twenty feet.

This didn’t mean we’d win for sure just because we had bigger muscles. I knew the carnos were really fast, and we were still outnumbered.

I was going to have to be careful.

The carnos seemed to be thinking that they also had to be careful, since they slowed their run toward us as soon as they realized the trikes and T-rex were working together. I imagined the scene must have looked insane to them. They probably figured that Rufio was attacking the three trikes by himself, and these carnos must have thought they could come in and either kill him and take the meat for themselves, or they could finish off the trikes if he failed.

But instead, they had three big-ass herbivores and one big-ass predator facing them.

The carnos stayed on the edge of the forest line and moved between the trees like shy hyenas. It really looked like they were confused, but then Tom stomped his foot and let out a loud huff that translated roughly to “weak bitches,” and the six predators let out angry roars as they charged forward.

Tom just didn’t give a fuck.

The carnos spread out in a fan formation as they bolted from the trees, and Rufio stepped to his right a bit so there was some space between him and Katie. This caused two of the carnos to angle in that direction so they could try and fit through the space, but that was what Rufio and I had planned, and the big T-rex sprinted forward a few steps as he lowered his head.

Rufio caught the carno on the far edge with his headbutt that knocked the attacker back, and then my T-rex jerked his head left and bit at the other carno angling for Katie’s flank. Massive teeth chomped around the shoulder of the second carno, and Rufio twisted his neck back to the right like an angry dog.

The second carno practically flew through the air as his shoulder tore from his body, and the beast shrieked as he tumbled on his side like a rolled hotdog.

Holy shit. Rufio was crazy strong.

Katie, Tom, and Nicole set their feet into the tall grass and readied to receive the charging carnos like medieval pikemen. The carno in the lead pretty much committed suicide as Nicole and Tom pincushioned his body, but the remaining three carnos braked like they had parachutes attached to their backs and and then turned to run back toward the treeline.

Rufio let out a roar that was four times as loud as the carnos’ ones had been as he sprinted toward the three attackers. One of the carnos actually stumbled on his leg as he tried to turn away, and that was all the opportunity Rufio needed to sink his teeth into the guy’s neck. The carno let out a pathetic squawk as soon as Rufio’s mouth clamped around his neck, but then the sound was cut off as my T-rex violently jerked his shoulders around and instantly snapped the other dino’s neck in half.

The first carno was trying to get up to his feet from where Rufio had knocked him to the ground, but before he could get his second knee up, Katie ran him over like a freight train smashing into a fruit stand that only had tomatoes in the inventory. Red and brown chunks of carno flew everywhere as Katie’s horns ripped through the predator, and I was a little surprised that the female trike was able to get up to her full speed in only a few dozen yards. Now that she was going, and had tasted her first blood, she was zipping around like a red Ferrari, and she angled around to her left so that she could run down the carnos trying to get away.

For half a moment, it seemed like the last two carnos might actually make it into the treeline, but Katie was way too fast, and she clipped both of their feet with her horns as she sprinted by them. Her action caused both of the large carnivores to stumble forward, and then they face-planted into the grass as their back legs flopped up comically behind them.

Katie turned around so tightly that the grass and dirt buckled under her, and then she sprinted up to full speed again and steamrolled over both the carnos as if they were water balloons. The sky sprayed with red, and the carnos screamed, but their cries were short lived, and Katie was covered in gore and guts by the time she ran through them.

Then the grassy clearing fell into an eerie silence.

Except for the sounds of Rufio munching on the corpse of a carno.

“Amazing,” Haryoud gasped. “Incredible.”

“That’s just how Victor does it,” Emta snorted.

“I am in awe,” Eiter said, and her pretty mouth hung open as she looked at me.

“Aren’t you happy you are in Victor’s tribe now?” Gee laughed. “I know I am. Hey, so we should have lunch, eh? Rufio is already enjoying some fine dining.”

“Yeah,” I chuckled, and then I directed the trikes away from the corpses so that we could grab our food from the trike baskets and eat a quick bite.

Fortunately, Katie’s payload was mostly tools, and Tom and Nicole didn’t get very much gore on them, so the food was unaffected by our battle, and we were able to eat more of Galmine’s vegetables and a bit of dried bronto beef that had been overcooked and salted so it would last longer. We only had a bit of it left, so we each just had a bite of the stuff, and it tasted much worse than when we had first cooked it.

Rufio practically ate an entire carno before he was full, and then we did our best to clean Katie’s saddle off with leaves before we continued on our journey. Eiter said we only had a few more hours to go, so I checked in with Bruce to confirm what was going on with the fortress tribe.

Dahnani and Heetal were once again on the wall looking out, and they waved to Bruce when they saw him fly by. When he got to Izek’s cave, he saw that everyone was awake, but the men who had gotten shit-bombed were back in the stream trying to wash themselves off. Some of the guys had gotten smart and were assisting each other by using sticks to scrape their backs and hair, but all of them looked fucking miserable, and I guessed they weren’t going to be in the mood to fight for another day or two.

If they ever came back.

We reached the river that seemed to emerge from the cave by the fortress and started to follow it up. The trikes all tried to drink from the water, but I steered them away since I knew that the shit-covered men had all jumped in it, and I didn’t know how many days or weeks it would take to flush itself out. I knew they were thirsty, but I’d have them drink a bit upstream of the fortress so that everyone was safe.

When we got within ten minutes of the fort, Bruce landed on the battlements, let out a happy honk, and then pointed his beak in our direction. Dahnani and Heetal looked at each other and then back to Bruce before the kangaroo-man bounced around the corner to go deeper into the fortress.

By the time he came back with Temla and Ahrous, we had arrived at the shit-covered clearing where the two poop-covered corpses were. The smell was absolutely more terrible than I remembered, so we kept as much distance as we could while still being in a spot where they could look down on us.

“Hello!” I called up.

“Hello!” Dahnani called down. “Are you the man who controls this flying beast?”

“I am!” I called back. “I’m Victor Shelby, and we are here to help you.”
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Chapter 18

“Thank the suns you are here,” Dahnani called down. “We could… really use your assistance.”

“How did you know to come here?” Ahrous asked.

“Our tribe is located about four days to your west!” I shouted. “We saw the smoke in the distance, and I saw that you were under siege. You have people stuck in the cave? How can I help?”

“Yes… Uhhh… Hold on. I will fly down there.” Dahnani moved to jump from the battlements, but then Heetal caught her arm and shook his head.

I switched my senses to Bruce.

“We don’t know these people,” he hissed under his breath as he looked down. “This could be a trap.”

“It is no trap,” Ahrous snorted. “The man rides on those beasts with the three horns and the helmet heads. He has small ones with sharp teeth and that massive one in the back. Have you ever seen a creature so large and fearsome? He could break down our gate if he wished, but the first thing he asked was how he could help us.”

“He’ll want something. Everyone does.” Heetal let out a long breath.

“Well, darling, if he wants to fuck us, he most certainly has my blessing,” Temla laughed. “He saved our lives, looks like he’s made of muscle, and obviously knows how to ride. Rawwwwr.”

“I can’t believe you,” Heetal groaned as he rolled his eyes.

“I would like to point out that his beast is perched right over there and is probably listening to us.” Ahrous pointed at Bruce.

“It’s true!” I shouted up. “I can hear everything you are saying. You are correct: I would like to trade with you all. We know how to mine copper but we don’t know how or where to mine tin and we can’t make bronze. I’m more than happy to help out without reward, but if you could give us some intelligence and some tin, I’d appreciate it.”

The four of them turned to look at each other, and then they glanced at Bruce.

“I’m going down,” Dahnani said, and then she spread her wings and leapt off the edge of the fortress wall.

We watched her float gracefully on her blue-green wings, and she angled well away from the massive poop explosion area so she could land next to us. As soon as she did, she shook her long silver mane, scrunched her nose, and then raised her hand toward me.

“It smells much worse down here than up on the wall. Hi. I’m Dahnani.”

“I’m Victor Shelby,” I said as I shook her hand.

“Thank you for coming,” she said as she gave me a cautious smile, and then she looked at my friends.

“Emta.” The olive-skinned beauty held her hand out, and the two women shook.

“Adella.” The redhead bowed her head slightly, and Dahnani mirrored the movement.

“I’m Gee and this is Nomi.” Gee gestured to Nomi.

“Hello.” Nomi actually shook the other woman’s hand, and Gee patted her on the shoulder.

“We hold hands because I turn to fire otherwise,” Gee laughed when Dahnani looked at where the two women clasped fingers.

“That seems dangerous,” Dahnani said.

“Oh, it is. Very dangerous.” Gee smiled wide.

“Eiter.” The lavender-haired woman shook Dahnani’s hand.

“I am Haryoud.” The orange-fox-spider-faced man shook her hand.

“How can we help your friends in the cave?” I asked.

“Yes. I’ll show you.” Dahnani motioned for us to follow her, and we all skirted the blast zone and then made our way down the trail toward the river and cave entrance.

“Wait a second,” I said, and then I turned to Adella. “Can you clean up the mess we made of their front porch?”

“I can wash away most of the stench,” she sang, and then she gestured toward the river and began to twist her fingers in a circular motion.

A tight waterspout rose out of the river, grew to about ninety feet in height so that it was almost as tall as the fortress, and then bent over in the middle so that the top began to spray and swirl at the ground in front of the fortress. This initial blast washed the shit stains and two corpses in the opposite direction of the water spout that Adella had made, but then she did another and another until most of the filth had moved about two hundred yards down and then poured down the slope to merge downriver. She did this another half dozen times, until the front gate and grassy area in front of the fortress looked cleaner than it was before Bruce dropped his bomb, but I imagined that the stench would still linger for a few more days.

“That is amazing,” Dahnani said after Adella finished her work.

“Water can wash away almost anything but painful memories,” Adella sang softly as she smiled at the other woman.

“That is the truth,” Dahnani said with a half smile. “But I think it can really help us with our problem. If we can get some water inside of the mine then we can douse the fires.”

“What exactly is burning?” I asked as we continued our trek down the trail to the entrance of the cave.

“On one side of the cave far from the river is a small slick of dark liquid. It bubbles up in a strange spring. We’ve been using it as fuel for our torches inside the White Fortress, but our attackers lit it. When we tried to put it out, the cave-in started and our people were trapped.”

“Shit,” I said. “What kind of minerals do you mine in there? Is it just tin?”

“I am not an expert on this matter,” she said. “Our miner’s name is Gerfred, and he is trapped on the other side of the rock wall that collapsed. He could answer your questions better. The rocks we pull are mostly dark black or clear, and they have chunks of gold minerals in them. I believe he called them ‘cassiterite’ and ‘chalcopyrite.’”

“I don’t really know what those are.” I shrugged. “Do you make the armor you wear with them?”

“Yes.” She nodded as she tapped her breastplate. Gerfred did all that. He is a genius with the metal. We get much more of the white-ish gray metal than the shiny dark orange metal, though.”

“Okay, good,” I nodded. “We have the opposite problem. We can get plenty of copper but don’t have any tin. Once we save your people, we can figure out how this all works.”

“Are they still alive?” Emta asked. “How many days have they been trapped?”

“We are able to scream loudly through a small nook and hear them, but our attackers have continued to harass us and we haven’t spoken to them in five days. They have been in there for almost ten days now. They must be very hungry, but they can drink from the river. It comes out of the rock and tastes very nice.”

We were close enough to the cave now to inhale a bit of the smoke, and it smelled exactly like an oil refinery from my world. I guessed it was crude oil coming out of the ground in the cave, but I really had no idea how to put one of those fires out. I remembered hearing stories of the oil fields burning in Kuwait during Desert Storm, and how it had been close to impossible to put them out, but that had been five or six years before I was born, and I didn’t know the full story of how they had eventually stopped the stuff from burning.

Would water help? That was my bet when I brought Adella, but I didn’t know it was an oil fire at the time, so she might not make it better dousing it in water. I knew you weren’t supposed to throw water on a cooking fire if the oil was burning, I knew you were supposed to snuff the air out with a blanket or something, so I’d have to figure out how to do that.

We got to the mouth of the cave, and the smoke was thick enough to limit visibility to no more than ten or so feet ahead. Most of it was floating about well above our heads, so we weren’t quite breathing in most of the fumes, but the path was beginning to slope upward, and I knew we’d still be in the thick of the toxic fumes.

“I’m going to leave everyone but the troodons outside,” I said as I gave the order for my larger pets to stay back, and then we all ducked our heads a bit as we followed the winged woman into the maw of the cave.

“Over here is a rock bridge we made,” Dahnani said as she pointed to the left, and we all looked over to see a simple pathway about four feet wide stretching over the river. The current wasn’t running particularly fast, and I could see that there were some arches set into the structure so the water could flow under instead of over the rocks.

“The fire is up that way?” I asked as I pointed to our right, which was closer to the fortress.

“Yes,” Dahnani said. “About a hundred yards up there. The cave-in is this way across the river, though.”

We kept our heads down as we followed her into the rocky depths. For a few steps, it got almost too dark to see, but then I saw light up ahead, and the smoke gave way a bit so that we could see a square hallway with thick wooden beams supporting the rock walls and ceilings. The beams were placed every six or so feet, and they were tall enough to walk under without having to bend my head.

“It isn’t as smoky back here,” Emta commented as we followed a line of oiled torches that hung on the wall. My friend was right. The only smoke in the mine shaft was coming from the torches, but I could tell they were on their last bit of wood, and I didn’t think they would make it another day.

“This shaft comes out into a larger space where the cave-in happened. The back corner on the right used to lead around on the other side of the river by where the oil spot is, but the cave-in helped seal it a bit. There is going to be a bit of smoke in there, but most of the smoke tries to exit out the front of the cave.” Dahnani pointed toward the fortress as we walked, and on cue, we exited the corridor and came to an open work area with a bunch of stone pickaxes, crude wood wheelbarrows, and shovels that looked to be made out of stone wrapped with bronze. There were also a bunch of woodwork desks with various pieces of rock set on top of them, and about a dozen bronze oil lamps about as large as the big clay jugs we’d used to hold Keefaye’s blessed water. Only half of the oil lamps were still burning, but it made enough light to see inside the cavern.

The room was about the size of a hotel banquet hall, but I could see where the back wall on the right side had collapsed. I could also make out smoke leaking in from the back right wall into the room, but it made the area look more like a spooky haunted house with a cheap fog machine than an actual dangerous situation.

“Where did you talk to them?” I asked Dahnani.

“Here.” She ran over to the left corner of the rocky slope and pushed her face into an indent. “Hello? Gerfred? Seerez? Beela? Allina? Moura?”

Dahnani didn’t hear a reply back, so she shouted the names again and then smacked her fist against the rocks.”

“We hear you!” a male voice screamed faintly.

“Thank the suns!” Dahnani sighed. “Gerfred, is everyone alright?”

“Yeah, but where have you been?” he shouted back. His voice was raspy, and he sounded a bit like he was a cowboy from an old western.

“Like I told you, Izek’s minions have been attacking us. We have friends now, and they are going to help dig you out.”

“Friends?” I heard the man ask. “What kind of friends?”

“Powerful ones,” Dahnani said as she looked back at me. “But is everyone okay?”

“Tired and hungry!” he shouted back.

“We are going to figure out how to get you out of there!” she called into the hole, and then she turned to me with a pleading look on her beautiful face.

“You said there is water back there?” I asked as I looked at the cave we were in. “I don’t see any here.”

“The river runs under this spot,” Dahnani explained. “Back where the cave-in is blocking, the pathways drop down lower by the river, then they go back up, then criss-cross.”

“How far back do the mines go?” Emta asked.

“Miles,” Dahnani said. “We haven’t explored all of it, but almost all of it is braced. Someone was working here well before we got to the White Fortress.”

“How long have you been here?” Nomi whispered.

“Mmmm… half a year… I think,” she said as she pursed her lips. “When I got here it was a bit colder at night, so I think it was at the end of spring. It’s been hot as fuck for so long, but it seems like the nights are getting cooler again.”

“You were the first one to come to this world out of your tribe?”

“Yes.” She nodded. “I arrived south of the fortress. I could see it across the river. I flew across and knocked on the gate. No one answered, so I flew up and explored inside. There were beds, tables, flatware, tools, such things like that, but no one was around and everything was dusty. It had been many years since the place was inhabited. My other friends arrived sporadically since then. We have had no problems besides the fierce beasts that live on this world, and Izek. He and his minions took residence in a small cave northeast of us five or six weeks ago. They demanded to be let into our fortress, and they said me and the other females would be their concubines.”

“A lot of men who come here seem to act like that,” Emta snorted.

“King is not like that,” Haryoud said.

“King?” Dahnani asked.

“Ohhh… hmmm… Victor.” Haryoud nodded to me. “I call him ‘King’ since he is my king. He spared my life when I was not deserving of such a thing, and he has saved it many times since.”

“We’ll fill you in on our backstory later,” I said to Dahnani. “Let’s try to free your friends now. What are everyone’s abilities? Then I would know what I’m working with.”

“I can heat and cool air,” Dahnani said. “It allows me to fly easily without much effort. The ability is called Wind Thermal.”

“Okay,” I said, and my mind started to work out how we could possibly weaponize her ability if we mixed it with Keefaye’s blessed water.

“Temla’s ability is called Displace Form, and she makes herself look as if she is standing or moving in a different place than she actually is.”

“Crafty,” Emta snickered.

“But it won’t help us lift rocks,” Eiter sighed.

“Ahrous’ ability is called Ghost Lift and she can move things she sees without touching them.”

“Fuck yeah,” I gasped. “Telekinesis.”

“Yes!” Dahnani said. “I understand that word! That is what she can do. She can only lift about half the weight that she could normally carry. Fortunately, she is very strong. Heetal’s ability is called Endurance, and he doesn’t need to ever sleep really. Well, maybe once a week for a few hours, but he can just work and work and work without fatigue. Especially if it’s just walking around or using his legs. His legs are very strong.”

“What about the people trapped behind the rocks?” I asked.

“Gerfred has an ability called Fog Wall. He can make this slightly foggy barrier about ten feet tall by ten feet wide. Everything that passes though it has to slow down a lot. It doesn’t stop anything, though. It just slows it.”

“Does it help against crossbow bolts or arrows?” Emta asked.

“It seems to.” The winged woman nodded, “but they still move fast, and I think the weapons would still hurt someone.”

“Who else?” I asked.

“Seerez can perfectly imitate a sound or someone else’s voice. It is called Mouth Match. Beela can move around really quickly in the shadows.”

“Wait, what?” I asked.

“It is called Shadow Step and if she sees two shadows, she can step into one and instantly appear out the other one.”

“Can she not get out of the cave-in that way?” Haryoud asked.

“She has to see the two shadows,” Dahnani said with a shrug. “I don’t even know if they have a lamp in there that works.”

“We do!” I heard Gerfred shout. “It’s almost out, though. Of course Beela can’t see out of the space we are trapped in, or she already would have left.”

“What about the last two?” I asked.

“Allina’s hair is unbreakable, and she can make it move like another limb. It is called Steel Locks. Moura can make spheres of darkness that are impossible to see through. It is called Dark Globe.”

“Can people walk through those spheres?” Nomi asked.

“Yes. It just affects sight.”

“Okay.” I took a deep breath as I tried to think of any possible way any of those powers could help us. “How hot can you make air?”

“Depends on how much air and if it is moving,” Dahnani said.

“How hot can you make this space and how quickly?” I asked.

“I could get it up to one hundred and forty degrees Fahrenheit in a few moments,” she said. “The hottest I have ever gotten a space is two hundred, but that was in my closet when I was a kid and playing with a thermometer. I am a long way from home.”

“What is the coldest you have gotten it?” I asked.

“That is harder for me to do,” she admitted, “but I have gotten a room down to ten degrees Fahrenheit once before. I normally use my power when I am flying to adjust the temperature of the air around my wings.”

“What you thinking, Victor?” Gee asked.

“There are too many rocks for us to move,” I said as I pointed to the collapsed part of the cavern. “Even if we had our full tribe here and a bunch of dinosaurs, it would probably take us two full days. Well, maybe less if Liahpa were here to make things weigh less, but she’s not here now. We need a way to crack these rocks down to smaller pieces, so I’m thinking that Adella sprays the whole wall with water from the river, and then Dahnani freezes it. Then Gee heats everything up again, then Adella sprays more water, Dahnani freezes it, Gee heats everything up again. It should break everything down really quickly if we can get the water into the cracks of the rock deep enough.”

“The water is too far away for my power to claim,” Adella sang as she pointed back down the mine shaft.

“It’s running under here?” I asked Dahnani as I pointed at the ground of the cave.

“Yes, but… probably ten feet down, maybe twenty. Hard to say. I know it flows there because when we go deeper in the cave, we see the river still and it is coming from deeper in the mountain.”

“Do you think you can pull it up through the rock?” I asked Adella. “You did it through the ground of our campsite the other day.”

“I will try, since if we do not, our new friends might die.” The beautiful redhead moved to the middle of the room, and she held her hands out in front of her. She walked around for a few moments, and then she stopped and began to twist her fingers up.

Nothing happened after a few minutes, and she turned back to us and frowned. “I’m sorry, Victor. The rock is too thick and dense.”

“Gee, can you try to melt through it some? Stand right in that spot.”

“Me? Melt something? Ahhhh, Victor, you know the way to my heart.” The Flame Dancer walked with Nomi to the spot where Adella was standing, and then she motioned for everyone to step back. We all did so that we were standing at the mouth of the tunnel leading back to the river.

Then Nomi let go of Gee’s hand, and the dark-haired woman stepped back to stand with us.

“Ahhhh… Fire…” Gee sighed as her flames licked and danced up and down her body. The corridor almost instantly felt like an oven, and we all took a few steps away again so that we wouldn’t get burned.

“Waahhhhoooo,” Dahnani gasped as she shuffled back even more behind us. “This is much hotter than I could ever get this room, and quicker, too.”

“Yeah, she’s the real deal,” I said as I wiped some beads of sweat that were starting to form on my brow. I was standing a good fifteen yards away from Gee, but it already felt hotter than a sauna. I didn’t want to move farther away from her or I wouldn’t be able to see the action, but I didn’t think any of us besides Nomi were going to be able to stand here for more than five more minutes or the air would get hot enough to cook a pizza.

“Is it melting?” Emta called out as we continued to take steps back.

“Hmmmm… Oh, yeah. I’m supposed to be melting this spot.” Gee laughed, and then I saw her stomp her bare feet on the rock. It came up gooey under her heels, and she started to wiggle her hips side to side like she was dancing to The Twist.

Nomi wasn’t bothered by the heat, and even her gray, shapeless dress didn’t seem to singe as the heat got more intense. The rest of us had to back away even more down the mine shaft so that we couldn’t even see Gee work.

“She’s about a foot down,” Nomi said a few minutes later after she poked her head around the corner. “I will tell you when she reaches the water.

We all waited in silence for another five or so minutes, and then the heat began to taper off, and I heard Gee laugh and say something I couldn’t quite make out. Nomi also let out a light chuckle, and then a rush of cooler air came down our corridor.

“I’ve made Adella a nice hole!” Gee called out, and we all moved back into the cavern to see the spot.

Sure enough. There was a two-foot-wide elliptical-shaped drill hole going straight down into the rock. The room was still sauna hot, but cool air was billowing up through the hole, and I could hear the water below.

“Adella’s turn,” I said, and then we all stepped back so the redhead could work.

The green-eyed woman raised her hands again, and an intense stream of water shot out of the black hole, twisted in the air, and began to drench the left side of the cave-in slope farthest away from where the smoke was coming into the room. It wasn’t quite as intense as a spray or volume of water that she’d used to clean the front of the fortress, but it was probably equal to a garden hose on full blast, and I raised my hand after a few minutes to indicate to her that I thought she’d gotten water in as deep as I thought it could go.

“Your turn,” I said as I looked to Dahnani.

“Yes.” She nodded and then spread her wings out. The blue-green feathers began to tremble a bit at their tips, and I could feel the air temperature instantly cool, as if we had just stepped into a movie theater after walking around outside during the summer.

“Alright, fuck this now.” Emta let out a chuckle as she walked back again to the tunnel, and everyone else laughed along with her as we stepped back to once again hide from the change in temperature.

We only needed to go a few steps into the tunnel to feel more comfortable, but Nomi didn’t move from where she stood next to the rocky slope, and she leaned in close so she could study the wet rocks.

“They are starting to freeze,” she whispered loud enough for us all to hear, and a moment later we all heard a sharp crack come from somewhere on that side of the rocks.

Then there was another.

And another.

And another.

The rocks on the left quarter of the slope were covered in ice now, and a dozen more cracks sounded in the cavern as the smooth sheen coating the lumps began to shift and slide.

“It’s working,” Eiter breathed. “It is actually working.”

“Yeah,” I laughed. “I did this in a high school science lab. We froze things and then superheated them to make them break, and then we heated things up and froze them to do the same thing. If water gets anywhere in the air space, it can really mess up the structure of the rocks.”

“I think this is as cold as I can get it.” Dahnani spoke in clouds of steam that seemed to fly from her mouth on their own smoky wings.

“Gee, your turn,” I said. “See if you can heat it all up really quick.”

“Let me get out of here again.” Dahnani practically sprinted across the cavern, and we all took cover in the mine shaft as Gee let go of Nomi’s hand.

The air heated up super hot again, and then I heard more cracks. Once the air was almost too hot to stand in the hallway, Nomi grabbed Gee’s hand, and then Adella once again sprayed the rocky surface with cold river water.

And that really fucking made shit happen.

The slope cracked like a thousand pounds of bubble wrap being run over by a steamroller, and the wall of too large rocks shifted and slid down as most of them broke into smaller pieces. It wasn’t quite enough to destroy the whole wall, but the first two feet of it had been turned into wet gravel by our efforts.

“Let’s do the whole thing again,” I said.

Dahnani went back to work freezing the room, and then Gee super heated. We finished with Adella dousing again, and the slope began to crumble as if the whole thing was made out of sand.

We did the process two more times, and then we were able to dig into the wet gravel and actually make an opening. After that, the process was extremely quick, and the people on the inside did their best to dig while we dug.

Then there was a person-sized hole, and a man with his blond hair in a long braided ponytail crawled out.

“Finally! Thank the suns and the moons and whatever fucking gods are out there looking down on us.” This was obviously Gerfred, and I grasped him by the shoulder and hand so I could haul him to his feet.

He was about my height, maybe a bit shorter, and he had wide hands along with a firm grip. He wore leather boots with heels, darker leather pants with copper riveted chaps over the front of them. He had a button-down white shirt with suspenders hanging on his shoulders, and these had a few small stone and bronze tools hanging from them. His blond hair was the color of straw, and he would have looked almost human, except his almond-shaped eyes were vertical on his face, and he only had two small holes for a nose.

“I’m coming out!” a dark but feminine voice said, and I turned back to the hole to watch a woman with shoulder-length dark hair crawl out. She was slender and long limbed, and her nails almost looked like claws. She wore what looked like tight-fitting velvet slacks, a tailed tuxedo coat, and a ruffled shirt. When she stood I could see her face had high cheekbones and full red lips. Once again she could have resembled a human, but she had a third eye socket on her forehead with a larger eye that glittered like diamonds in the lamplight. Her two normal eyes looked to be red, and I realized her hair was a dark purple.

“Who is this?” her voice sounded as velvety as her outfit looked, and all three of her eyes immediately focused on me as she stood.

“Moura, this is Victor Shelby,” Dahnani explained. “He and his tribe have traveled here to save us. I’ll explain in more detail once we get everyone out.”

“I am charmed,” she chuckled as she held her hand out to me as if she expected me to kiss the top.

“Nice to meet you,” I said as gasped her hand, but I only held it for a second before I moved to help the next person come out.

“Me next!” a masculine voice grumbled, and I turned to watch Gerfred help out what could only be described as a lizard-man.

He had brown and green scales, and his legs were in the shape of a human’s, but his feet, hands, and head were all lizard-like. It didn’t even look like any kind of special dragon lizard, just the normal type of blue-bellied lizard I’d find in the backyard of my parents’ house in Los Angeles. He wore what looked like dark-colored jeans, and he had a T-shirt on with strange letters that almost looked like graffiti from my world. As soon as he stood up his black eyes fixed on me and my friends, and he gave us what I guessed was a warm smile as he held out his hand.

“I’m Seerez! Thank you for saving us! Yeah!” His voice had just the slightest surfer-sounding twang, and I would have guessed he was from southern California if I had talked to him on the phone.

“Nice to meet you.” I shook his hand and then turned to help Gerfred pull another woman out of the hole.

She was wearing a bikini just like Emta’s, but the woman’s outfit was a sparkly gold color that bounced all the lamp light around the cavern like a disco ball. Her hair was thick, black, and trailed down well past her ass. Her skin was white as snow, but there wasn’t much of her skin to see because pretty much every inch of her body was covered with black swirling and geometrical tattoos that looked almost labyrinthine in nature.

When she stood up from crawling, I could see she had a beautiful face with wide azure eyes, a cute upturned nose, and perfectly-shaped teeth. Her body was shaped like a toned hourglass, with a waist almost too small for how wide and full hips and breasts were.

“Victor? Was that your name?” Her voice almost sounded like she had a Japanese accent, but when she spoke I could see that her tongue was also tattooed with black swirls.

“Yes,” I said, and then she wrapped her arms around my shoulders and pressed her bikini-clad body against me pretty much everywhere.

“Thank you for saving us…” she sighed into my ear. “I’m Beela.”

“You’re welcome,” I said, and when she didn’t let go of me, I carefully pushed her hips away and then kind of wiggled myself free.

“And I’m Allina.” The last woman said, and I hadn’t really paid attention to her crawling out of the hole because Beela was hugging me.

This was the woman who had the Steel Locks ability, but her hair was almost the same color red as Adella’s. The long mane fell all the way to her ankles though, and her skin was a lighter shade of red that was just a few shades darker than pink, or so it seemed from the lamp light. She wore a gray toga that had almost as many holes in it as actual cloth, and I could see both of her perky nipples through the thin material as she reached out to press her palm against me. Her face was pretty, but her eyes didn’t seem to have pupils, and she had two long fangs that almost went down to the middle of her chin, kind of like a saber-toothed cat.

“Nice to meet you,” I said as I held out my hand to shake with Allina. “This is Emta, Adella, Eiter, Haryoud, Gee, and Nomi. My orange-striped friends are Scoob, Shag, Fred, Velma, and Daphne.”

The troodons all hooted, and then my friends all said their hellos.

“Is Izek gone?” Beela asked Dahnani.

“No, but Victor’s ability lets him control the creatures of this planet. He dropped a load of shit on Izek’s people when they were trying to get into the gate. Two of them died, and the rest fled.”

“A… load… of shit?” Gerfred blinked at me, and the other four mirrored his expression.

“We can talk about it later,” I chuckled. “Let’s figure out how to stop this place from burning. Do any of you have ideas? Adella here can control water, so she can pour it on the fire, but I don’t think that’s the right way to put it out.”

“Fuck no, it ain’t,” Gerfred scoffed. “We need to squash the air out of it without spreading the oil. Any biscuit roller, sassy pants, or ranch hand would know that.”

“Yeeeeah, that’s what I figured.” I crossed my arms and tried not to roll my eyes at the guy. He was probably grumpy because he hadn’t eaten in many days, and I didn’t need to get in a dick measuring contest with the guy right off the bat. He’d figure out soon enough that I solved problems.

“What ya need is a big bang.” Gerfred clapped his hands together. “Big enough to push all the air and fire away from the oil.”

“Okay.” I nodded. “Do you know how to do that?”

“Fuck no,” he snorted. “My solution was to try and cave-in some rocks on top of it. I figured that would have done it right good.”

“And yet it didn’t,” Moura sighed. “We nearly died, and we spent more than a week sipping water out of a river and contemplating our existence.”

“Not my fault,” Gerfred snorted.

“Seems like it is entirely your fault,” Moura sighed as she adjusted the sleeves of her velvet coat.

“We’ve had this conversation at least eighty-seven times,” Beela groaned. “Will you two give it a rest? We are out now, and I need to eat and lay in my own bed.”

“After we help Victor fix our fire problem,” Dahnani said as she turned back to me.

“We don’t need his help,” Gerfred scoffed. “My plan was fine. I’m gonna try again. If I hit the wall in the correct place, I can bring down the rock--”

“Okay, I’m going to stop you there,” I interrupted him. “You aren’t doing anything except going back to your home and eating some food.”

“We actually… are out of food.” Dahnani gave me an apologetic smile. “Beela and Moura are our hunters.”

“We can go out and hunt--” Beela started.

“We can get you food,” I said, and then I nodded to the Troodons.

They let out happy hoots and ran up the mineshaft so fast that I felt the wind pull at my pants.

“Listen, kid…” Gerfred let out a long breath. “I don’t appreciate being interrupted. I thank ya for getting us out of our bind, but we’ve got it from here. You all can head back to where ya’ll came from, and--”

“Oh, will you shut your mouth?” Moura groaned as she covered her pretty face with her long fingers. “This man has saved our beautiful behinds, and he wants to help us more. Put your ego aside for a few moments. You are not fooling anyone with your pathetic chest thumping.”

“Moura…” Gerfred hissed. “If you don’t watch your--”

“I agree,” Beela cut him off. “You need to not speak for a while, Gerfred. You know we adore you, but you need some food in you and a nice sleep.”

“Yeah, dude,” Seerez sighed. “You are coming across as a total asshole right now. That’s not the Gerfred we all love.”

“I am not coming across as a ‘total asshole.’ I’m just trying to make sure this man doesn’t--”

“Listen, kid,” Seerez said, but his voice sounded exactly like Gerfred’s. “I don’t appreciate getting stuck behind a rocky cave-in because some numbnut blowhard thought he knew everything about minin’. Now, if ya wanna complain and whine about it some more, you should be talking to people who weren’t stuck in a dark hole with you for ten days.”

“I… I…” Gerfred took a deep breath, and then he let it out. “Yeah. Y’all is right. I did sound like an ass just then. Victor, I owe you and your friends my apologies.”

“No worries,” I said. “Let’s work together to figure out how to put this fire out. Are you absolutely sure water won’t work?”

“Well…” he hesitated for a moment. “I guess if you could do the same thing I had planned with the cave-in; meaning that you hit it so hard all the air went out. Even if you dashed the oil all around, wouldn’t do much bad if there was no fire to keep it going.”

“The only other person who knows a lot about fire is Gee,” I said as I turned to the Flame Dancer. “What do you think?”

“Hmmmm…” Gee wiggled her lips around and then glanced up at the cave walls in the corner where the smoke was slowly coming into the cavern. “I was thinking that I could just walk over to the source and put a bunch of rocks on it, but after thinking about it a bit, that’s not a good idea. Worse case my fire gets down deep in the rock and then keeps going. If this stuff burns like it seems to be, the entire mountain could erupt and kill all of us.”

No one said anything for a few minutes, and then Emta finally cleared her throat. “Soooo… You aren’t going anywhere near that fire.”

“No, I don’t think I should.” Gee shrugged and then let out her usual laugh. “I say you have Adella dump almost the entire river on the spot. Grumpy old Gerfred is right, if you knock the air and flames out, the oil will stop burning. Could possibly wash into the river while still on fire, but then it will float downstream… Probably won’t light anything else on fire, but… Yeah… There you go.”

“Can you do it?” I asked Adella.

“I worry that I can’t see the flame burn, so I will have no idea where to make my water churn.”

“Maybe I could help?” Haryoud raised his hand. “I can see through the smoke and tell you where to make your water drop.”

“That would help!” Adella cheered.

“One other issue,” Gerfred cleared his throat and pointed to the far corner. “I don’t like that smoke there. Means there might be parts of the oil spilling that way. If your friend drops her water on the spot, could force all of it back in here, maybe even open up a new place for it to burn. If it gets back in here we are in serious trouble because the only way to get to it would be through that yonder mine shaft y’all are standing next to. Problem is that would fill up with smoke with a quickness.”

“Soooo… We wouldn’t be able to use the mines anymore if we messed this up?” Dahnani asked.

“Maybe. Maybe not.” He shrugged. “I’m leaning toward maybe not.”

“So we plug the hole where the smoke is coming over there,” I said.

“Well… I wouldn’t do that, either,” he sighed. “See, there are a few problems going on with this. First is that the smoke is so dark and thick because it’s not getting enough oxygen. Second is that, if your friend drops a bunch of water on it and pushes it out, we might hit the flashpoint, and the fire could roll all the way out of the cave like a quick little wave. This wouldn’t be a problem if the air could go in many different directions, but if you plug that back hole, it’s only got one way to go instead of two. Third, which seems unlikely, but could happen, is that we might get a backdraft and the air might get sucked into the cave once she throws her water on it. Either way, we are looking at everyone at the front of the cave, possibly getting cooked like a sausage if this doesn’t work right, and I think leaving that back hole right where it’s at is the safest bet. Now, I’m not saying that solves all our problems, since it might roll back into this cavern, but then all we probably need to do is pile some rocks on it, like I first intended, and then it will go out.”

“Alright,” I said as I looked over at my team. “Haryoud and Adella, you are going to be working on the water. I’m going to stay back here in this room and throw rocks on the fire if it comes back here. Everyone else needs to get out of the cave in case any of the bad things Gerfred thinks might happen, actually happen.”

“I can stay in this room with you,” Gee said. “Help you stack them rocks or just burn them to make a nice seal.”

“What about the whole ‘I can make the entire mountain explode?’ thing you were talking about?” I raised my brow.

“Uhhh… Well… I’ll hold Nomi’s hand then.”

“Then how are you going to help me lift rocks if I need to stack them on the fire if I need to? You grab one side of a rock and Nomi grab the other.”

“He is right,” Nomi whispered. “I still don’t like this plan.”

“Can’t anyone else do it?” Eiter asked, and her normally emotionless face looked very concerned. “I don’t think Victor should be back there.”

“I’ll do it,” Gerfred said.

“You can barely stand,” Allina sighed.

“Yes, the four of you need to exit the cave and get some sunlight,” Dahnani said. “I will stack the rocks if they need to be stacked.”

“My dear, you are the weakest out of all of us,” Moura sighed. “Your bones are light, and your wings have all your muscle. You could not lift one of these rocks if required, but the rest of us are too weak as well from not eating. It appears Victor must do--”

“I’ll do it,” Emta interrupted. “I’ll be the one to stay in this room. I’m strong enough to stack any rocks on the hole if flames blow back here. You all can just get out of here.”

“We’ll both do it,” I said. “We’ll be able to stack them faster. Everyone else, get out. Adella, as soon as you slam that water down, you run as fast as you can out the front of the cave. In fact, do it as far out of the cave as you can. Use Haryoud to guide you.”

“I will.” she nodded.

“Alright,” I said as I looked at everyone. “Let’s split up. I’ll see you all after we do this task. Then we can all talk more about our abilities and how we take care of your Izek problem.”

My new friends all nodded, and then they all walked out of the cave together.

Emta and I were alone, and she turned to face me. “You should go with them.”

“Naw,” I said. “You should go, and I’ll stay here.”

“Fucking thick-headed man.” She groaned as she hung her head. “You’ve got… you know… babies on the way. I don’t have anyone who cares if I live or die.”

“Uhhh, no. Emta, you have me. I care if you live or die. I’m not going to let you do this alone just like you aren’t going to let me do it alone.”

She stared at me for a few seconds, and then she inhaled as she looked at the ground.

“Yeah… I guess you are right.”

My vision flashed for an instant, and I blinked my eyes.

The Women section of my Eye-Q was flashing, so I turned away and waved my hand over it so that it wouldn’t be so obvious.

Emta Unahin was listed under Keefaye The Golden.

“Hey, what’s your last… or… family name?” I asked as I took a few steps closer to the smoke, but I still had my back to her.

“Unahin. Why?”

“It’s a nice name,” I said.

“Was a nice name,” she signed. “‘Til I fucked it up.”

“Maybe we can figure out a way to make you proud of it again? Proud of you again?” I turned around to face her.

“Yeah,” she grunted, and then her eyes met mine before they trailed down to my lips. “Why you smiling?”

“I’m glad you are here with me,” I said.

“Uhhh… me, too. I’m… glad I’m with you. Victor… I… really like you.”

“I know,” I said.

“I was thinking… that--”

“Victor!” I heard Adella sing out. “We are going to do it. Ready?”

“We’re ready!” I shouted back.

“Fuck,” Emta groned. “We keep getting interrupted.”

“We’ll talk after this.” I smiled at her, and then we both got as close to the small smoke leak as we could without coughing.

I expected to wait another few minutes for something to happen, but we heard a massive thunderclap a few moments after we were in place. The sound was loud enough to shake every wall and the floor of the cave, and I had to actually drop my boulder and cling to Emta so that we didn’t fall over.

“Fuuuuck!” Emta screamed when the thunder just didn’t seem to stop, and then she let out a very girly-sounding scream when a giant boulder fell from the ceiling and smashed into the ground about twenty feet in front of us.

“Shit!” I shouted as we tried to step back, but our legs got tangled up with our efforts, and we both tumbled to the ground.

Another massive rock fell down next to us, and I rolled myself on top of Emta to protect her from anything falling on her. I felt a rock hit my back almost immediately afterward, and I let out a gasp of pain as another one punched me right on the ass cheek.

“I’m the one who can heal!” she screamed in my ear as she fought against me, and then I realized she was right, and I let her roll me over so she was on top.

The room rumbled for another ten or so seconds, and it got so loud that I couldn’t even hear my own thoughts in my head. It was also dusty and smoky, and I found myself coughing even though I couldn’t actually hear myself do it.

Then it was suddenly still, and the silence was punctuated by both of our ragged breaths.

“Are you okay?” I said as I rolled her over so that we were both sitting up.

“Yeah. Only a few rocks hit me. Nothing serious. You?”

“Feels like I got punched in the lower back and the left ass cheek, but I’ll live. Uhhh. Fuck.” I started coughing again from all the dust, but then I smelled something burning, and I looked around to try and figure out what had happened with our fire.

“I still smell it,” I said, but I couldn’t really see anything because there was only one lamp casting light still, and the whole cavern was filled with dust from the cave-in.

“Victor…” Emta hissed.

“Yeah?” I asked. “Do you see the fire? I can smell some smoke still, but--”

“No,” she hissed as she pointed behind me. “Look.”

I turned around to where the mine shaft was supposed to be, and I let out a long sigh.

The cave-in had closed off that exit.

“Shit,” was all I could think to say, but then I started coughing again.

“They’ll come and dig us out,” Emta said as she stood. “Should only take them an hour or so.”

“Yeah,” I said as I stood, and then I rolled my hips around to make sure my spine was still working.

Then I started coughing again.

“Fuck this,” I sighed as I hacked up some phlegm and spit it out. “It’s so dusty in here.”

“I don’t think it’s dust,” Emta whispered. “Look.”

I walked over to where she was looking and saw that the smoke leak into this room was still happening, but now we had about a quarter of the space and no real way to ventilate it.

“No, no, no,” she pleaded as she turned to me.

“It’s going to be fine,” I said as I forced a smile to my lips.

Then I started coughing again.

“No! It isn’t going to be fine! Fuuuuck!” Tears started to stream down her cheeks as she shouted. “I can feel my Regenerate Self starting to work. Victor, you are going to die if we don’t get you out of here in a few minutes.”
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Chapter 19

“We can get out of here if we start digging,” I said as I moved back to where the stones were piled up in front of the mineshaft leading toward the opening of the cave.

“Not enough time!” Emta screeched. “Where is that hole Gee made for the water? Where is it? Where?”

I grabbed a watermelon-sized boulder and heaved it over my shoulder, and then I looked over to where I thought Gee had made the hole. That place was now covered with rubble, but Emta was on her hands and knees clawing at the rocks.

“It’s covered,” I said. “Also, it would have been too narrow for me to fit through. The only way out is this way.”

I grabbed another rock and threw it from the collapsed wall, and then I did another.

“Fuck!” Emta shouted as she jumped next to me and started to tear at the gravel on the wall. “Help! Help! Do you hear us? Hurry! Get us out of here!”

“Keep digging,” I said as calmly as I could, and I grabbed another boulder and threw it away from the wall.

I started coughing again.

“Please no.” Emta angrily flung rocks away from the wall like she was a dog digging for a bone. “I can’t lose you.”

“I’m going to be fine,” I choked out as I grabbed another rock and threw it, but my throat was getting tighter with every breath, and my eyes were watering from the smoke.

I wasn’t going to be fine.

Of all the ways I could have died on Dinosaurland, I for sure didn’t have “smoke exposure after being stuck in a cave-in” on my bingo card. When I had first arrived, I was pretty close to a hundred percent sure it was going to be “death by dinosaur,” but then later I figured another survivor would get me. Yeah, I’d hoped I’d get to old age, but I knew that was going to be a long shot.

My mind drifted to Galmine, Sheela, Trel, Kacerie, Liahpa, Emerald, Quwaru, Keefaye, and Emta. Their faces and voices all swirled together in my mind as I grabbed and chucked rocks back as fast as my aching muscles could.

Damn it.

“I should have done this by myself!” Emta hissed as she tore more rocks away from the wall, and I could see that her hands were bleeding everywhere because of her frantic pace. “I should have made you go outside. Fuck. This is all my fault.”

“No!” I shouted as I grabbed her shoulder, and then I spun her around so that she was face to face with me. “This isn’t your fault.”

“But… Victor…” the tears ran down her cheeks like a river. “I love you. I want you to live. I’d die for you, but I can’t die. This fucking smoke doesn’t do anything to me. Why did it have to end like this?”

“I’m not dead yet.” I tried to chuckle, but it turned into a cough and my vision started to swim. I got down as low to the ground as I could in hopes that the air at the bottom of the cave would be slightly better than the smokier air above.

“I’m going to have to tell them,” she cried. “Fuck. Noooo… I can’t. I can’t tell them you died in here. What about your kids? They will need their pa. What are we going to do without you?”

“It’s going to be okay,” I said as I grabbed her hands and kissed her bloody fingers. “You all will figure it out.”

“I shouldn’t have waited this long to tell you how I felt about you. I shouldn’t have hesitated, I should have gotten over my bullshit quicker so--”

I pressed my lips against hers and kissed her as deeply as I could manage without coughing. Her lips tasted like blood, salt, and smoke, but I thought it was delicious, and I just kissed her more as the room and light continued to spin.

Then it really spun, and I felt her arms around me.

“Get up!” she hissed. “Noooo, Victor. Stand up.”

“Trying,” I coughed. “Hurts… to breathe.”

“Okay, uhhh, just lie there. I’ll keep digging. Hey! Hey! Anyone hear me out there? Hurry the fuck up! Victor needs you to clear the rubble. Hurry! Hurry!”

I tried to sit up more, but the cool rock ground felt really comfortable, so I kind of rolled on my side and watched Emta tear into the rock with her hands like they were shovels. Each time her fingers came out of the rubble, they were dripping with even more blood, until her hands were wet all the way up to her elbows.

“Emta…” I choked out after a minute or two or however long.

“Yeah?” She threw herself on her knees next to me, and I felt her hands raise my head. Blood dripped on my lips, and I was so thirsty that I couldn’t help but taste it.

“Tell them that I love them?” I could barely hear myself talk.

“Yes, yes, yes…” she was sobbing. “Victor… Please… don’t leave me… Don’t leave us… Fuck. I got blood all over your face.”

“It’s okay… You’ll be okay… Everything will be okay…”

“No it won’t,” she sobbed, but then her voice got angry. “Noooo! Noooo! I’m not going to let you die. Fuck that!”

“It’s…” I started to say, but then I felt her bloody hands pry open my mouth.

“Swallow!” she screamed at me. “Swallow my blood! Do it! Nooooow!”

“Hmmmmggghh…” I gagged around her fingers, but I followed her orders. I’d already tasted a bunch of blood on my lips from before, but I couldn’t really ask her what the fuck she was doing because she was practically shoving her bleeding hands down my throat.

“My body is your body,” she started to chant. “Your body is my body. We have the same body. We have the same body.”

“Mmmm?” I tried to ask, but she ignored me.

“My body is your body. Your body is my body. We have the same body. We have the same body. My body is your body. Your body is my body. We have the same body. We have the same body.”

I started to cough, and the lamp light began to dim, or maybe the edges of my vision were getting dark.

“My body is your body! Your body is my body!” Emta’s voice sounded like it was in the next room, but she was screaming. “We have the same body! We have the same body! We are in here! We are in here! Hurry!”

Her voice grew farther away with each word.

I wanted to care, but I was just so tired.

Warmth held me in its sweet embrace. I was ten and had the flu. My mom brought me chicken soup with rice. It was too hot to eat right away, so I snuggled up in my blankets and played video games. My dad came in and asked how I was feeling. He tried to give me a sip of whiskey, but my mom stopped him.

“Victor!” I heard someone call to me, but it didn’t sound like my mom.

“Get him up!”

“Victor…” the voice was a whisper, but it wouldn’t go away. Her voice bounced in my head like an echo until I finally opened my eyes.

The face I saw was one of the most beautiful I’d ever seen. She looked like she was made out of porcelain with large dark eyes, long black lashes, and full pouty lips. Her nose was perfectly shaped and upturned a bit, like if someone had made a doll and whispered magic to make her live. My throat caught as she smiled at me, and I reached up to gently touch the smooth skin at her lips.

“Welcome back, Victor,” Nomi whispered.

“Hi…” My voice felt like razor blades in my throat.

“We got it out!” I heard a man shout, and it took me a second to realize it was Gerfred’s voice.

I sat up a bit, and Nomi covered her face with her hair before she used both her arms to help me get my back fully off the ground. We were sitting on the trail about a hundred yards outside the cave, and I saw the group of the fortress survivors we had just saved walking up from the entrance with my friends behind them.

“Where is Emta?” I choked out, but then I saw her at the back of the group smiling with Adella, Gerfred, and Haryoud. All of them were covered in soot, but as soon as she saw me sitting up, she sprinted through everyone else so she could be the first to reach me.

“He--” I started to say, but then she smashed her bikini-clad and soot-covered body on top of me, and I let out a grunt as we both fell on the grass.

“Hey!” She showered my lips with a dozen kisses, and then she grabbed my hair, stared into my eyes, and pressed her lips to mine once more. This kiss was the deepest we’d had together, and I let out a sigh as our smoky tongues explored each other’s mouths.

“You know he just had problems breathing!” Gee called out from the river below us. “Maybe don’t be blocking his mouth for too long!”

Emta broke off the kiss, and we both chuckled as she and Nomi helped me stand.

“I don’t remember much of what happened,” I said.

“Gee smashed through the wall,” Nomi whispered as she wrapped her fingers around mine. “She said she didn’t care if the whole mountain blew up. Would be worth it to save your life.”

“As soon as she punched a hole in the rubble, a bunch of smoke started to leave,” Emta continued.

“How long was that after I passed out?” I asked.

“Ohhh, fifteen minutes or so,” Emta said as she gave me a little smirk.

“Fifteen minutes? Uhhh… shouldn’t I be…”

“Yeah,” she chuckled. “You should be dead, but you aren’t, and I’m now level three.”

“Yes!” I did a fist pump and then pulled her to me again so I could kiss her. “How did it work? How did you think about it? I heard you chanting something, and--”

“I didn’t know what to do,” she sighed. “You just kept coughing, and the air was filled up with smoke. Could hardly see actually. I knew I wasn’t going to die, but you… well… I… just wondered if I had some of me inside of you, if I could get it to work. Was a long shot, but… here you are.”

“It was very smart,” Nomi said. “Very good job.”

“Thank you,” Emta smiled at the other woman. “I don’t know what I would have done if Victor died.”

“We all feel the same way.” Nomi had let go of my hand when I hugged Emta, so she squeezed my shoulder and then leaned against me. “You hold our family together.”

“I’m glad I’m still here,” I said as I wrapped my arms about both of the beautiful women.

The rest of the group had reached us, and everyone exchanged appreciative words about putting the fire out as we walked back up to the fortress. Temla, Ahrous, and Heetal called down to us and waved, and the group that had been stuck in the mine shouted happy greetings in return.

“What is that awful stench?” Moura groaned as we approached the gate.

Dahnani quickly explained what I’d done to the men trying to siege the gate, and the group burst into laughter.

“That is amazing,” Gerfred chuckled. “Kid, I’m sorry I gave you such a hard time when we first met. I’m a bit of a cranky old bastard, if I’m being honest here. You did right by us, three times now, and we sure do owe you some payback.”

“None is required,” I said. “I’d just like to open up trade between our groups. I’d like some tin, and we want to know how to make bronze, and we can help you all with clothes or cordage, or pots, or food. We’ll figure out something.”

“You might not want some payback, but you’ve at least earned our respect,” Moura purred as she slid to my side. “We have plenty of these rocks we mine from the cave. We can spare all your beasts can carry.”

“Agreed.” Beela nodded. “I vote we give Victor and his friends whatever they wish.”

“Whatever they wish?” Moura purred at the other woman. “Have anything special in mind? Hmmmm?”

“Naughty bitch,” Beela laughed, and then she winked at me.

“Thank you so much, Victor, Emta, Adella, Eiter, Gee, Nomi, and Haryoud,” Seerez said as he smiled his lizard teeth at us. “We’d all be dead in a few days if not for you.”

“It is the truth,” Allina sighed. “I don’t know how many more days we had left. A few weeks maybe? We weren’t going to survive much longer.”

“And the rest of us would have been conquered by Izek’s men soon after,” Dahnani said. “Without the rest of our friends, we would not be able to survive or defend ourselves.”

“I was wondering about that,” Emta said. “I don’t want to sound rude, but it doesn’t seem like you lot have anyone with a good offensive ability. How’d you keep all those assholes at bay? Just the gate?”

“When they got to the gate, I’d use Dark Globe on them,” Moura said. “It doesn’t do any damage, but most creatures flee after they are robbed of their sight.”

“That makes sense,” Haryoud said.

The stench of shit got stronger as we got closer to the gate. It was a bit surprising how bad it was given that Adella had cleaned any visible sign of poop off the front porch, but I figured that Bruce had dropped the basket with enough velocity to adhere the molecular stench to everything it touched.

I couldn’t help but smile when I thought about how bad those fuckers must still smell if the gate still stank this much.

The troodons let out a hoot from the river, and we all turned to see the group dragging a small sauropod out of the treeline and up the slope toward us. It looked like a baby bronto, and while I normally wouldn’t have wanted to eat something so young, I’d always enjoyed veal on my world, and the corpse probably had a good four hundred pounds of amazing meat on it.

“Look at that!” Gerfred gasped. “It’s a genuine feast!”

“I could eat it raw…” Beela growled.

“But let’s be civilized and cook it,” Moura scoffed.

“I’ll help them carry it,” Gerfred said.

“I’ll help, too,” Haryoud said, and then the two men moved over to the troodons and picked the corpse off the ground.

“Is there space inside for my dinosaurs to stay?” I asked Dahnani.

“Yes,” she said. “There is a massive courtyard past the gate, and a large well and several water troughs. They can stay there.”

“How many rooms are inside?” Eiter asked.

“Thirty-six private rooms,” Allina said. “Two large sleeping areas that we assume were barracks, two kitchens, two dining rooms, and each room has a bathroom.”

“Each room has a bathroom?” Adella gasped. “Amazing!”

“Well… it is not that amazing,” Moura chuckled. “Water has to be carried up from the well to fill the bathtubs, and the toilets are nothing more than holes that drop our waste down to the bowels of the structure.”

“Are there pipes anywhere?” I asked.

“No,” Gerfred huffed as he carried the bronto. “If there were, I could do some work on them. Maybe even make a pump, but there were old dusty buckets everywhere. The place was built with labor in mind and not basic plumbing.”

I wondered if Youleena and Trel could help them with all that, but I didn’t think we’d be able to get around to it any time soon. I also didn’t want to think about possibly moving into this fortress with our new allies. I liked our new location, and I liked the idea of us all building the exact home that we wanted from scratch.

It would still be nice to have a backup fortress if we needed to flee, and if Trel and Youleena could add plumbing to all the rooms, it would be like a palace.

The gate opened as we got close, and the entire group, including my trikes and Rufio, easily walked through the massive double doors and into the place. The inner courtyard was larger than I had imagined from Dahnani’s description. It was probably about three quarters the size of a football field. In the right corner was a massive circular brick structure with a gleaming bronze pump on top. The end of the pump fed to a stone slide that curved down to a Y split with two removable dam slides that could be set to stop the water from going down either side. One side fed to a long series of troughs, and the other emptied into a bronze bucket that probably carried five gallons of water.

Straight ahead and on the far left side of the courtyard looked to be the actual entrances to the living complex. Here there were two more gates made out of what looked to be thick iron bars that were covered with thick oil. The metal gates were about ten feet wide and rose high enough to seal against a stone roof to a tunnel entryway. The one directly across from us seemed to be closed tightly, but the one on the left was ajar, and Temla, Ahrous, and Heetal all came walking out of it with big smiles on their faces.

The Fortress Tribe all gave each other loving hugs, and the scene filled my heart with warmth. It was good to see a group of people who respected and loved each other. The scene reminded me of my friends back at our fort, and I was suddenly eager to go back and see everyone.

But I still had a few things to take care of here.

We all introduced each other once more, and I once again got a list of everyone’s abilities and how long they had been here. Dahnani had been here the longest out of anyone, and I figured she must have arrived a month or so before Sheela arrived.

Allina and Temla were next to arrive, but they had roamed in the wilderness for a few weeks before they both found the fortress. Then everyone else kind of came together every week or so after that. Moura was the newest member of the tribe, and had only been here for about a month.

Most everyone had their abilities at level one, but Ahrous, Dahnani, and Moura were level two.

“Can you gentlemen move this meat to the kitchen?” Temla asked as she pointed at the bronto. “I’ll get to work cooking it.”

“I would love to help,” Adella sang. “I often cook for our tribe.”

“I’ll help, too,” Allina said.

“It’s this way, Haryoud,” Gerfred said as he nodded his head, and then the cooking squad went through the left entryway.

“Where should they sleep tonight?” Beela asked Dahnani.

“We can give them all rooms on the second floor,” Dahnani said, and then she turned to me. “We’ve taken all the rooms on the bottom, since it’s easier to carry the water buckets there, but we’ll bring some for you so you can bathe.”

“Yes, but the water will be cold,” Moura sighed as she looked at me. “I’m still not used to that. Nothing beats a hot steamy wet experience, mmmmhh?”

“Depends on who you are sharing it with,” Beela said as she gave me a wide smile.

“A bath would be great,” I said. “We’d all appreciate it. We’ve got our own soap if you don’t want to spare any of your--”

“You have soap?” Ahrous gasped, and the rest of them also stared at us with their mouths open.

“Yeah.” I grinned and then looked over at Emta.

“I’ll grab some,” my friend said, and then she quickly ran over to Tom, jumped up into his saddle, and then rummaged around in his trunk basket, a few moments later she came back with a small basket containing six big bars of Kacerie’s rosemary-scented soap.

“Oh. By. The. Suns.” Dahnani punctured each word with a deep breath. “May I?”

“Yeah, sure,” Emta handed her a bar of creamy green soap, and the feathered woman took a deep breath of it before she passed it to Heetal.

“Smells wonderful.” The kangaroo-man passed it to Moura.

“Exquisite,” the purple-haired beauty sighed as she took a bit in her nail and then held it up inside of her nostril like it was cocaine. “I love this. I absolutely love it.”

“Let me see.” Ahrous went to take it from Moura, but the woman in the purple suit shied away.

“Just let me hold it a bit longer,” Moura moaned.

“Here,” Emta chuckled as she tossed another bar to Ahrous, and the muscular woman in the armor easily caught it before holding it up to her nose.

“Have you guys just been rubbing the dirt off?” I asked.

“Yes,” Beela sighed as Ahrous handed her the bar.

“Well, we can make a lot of soap,” I said. “We can even teach you how to make it. I don’t know the specifics, one of my tribemates does, but it’s just animal fat and ash from the fire. I guess there is a bit more to it than that, but she can teach you.”

“Yes, please teach us,” Moura looked like she was about to make out with the bar of soap, and she gently rubbed it against her cheek as she let out long sighs of pleasure. “You don’t know how long it’s been since I’ve enjoyed lathering my body with soap.”

“It is settled,” Beela said. “Victor gets as much tin as he wants from us. Actually, he can pretty much have anything he wants from us. Yes, ladies?”

“I do believe Emta and Victor are a couple,” Dahnani said as she raised an eyebrow toward us.

“Uhhh…” Emta started, “Not… kind of… Victor has… a few wives, so…”

“We don’t need to get into my personal life right now,” I said. “We can leave whatever soap we don’t use with you guys when we go back to our home, and then we can plan on another visit where we can exchange more goods and knowledge. Like I said, we really want tin and bronze, and I’m sure there are plenty of other things your tribe can teach mine. We don’t need to count favors. Life on this world is hard enough right now.”

“Well said,” Ahrous thumped her fist into her other palm.

“I’ll show you all where you can sleep tonight,” Dahnani said as she gestured for us to follow her.

“Thanks,” I said as I gave the courtyard a last look. “How does light get in here? Those shafts at the top?”

“Yes,” she said. “I once flew up there and saw that whoever had built this place put thick panes of glass, or maybe another kind of clear rock at the top of those ceiling shafts. They are cut at a bit of an angle so the rain water drips down. All inside of this fortress are windows like that up in the ceiling. It provides beautiful natural light.”

“What is the rock made out of?” Nomi asked after we passed through the gate. “It does not look like limestone.”

“Gerfred does not know,” she said.

The rest of the Fortress Tribe followed us and Dahnani into the interior, and the conversations became scattered and chaotic as we walked through the hallway.

The inside of the fortress reminded me of some Greek temple mixed with an alien desert sci-fi movie. The styling of the columns and walls had the same faceted flavor of bare minimum design, and the wooden doors on each room looked like they’d been weathered by desert sun until they were half-way petrified.

“Wait a minute…” I said as I brushed my fingers against the wall as we walked down the hallway. “Could this be petrified wood?”

The group stopped walking, and then everyone leaned close to inspect the white rock.

“It could be,” Nomi whispered. “That begs the question how this place came to be.”

“I can’t believe we didn’t think of that,” Allina said. “It makes sense. Look at how there are no seams anywhere! Was this entire place made of wood? Did someone grow it?”

“Then someone else would have had to petrify it,” Beela said. “I could not believe this naturally petrified as uniformly as it seems.”

We all continued walking, but no one spoke since everyone was busy examining the walls with the new knowledge.

The hallway stretched out for what felt like five minutes of walking, and then we came to a grand staircase that might have been wide enough for Rufio to march up. It spun up to the second floor in a pair of sweeping grand avenues, and then it continued up to a third and fourth level in a massive corkscrew.

“The front entrance is actually right there,” Dahnani told us as she pointed to our right, opposite the grand staircase. “That’s the first gate you see when you come into the courtyard. The gate there is too hard for us to move, so we normally go through this side entrance. There is also another door by the pump, but it’s only small enough for one person to squeeze through, and you have to pass through three security doors to get there.

“Whoever built this place was concerned with getting sieged,” I said.

“They were right to think that way,” Ahrous snickered. “It has saved our asses a bunch.”

“We passed our rooms coming this way,” Dahnani explained. “The first kitchen and dining room is past the stairs there, the second one is up on the top floor. We’ll just show you the rooms on the second floor, and then we’ll get water for you all to bathe in.”

“We can get our own water,” Emta said. “We don’t have to inconvenience yo--”

“No,” Dahnani interrupted as she raised her hand. “Please let us take care of you all. It is the least we can do after you saved all of our lives and brought us soap and promises of friendship.”

“Yes,” Allina said. “We have never had guests here. Let us treat you. Please?”

“Sounds good,” I said, and then we all walked up the stairs.

“This is the largest room,” Dahnani said as we came to the first door. “Victor, is this suitable for you?”

“I will give him a tour,” Moura stated with an elegant grandiose tone to her voice, and then she bowed low as she opened the door so we could walk inside. “To the left is an amazing bed, suitable for a king and his… queens. To the right is the door to the bathing room, with a mineral bathtub that could fit at least ten people, maybe more if you all don’t mind… being… very wet with one another.”

“You could give the tour without the innuendo,” Ahrous sighed.

“Just be happy Temla isn’t here, or it would be worse,” Beela laughed.

The bedroom was rather amazing. There was a yellowed plant fiber rug under a petrified wood bed frame. The bed’s mattress looked like it was made of padded straw, but there was a cream-colored sheet covering most of the padding. There were even rough pillows, and it did look about as big as a California King.

There was a dresser on the wall closest to the foot of the bed made out of the same petrified wood the rest of the place was built with. It was about four feet high and six feet wide with twelve drawers. Past the bed was actually a window with a sitting ledge, but the glass was a bit too dusty to see out of. The room was about twenty feet by twenty feet, and I couldn’t help but smile as we walked to the bathroom.

There was a washing basin-sink, a crude cabinet about half the size of the dresser in the bedroom, a smooth throne-like toilet on a ledge, and then a sparkling bathtub beside another window. The tub was just as big as Moura had said, and I really did think that I could fit all of my lovers inside with plenty of room. It was pretty much as big as a hotel hot tub, and there was even a sitting ledge around the perimeter so you could relax in the water while sitting down.

“I have a thought…” Adella hummed as she walked over to the window, and then she lifted her finger on a bronze latch and pulled the glass open. It creaked in protest when she moved it on the joints, but then she pointed down to the courtyard below as she smiled. “It is clear to me that it will be easy to bring the water up here.”

“You’d just need someone to pump it down below,” Emta grunted. “I can run down there and--”

“I can do that,” Ahrous chuckled, and then she stood a bit behind Adella and looked down at the pump.

We all gathered at the window and then watched as the pump began to move on its own. Water gushed out down the sluice, but before it could pool into the trough, it lifted into the air and began to flow up toward us.

We all moved out of the way except for Adella and Ahrous, and then the water flowed through the window, over our heads, and down into the bathtub.

“Yes!” Beela cheered. “This is great!”

“By the suns,” Dahnani breathed. “I can’t believe it! This will make our lives so much easier.”

“As long as Victor and his friends stay with us,” Allina laughed.

“Too bad we can’t heat it up,” Moura sighed. “Then it would be just… perfect.”

“I’ll help there,” Gee chuckled. “As soon as Adella fills up Victor’s tub, I’ll make it bubble.”

“It is almost filled,” Emta said.

“Let me stand inside of it,” Gee said as she walked over with Nomi. Then the flame dancer got into the tub, and the water flowed all the way up her body until she was wet up to her perfect breasts. She let go of Nomi’s hand for just six or so seconds, but it was just enough time to make the water steam the entire room.

“Damn,” Ahrous said. “That is impressive.”

“Thank you,” Gee said as Nomi helped her step out of the hot tub. “I wouldn’t touch the water yet. I made it boil to kill anything that might be in the water. Give it a few minutes.

“I’m going to be in heaven,” Moura sighed as she leaned her face as close as she could get it to the water. “Could you all imagine a hot bath with soap? I’m half tempted to take off my clothes and jump in right now.”

“You’d be cooked up real quick,” Gee laughed. “If Ahrous and Adella want to keep doing this, I can warm up everyone’s bath.”

Heetal, Dahnani, Ahrous, Allina, Beela, and Moura all exchanged glances with each other, and then they all burst out laughing.

“Oh, you are incredible!” Beela actually hugged Gee, and Nomi gripped her friend’s fingers harder so that they didn’t accidentally lose their hold.

“We would all love that,” Ahrous said as she nodded her head, “but after dinner?”

“Yes,” Dahnani agreed. “Let us finish showing you your rooms, then you all can take baths while we ensure the feast is ready. If you would not mind heating our baths and giving us some soap afterwards…”

“We will do it,” Adella sang out.

“Great,” Allina said. “Shall we continue to show them their rooms?”

“Let’s.” Dahnani nodded, and the group all walked out of my bathroom.

“Emta,” I said as she moved to walk out, and she turned around with her eyebrow raised, but before I could even ask, she tossed me one of the bars of soap.

“I’ll be right back,” she said.

“Oh?” I raised an eyebrow.

“Yeah,” she chuckled. “Unless you don’t want me to wash your back?”

“I do, for sure.” I smiled at her, and then I watched her ass sway as she walked out of the bathroom.

I walked over to the massive bathtub and then waved my hand over the water. It still felt crazy hot, so I left the bar of soap on the ledge, took off my boots and socks, and then moved over to the window so I could look down to the courtyard. My dinos were all actually fast asleep in one comfortable-looking heap, and I saw a stream of water flowing from the pump up to the room two windows down.

I moved back over to the water and waited a few more minutes before I risked putting my hand in. The temperature was still a bit too hot, so I investigated the cabinet and found a stack of rough cream-colored towels. These were made out of a wide stitching of either cotton or bamboo, but I figured they were better than air-drying, so I set them up by the ledge of the hottub and pulled off my pants and underwear.

“Shiiiit,” I hissed as I forced my naked body slowly into the bathtub. It was almost too hot, but it had been forever since I’d enjoyed a hot soak, and I just couldn’t stand to wait another second.

The temperature got bearable as I slowly moved in, but by the time I was fully in the water, my tan skin was totally red.

“Hell… yeah…” I sighed as I leaned back against the edge of the tub and closed my eyes. An hour ago I’d almost died, but now I was sitting in a hot bath relaxing.

Dinosaurland was pretty crazy.

I heard laughter in the hallway, but I didn’t quite recognize the pitches, so I guessed it was mostly the fortress tribe heading downstairs to give us privacy. I was happy that things were working out between us, but I still had one major task to do here before we could really get down to talking about trading with each other:

I had to take care of Izek.

I closed my eyes and started to think about how I’d kill all of them with the least amount of risk, but then I heard a knock on the bedroom door, and I let my mind come back to the present.

“Come in!” I called out and then sank a bit lower into the hot water as I felt my mind float up to the ceiling.

I heard my door open, and then soft footsteps toward me. There was a bit of movement as someone shed their clothing, but I kept my eyes closed as a small grin came to my lips. The seconds passed by, but she didn’t step inside.

Then I heard Gee laugh, and I sat up.

“Ahhh, I thought you’d fallen asleep!” the Flame Dancer chuckled, and I felt my heart almost leap out of my chest when I saw that Adella, Nomi, Gee, and Emta were all standing in my bathroom together holding hands.

And they were all naked.

“Is there room for all of us in there, King?” Adella sang softly, and then she bit her lip as her green eyes focused on my chest.

“A better question is: ‘does Victor want us to bathe with him?’” Nomi whispered.

“Of course he does,” Emta snorted. “Let’s get in.”
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Chapter 20

My mouth hung open, and my vision swam from side to side as the four women moved gracefully toward the bathtub. I didn’t quite know where to look, and my eyes danced between each beautiful figure as my body overheated even more.

Adella normally didn’t wear pants, since she had long scaled legs and small betta fish-looking fins on the sides, but she always wore her bikini top. Since she wasn’t wearing it now, her full breasts swayed with each of her movements, and I noticed that her perky nipples were the same color as her blood-red hair.

Gee always walked around naked when she held Nomi’s hand, but I’d kind of tuned out her nudity because she never really seemed self-conscious of her body. I couldn’t help but notice the dark lips of her pussy when she stepped over the bathtub with one leg, and she gave me a wily smile when she settled into the water. The bath reached all the way up to her onyx nipples, and her firm breasts bounced a bit on the surface as she arched back. Then all the water ran down her lean stomach like a waterfall, and I had to turn my attention anywhere else so I didn’t drool.

But then my eyes fell on Nomi’s naked body, and I did immediately begin to drool.

I’d felt the obsidian-haired woman’s body press up against mine several times in the past, but I’d only briefly felt the shape of her body, and I’d never seen it under her tattered mumu dress. I knew she was beautiful from her face, but I couldn’t have imagined how strangely perfect her figure was. Nomi’s skin was a creamy white like fresh milk. Her legs were long and supple, her hips were small, but wide enough so that her thighs did not touch each other as she walked. Her tummy looked as soft as a pillow, but was narrow and lightly toned. Her breasts were a bit larger than mouth-sized, and they were perfectly-shaped globes almost as if they were crafted out of marble instead of actual flesh. Her nipples were very erect as she looked at me, but then she shyly got into the tub with her back toward me so that I could not see the lips of her pussy when she opened her legs to step over the edge. Nomi really looked like she could have been human, but her face and body were just too perfectly shaped to be anyone real, and her big blue eyes just added to her doll-like appearance.

Emta was less shy than Nomi, but she still reached down to cover her womanhood as she stepped into the bath, and my eyes roamed up her lean legs, to her washboard abs, to her firm breasts, and to her pretty face as she finally settled into the hot water. Her nipples were the same color as her hair, and she gently cupped around them with her fingers as she leaned back into the water and let out a long sigh of relief.

“I think Victor is speechless,” Gee chuckled.

“Uhhh…” I closed my mouth and then tried to look anywhere that wasn’t directly at an awesome set of tits.

It was pretty much impossible.

“He’s blushing.” Emta was sitting to the right of me, and she leaned in a bit and rested her left hand on my shoulder. “Or it’s just really fucking hot in this water. It’s really fucking hot in this water, eh?”

“It is,” I said.

“Feels perfect to me,” Adella sighed as she raised her hands over her head and leaned back a bit. This movement did all sorts of amazing things to her torso, and I turned around and took a bit longer than I should have to find the bar of soap.

“I last took a hot bath at my home,” Nomi whispered. “The room was dark, and I had lit a single candle so that I could read a story. There was a thunderstorm outside. It was a nice night. One of the few I can remember on my homeworld.”

“You haven’t told us much about your home planet,” I said as I started to suds the soap up in my hands. I really had no idea what I was going to do with my hands when I finished, but it was something to do that kept my eyes busy.

“There is not much to tell,” she said as she gently ran her fingers through the water. “I lived a normal life, but I always had dreams of other places. Places like this and places far more alien.”

“You dreamed of a world like this?” I asked.

“Yes.” She gave me a half smile. “Sometimes I would prefer my dreams to reality. I could explore and speak with others. I could look at the sun and behold its beauty. My world was mostly dark. The sun would only peek out for a few hours, but the moons were bright enough to see by.”

“Interesting,” I said.

“You gonna do anything with that soap?” Emta snorted, and everyone focused their eyes to where I’d obviously made a big mash of suds in my hand.

“Uhhh, yeah,” I said. “Turn around. I’ll wash your back.”

“Ohhh, good,” Emta purred, and then she stood up from her seat next to me and turned her back so that she faced the other women in the water.

I raised my hands to her shoulders and began to rub the soap into her olive-green skin. The soap made her slippery, so I dug my hands in a bit so that there was enough friction to get all the oil and soot off her.

“Fuuuuuck, that feels good,” Emta moaned, and I tried to ignore how hard my cock was as I ran my fingers and palms down her back.

I moved to her triceps and the backs of her forearms, and then I just rubbed the front of her arms by reaching around. I’d finally soaped up everything that was above the water on her back, but then Emta turned around and looked down at me with hungry eyes.

“Wash my front now?” she whispered.

“Yeah,” I said as I got my hands wet, and then I soaped up my hands again.

I reached up to her neck and gently rubbed the soap on her collarbones. Then I moved my hands down to her chest, up again to her shoulders, and finally down to her breasts. She let out a long exhale when my hands cupped around her tits, and then she gasped when my thumbs gently slid across her nipples. The brown-colored buds were hard from arousal, and her breathing started to get a bit deeper as I let my slick hands rub and tease them a bit more.

I finally washed under her breasts, and then I traced lines down her cut abs until I was just a few inches above her pussy. That was where the water began, and when I got there, I looked up to see her face had gone almost completely red.

“I could wash your armpits,” I whispered, “but are you ticklish?”

“Yeah.” Her voice was barely a whisper. “I’ll… wash… that… myself. Yeah… okay.”

Emta wiped a bit of soap off her chest, and then she hastily rubbed it under each armpit. Then she moved back to her spot next to me and sank under the water so that only her eyes were above the line. I couldn’t tell if she was embarrassed, or aroused, or what, but my dick felt harder than a titanium pipe, and it was begging me for release.

“My turn!” Adella sang as she stood up, and then she moved effortlessly through the water so that she was standing with her back to me just like Emta had.

I didn’t know if this was their plan, or if this had just somehow organically happened, but I figured asking them what the actual fuck was going on would be a good way to end our little bathing party, so I kept my mouth shut, ignored my aching dick, and then began to rub soap all over Adella’s shoulders and back.

“Hhmmm… His touch is amazing,” she sang. “It’s sure to cause pleasure…”

“Glad you like it,” was all I could think to say as I soaped her up just like I had with Emta, and I glanced over to see that half of the olive-skinned woman’s face was still underwater, and her eyes were watching me with heated lust in them.

The top of Adella’s butt cheeks peeked just over the top of the waterline, so I gently rubbed my fingers across them. This caused her to giggle, and then she slowly turned around and gave me a blushing smile.

“Do my front, and spare not your touch…”

“You got it,” I said as I stared into her big green eyes.

“I think I’ve got it…” she purred.

“You… uhhh… finished cooking?” I slid my hands over Adella’s throat, her collarbones, around her shoulders, and down to her breasts. She was a bit fuller at the bust than Emta, but it was impossible to say who had the better boobs since they had both felt so amazing in my hands. Adella did start to pant loudly when my hands and fingers rubbed her nipples, and she bit her lip when I moved my hands down under them so that I could clean her soft stomach.

“Yes,” she whisper-sang as she stared into my eyes. “Well… It is cooking, but they did not need more of my help for that, so I came up to see my room, and I found Emta heading here with Gee and Nomi. You do not mind that I came?”

“Of course not,” I said. “I’m glad you are here.”

“You can clean my armpits,” she sang as she raised her arms. “I am not ticklish there. Only somewhere else…”

I nodded and then reached up to rub my hands under her arms. Her movement made her breasts stand up even fuller, so I traced my fingers down the sides of each of them after I finished with her armpits.

“Okay,” I said. “You are clean.”

“On my upper body,” she said. “But not my legs… Would you--”

“Let’s let him clean everyone’s top before we get to the good part,” Gee chuckled.

“Oh, yes,” Adella sighed, and then she moved to sit back on my left.

The water was pretty soapy now, and I couldn’t really see under the surface. That was probably for the best, since I guessed they would all be able to see how hard I was. Then again, they’d probably already seen it as soon as they got into the tub.

“Us next,” Gee stood up with Nomi, and then they both swayed toward me before they turned around so I could wash their backs.

I started with Gee first, but then I moved my hands to Nomi and traced lines around her neck and shoulders. The contrast between each of their skin tones was amazing, and I quickly found myself cleaning Gee with my right hand and Nomi with my left. Both women let out little hums of pleasure when I touched them, and I went a bit slower than I had with Emta and Adella because my mind was starting to adjust to the actual craziness of this scene.

Gee was almost as tall as me, so the water only went up half the height of her ass. This let me rub soap on the top part of her incredibly toned butt cheeks, and she let out a little giggle as my fingers slid across each of the dark curves.

“I’ve got a great ass, don’t I?” she chuckled.

“Yeah,” I cleared my throat. “You all are so beautiful. We should take baths together more often. I’m… done with your backs.”

“Yes, we should bathe together more often,” Nomi whispered, and then she pivoted with Gee so that they were both standing with their breasts toward me.

Gee was on my left now, and Nomi on my right, and I looked between both of their faces as I slowly rubbed my soapy hands up and down their chests. I almost didn’t know where my hands were going as I worked, I just tried to hold eye contact with them and enjoy the looks of pleasure that were on each of their beautiful faces.

Gee’s green eyes glowed in a stark contrast to Nomi’s bright blue eyes. It was almost as interesting a contrast as their skin, and I felt mesmerized as I touched each of them. Nomi closed her eyes and spread open her lips slightly when my fingers rubbed across each of her nipples, but Gee just smiled more wickedly at me when I touched hers, and then she leaned a bit into me so I would press my hands into her breasts more. The movement made me lick my lips, and then I ran my hands below their breasts and explored their stomachs.

Nomi was just as soft and silky as she looked, but Gee’s body was made of steel-like muscle, and my fingers could trace every line of her abs just like with Emta. Since Gee was taller, her pussy was actually out of the water, so I slowly rubbed my fingers over her opening once, then back for a second time, and then I finally circled her clit when I felt it grow erect under its protective hood.

“Quite presumptuous, aren’t you,” Gee growled as she finally closed her eyes.

“Just making sure everything is clean,” I whispered as my finger continued to circle her clit.

“Fuuuuck,” she moaned.

“Are either of you ticklish?” I asked, and then I moved my left hand back up to Gee’s stomach and my right hand back up so I could play with Nomi’s nipple.

“I am not,” Nomi said as she raised both of her arms.

“I am!” Gee gasped as her left arm went up with Nomi’s. “Don’t tickle me!”

“You are ticklish?” Emta popped out of the water and laughed.

“So are you!” Gee snapped back.

“Yeah, but I’m just a normal woman,” Emta laughed. “You are this Flame Born goddess or whatever you are.”

“I am still a normal woman!” Gee groaned. “Just… I don’t like being tickled. Okay? Don’t do it.”

“I won’t tickle you,” I said to Gee as I rubbed my hands up from Nomi’s hips so that I could clean under her arms. “For one good reason.”

“Oh?” Gee raised an eyebrow.

“Yeah,” I laughed. “You’ll let go of Nomi’s hand, and we’ll all die in a few seconds.”

“That is a good reason,” Gee snickered. “Don’t you forget it.”

“Tickle Gee and die by being boiled,” Adella sang lightly.

“Then… Looks like you are both done,” I said as I finished soaping up Nomi’s armpits, and then I gave both of the beautiful women a smile. “Do you want me to wash your legs now, or--”

“We’ll wash you now,” Emta cleared her throat as she wiggled her pointer finger at me. “Stand up in the middle of the bath so we can get around you.”

“Uhhh, that’s okay,” I cleared my throat. “You know. I don’t need you all to--”

“Nope,” Emta interrupted me. “Stand up.”

“Stand up!” Adella echoed.

“Stand up!” Gee cheered as she splashed a bit of soapy water at me.

Nomi just nodded and smiled at me.

“Okay, fine.” I handed Emta the soap and then shifted forward on my seat a bit. I half expected someone to actually protest, but all four of the women watched me with hungry eyes, and I realized that there was no getting out of this.

And why would I even want to get out of this?

I stood up and took a step so I was more in the middle of the tub. I was tall enough so that the water only came up to my balls, so my erection was easy for them all to see.

They didn’t say anything for a few moments, and I finally glanced down to see all four of them were staring at my aching cock. None of them even blinked, or even moved, and I had to clear my throat a bit to get them to look up at me.

“Who is going to soap me up?” I asked.

“We all will,” Nomi answered.

“Yes, yes, uhhh, the soap? Oh, here it is. Yes. Soap. We need soap.” Emta almost fumbled the bar when she ran it between her fingers, but then she quickly got the suds on her hands and passed the bar to Adella, who then passed the bar to Gee and Nomi.

“We’ll wash his front if you both get his back,” Gee said when she finished soaping up her single hand, and then all four of the women stood up and moved to circle me.

Holy shit. I couldn’t believe this was happening.

Adella rubbed my left shoulder, Emta my right, Gee my left pectoral, and Nomi my right. I held my arms out away from my sides a bit so that they could get under my arms, and then I closed my eyes when they began to rub soap around my neck and my hair.

“I love his muscles,” Gee whispered as she moved her hand over my chest.

“Yeeeeaaah,” Emta purred. “He’s gotten so much stronger since we first met.”

“His thick hair always makes me stare, and his handsome smile makes my body wish to be bridled,” Adella sang.

“Ohhh, that was a neat word,” Emta snorted. “Like held down? Controlled?”

“Yes,” Adell sang. “If it is Victor…”

“Yeeees,” Nomi sighed.

“You all know I am standing right here?” I chuckled.

“Shhhh,” Gee laughed as she put a soapy finger up to my lips. “Just let us girls work. You just enjoy yourself.”

Nomi and Gee’s hands began to descend my chest, and my heart began to race as they got to my abs.

“I love his cock,” Gee purred. “It’s so hard for us.”

“You can see it throb with longing,” Adella whispered as she looked down my front.

“Trel was right,” Emta said, and they all nodded.

Adella and Emta were soaping my lower back now, but Gee and Nomi’s hands kept moving down. All four of them were staring at my cock now, and it twitched slightly as I felt it throb all the way to my toes.

“He touched me,” Gee whispered. “I should touch him, eh?”

“Do it,” Emta purred. “It’s payback after all…”

I was about to say something, but I had no idea what I would have said at that moment. It didn’t really matter because Gee moved her soapy hand down the rest of the way and gently wrapped her fingers around the base of my shaft.

“Ohhhh,” I groaned as pleasure sparked in my spine.

“I think he likes your touch, Gee,” Nomi whispered.

“Of course he does.” Gee bit her lip, and then she slowly began to slide her hand up my length. “We have to get him clean. Don’t we? Nomi, can you help?”

“Yes.” Nomi’s voice was just a whisper, but she moved her free hand to the tip of my penis and then began to slide toward Gee’s fingers.

They both touched each other’s hands in the middle of my shaft, and then their fingers laced around each other’s as they continued to move.

I wanted to close my eyes, but the vision of the two contrasting women sliding their soapy fingers along the length of my penis was a sight I never wanted to forget, so I kept my eyes open and watched their every movement.

Emta reached up to touch my face, and then she gently twisted my head toward her. Our lips met, and we both let out a moan into each others’ mouths as our tongues touched.

“We almost lost you,” Nomi whispered as I felt their hands move a bit faster on my cock. “It would have been terrible.”

“We all love our Victor,” Adella sang into my ear, and then I broke off my kiss with Emta so I could turn and kiss Adella.

This was the second time I’d kissed the songstress, and her mouth tasted like oranges and her tongue was warm and slippery.

Emta began to kiss my neck as she rubbed her hips and breasts against me, and the soap on my body made her slip along my skin.

“He’s so fucking hard,” Gee whispered. “Ladies, could you imagine if Victor had died in that cave?”

“No,” Emta gasped. “I was crying with the thought. I… I didn’t know what to do.”

“You did good,” I gasped after I broke off the kiss with Adella.

My hands were rubbing and sliding along both Emta and Adella’s hips, and I squeezed both of their full ass cheeks as they tried to embrace me. They were both kissing and sucking on my neck now, and I looked down just in time to see Gee splash some water on my cock so that it was washed clean of soap.

Then her green eyes looked up at my face as she slowly opened her mouth and leaned down toward the tip.

“Ohhh, fuuuuck,” I groaned as soon as I felt Gee take me in her mouth, and I felt my knees start to tremble as shocks of pleasure coursed up and down my entire body.

Gee slowly moved her lips down my shaft until I felt my tip tickle the back of her throat, and then she slowly licked her tongue around the shaft as she withdrew her mouth. She popped off my tip with a delighted sigh, and then she bit her lip as she looked at Nomi.

“He is delicious. Have a taste?”

“Yes,” Nomi whispered as she brushed her wet hair back from her doll-like face with her free hand, and then she stared up at me with absolute adoration in her blue eyes as she opened her lips around my tip.

“Ohhhh… wooooow,” I gasped as her small mouth moved to taste me.

Nomi’s big blue eyes blinked as she slowly took more of my length into her silky mouth, and then her eyes seemed to roll back in her head as I felt her suck and lick every part of the shaft. Her mouth was incredibly wet, and it felt like she could barely fit my cock in there.

“My girl Nomi is hungry…” Gee giggled, and then the pale-skinned beauty flushed red and came off my cock with a loud pop.

“It does taste good,” Nomi whispered. “But I think Victor should reward Emta for saving his life…”

“Yes please,” Emta gasped, and then she turned away from me, rested her hands on the edge of the bathtub, and pushed her tight ass out a little.

“Let’s lead him inside of her,” Gee whispered, and both Nomi and the Flame Born shifted to my side as they kept their hands on my cock.

Emta looked over her shoulder, and our eyes met as I reached out to grasp her hips. She let out a little squeak as soon as I touched her, and then Gee took her hand off my cock so that she could reach between Emta’s legs.

“Her pussy is wet and ready for you, Victor.” Gee moved her hands away, and then Nomi angled the tip of my cock so it nestled between Emta’s plump olive-toned pussy lips.

Then I slowly pulled her hips back as I thrust my hips forward.

“Ohhhh, shiiiit,” Emta moaned as soon as she felt me spread her open, and then she let out a deep groan when I continued to push deeper and deeper into her tunnel.

“Fuuuuck,” I gasped as her tightness squeezed me, and I couldn’t help but exhale all the air in my chest as soon as I was buried as deep as I could fit inside of the beautiful woman.

“So glorious,” Adella sang as she leaned up on my right side, and then Nomi leaned against my left while Gee softly traced her fingers up and down my slick chest.

I slowly began to move my hips, and both Emta and I let out soft moans as I rubbed inside every part of her tight tunnel.

“That feel good?” Gee growled.

“Yes!” Emta gasped as I thrust into her. “So. Fucking. Good. Ohhh… Shiiiit.”

“I love the way his muscles tense when he penetrates…” Adella cooed as she rubbed her hands over my shoulder, and then I turned my head so we could make out. The sensation of kissing Adella while I fucked Emta made my brain short-circuit for a few moments, but then I came back to the tub when Adella broke the kiss so that Nomi could have a turn.

For a few minutes, every part of me was stimulated by a tight, wet pussy squeezing around my shaft, a passionate set of lips kissing me, and soapy hands rubbing every part of my body. I figured I would have lost control in less that a few dozen seconds, but my cock felt like a titanium rod that wasn’t anywhere near quitting.

“I’m g-g-going t-t-to…” Emta started to stutter, and I felt her legs begin to shake.

“Let go,” I growled. “Climax on my cock.”

“Yeeeessss!” Emta threw her head back, and I had to grasp onto her hips with all my strength as her wet body bucked against me.

Her tunnel spasmed with enough power to cause me to gasp, so I pushed as deep as I could into her body while I tried to ignore the incredible pleasure welling up from my groin.

“Fuck, fuck, fuuuuuck!” Emta practically screamed as her body came undone, and her climax seemed to stretch on for an entire minute.

The endless squeezing of her tunnel and the wet feeling of her body spasming against me finally destroyed my willpower, and I felt the breath rush from my body as I realized I wasn’t going to be able to hold out through her pleasure.

“I’m going to cum,” I growled as I squeezed my fingers deep into the soft skin around her hips. “Do you want me to cum inside of you?”

“Yeeeees!” Emta pleaded as she looked back over her shoulder. “Fill me up, Victor. I never want to live without you. Make me yours. Give me a baaaaabyyyy!”

Her words couldn’t have pushed me over the edge harder, and I began to shudder as the dam in my core broke open. I made two deep thrusts into her spasming tunnel, and then I pushed a third time as hard as I could before I snapped.

“Yeeeeeees,” I growled like a thundercloud as a torrent of my sperm shot out of my cock and poured into Emta’s accepting body.

“Ohhhhh,” she squealed as soon as she felt my warmth begin to fill her, and she thrashed around even more on my cock as her climax twisted and rose to a new peak.

It seemed like I couldn’t stop cumming, and each time I felt my balls swell with a new gush of sperm, her tunnel seemed to tighten more to milk another offering from me. I actually had to close my eyes to keep the room from spinning, and I bent over at my hips so that I could half-way lay on her back while I sprayed deep into her.

I couldn’t believe how wonderful it felt to fill her up, but after a few more spasms of my balls, my climax ended, and we both began to slowly come back to our senses.

“Wow,” Emta whined. “That… Fuck. Wow.”

“Yeah,” I choked out.

“What a beautiful scene of lovemaking,” Nomi whispered.

“Yeah,” Gee snorted. “How’s it feel up inside you, Emta? Did Victor fuck a baby into you?”

“Maybe,” Emta took a deep breath. “Feels like there is a gallon of him inside of me.”

“You are okay?” I asked as I leaned down to kiss her mouth.

“Fuck, yeah. I’m okay.” Emta grinned at me after we finished our kiss, and then she let out a little moan as she pressed her hips back into me.

“That felt amazing,” I sighed as I stood up straighter so I wasn’t leaning on her back anymore.

“It felt better than amazing,” Emta chuckled. “Damn. I…uhhh. Shouldn’t have waited so long. Who is next?”

“Next?” Adella asked.

“He’s still really hard inside of me,” Emta grunted as she wiggled her hips, and then we both let out a gasp as I slowly pulled out of her drenched tunnel.

I was still as hard as a piece of metal, but my shaft and tip were covered with a thick pearly mixture of my sperm and Emta’s juices. The four women stared down at it for a few moments, and then Adella quickly turned around and then pressed her hands into the edge of the bathtub.

“Victor can claim me if he pleases,” she sang. “I’ve wanted him from the moment we first became acquaintances.”

“Yeah you did,” Emta chuckled. “You practically threw yourself at him when you first met.”

“How could I not?” Adella sang as she looked over her shoulder at me. “Such a man. Filled with strength and confidence. Master of this world and gentle to his lovers. What would a woman want besides a mate who will love and provide for her and the babies she gives him?”

I had stepped behind Adella while she sang the words, and I reached down with my hands to spread her scaled ass cheeks a bit. She let out a little gasp when I opened her, and then I could see the vertical slit of her vagina framed by glittery labia lips.

Nomi didn’t guide me in this time, I just set my cum-slick tip against Adella’s womanhood, and then I pushed as deep as I could go into her with one slow thrust.

Adella’s pussy felt just as tight as Emta’s, but her walls felt like they had strange nubs on the surface that caused an exquisite amount of friction on my shaft when I slid into her. The sensation made me gasp as soon as I’d filled her with my entire length, and my vision flashed when her back arched so that I could push a bit deeper into her.

“Ohhhh, Victor…” Her voice was a gentle cooing that didn’t sound like either singing or speaking. “I’ve wanted this for so long. Thank you… Thank you… Thank you…”

“You feel amazing,” I groaned as I slowly began to thrust in and out of her. I actually wondered if the flash in my vision meant that Adella was now listed under the Women tab in my Eye-Q, but I didn’t want to move my hand in the air to check since I needed both of my hands on her slick hips so that I could fuck her as deeply as she needed.

And Adella really felt like she needed to be fucked hard.

The redhead was much more physical than Emta had been, and she eagerly pushed her body back into me every time I thrust forward so that I could fill her up as much as possible. As soon as I matched her rhythm, she began to increase it again, and I quickly found myself thrusting in and out of her at an incredible pace while sweat dripped down my face and chest.

Adella gasped and whined every time I penetrated her, but I noticed the other women sitting by our sides watching us make love. They couldn’t quite see the action because of where Adella’s legs were positioned, so I scooped up under her left leg with my left arm and raised it up as I turned her to her side. This allowed Emta, Gee, and Nomi to watch my cock thrust balls deep into the redhead’s glittery pussy, and the three of them leaned forward and watched me fuck her.

“He’s really pounding you, Adella,” Emta purred.

“Y-y-yeeeees,” she gasped. “Love… you… watching… me…”

“How does it feel to finally have Victor inside of you?” Nomi whispered.

“Soooo… g-g-gooooood!” Adella started slapping her hands against the edge of the tub, and I could feel her body begin to tense.

“Cum with me,” I growled in her ear. “I’m going to fill you up.”

“Yes, yes, yeeees!” Adella cried out as her orgasm crashed into her, and her spasming tunnel squeezed me tight enough to send me spiraling to my own release.

“Hmmmmmm,” I sighed as my release poured into Adella’s trembling body, and I pulled her torso up so that her back pressed against my chest and my cock angled up to touch her deepest parts.

“Ohhhhh!” she gasped as soon as I changed my angle, and I felt her tunnel tremble again and again as I pumped my seed into her.

We eventually came down from our climaxes, and I let go of her body so she could slump against the edge of the tub. Her movement caused my cock to slide out of her, and I took a few clumsy steps through the water so that I could lean up against the other side of the tub.

“Damn,” Emta chuckled. “His seed is dripping out of you.”

“Same… with… you,” Adella panted.

They both laughed, and I turned my head over to see my two lovers hugging each other as they smiled.

“Victor, lay down here on your back,” Gee ordered as she tapped on the stone ledge that surrounded the outside of the tub.

My legs felt like the muscles weren’t working anymore, and I was overheating from the tub and all the sex, so I had no problem doing what she ordered, and a moment later I was laying on my back out of the hot water.

Nomi moved to my head, and she lifted it up so that I could use her soft thighs like a pillow. I was staring at the roof now, and I felt Gee move next to me and begin to kiss down my stomach.

“You are still hard…” the Flame Dancer whispered. “You are going to service all of us today, aren’t you?”

“I’ll try,” I chuckled, and then the laugh turned into a moan when I felt her lick down the side of my shaft.

“When I became the Flame Born, I thought that was the end of my sex life,” Gee whispered in between long licks on my cock. “I’d always loved sex, but I had no problem giving it up for this power. The sacrifice was worth it, but now that I have met you, and Nomi, and the other women. I wish I could have more of a normal life.”

“You still could,” Emta said, and I turned my head a bit to see her and Adella were both sitting out of the tub now so that only their legs below the knees were in the water.

“I’m getting a taste of it because of my girl Nomi,” Gee said as she swung her leg over my hips so she was straddling me. “But I can’t turn it off.”

“You could try more,” Adella sang.

“I’ve tried,” Gee said as her glowing green eyes looked down at me. “It’s fine, though. I never thought I’d be able to feel this again, so I’m going to take my time and really, really, really enjoy it.”

With that, Gee raised her hips a bit and led my cock to her entrance. Her mouth formed a perfect “O” shape as she slowly lowered herself onto my erection, and then she had to close her eyes when she accepted my full length.

“Oh, fuck. Yeah. That’s really good. Yeees… Victor. Damn. You feel amazing inside of me. Hmmmmm…” Gee slowly rocked her hips back and forth, and the movement caused my shaft to rub along every spot inside of her.

The Flame Dancer was soaking wet, and our bodies made wet slippery noises as she rolled against me. I reached up to grab her firm ass with my hands, and I pulled her down every time she rolled forward so that I could go as deep as possible in her.

“Yes. Yes. Yes.” Gee panted each time she moved, and her green eyes flashed open as her body suddenly spasmed.

Gee’s climax hit her out of nowhere, after she had only ridden me for a half a minute, but she let out a guttural growl as she spasmed on top of me and arched her back so that she was staring at the ceiling. Her tunnel gripped me like a slick vise, and it felt amazing, but I was going to need a whole lot more stimulation to climax a third time so close after my second, so I just held onto her hips and ass while she lost control of her body.

Nomi did a good job of holding onto her friend’s hand while she experienced her pleasure, and I was extremely grateful for that, since if they had accidentally let go of each other, I’d be dead quicker than in the cave-in, and my cock would have been the first thing to burn away.

“Soooo… good…” Gee gasped as her climax made her rock forward, and I grabbed her face and kissed her beautiful mouth while she laid on top of me.

Gee let out a startled gasp when I kissed her, and her lips hesitated for a moment, but then she kissed me back just as deeply while her tongue attacked mine with an intense passion.

My vision flashed again, but I ignored whatever alert my Eye-Q was giving and continued to make out with the Flame Dancer while I fucked up into her.

Gee’s pussy was wetter than the bathtub after I kissed her, and the room was filled with the erotic slick sounds of our bodies coming together for the next ten or fifteen minutes. Nomi would occasionally lean down to kiss my lips or brush her fingers across my face, and Emta and Adella would occasionally tell us how sexy we both looked making love, but the time was mostly spent with Gee and my eyes locked together while she took pleasure from my body.

When her second climax finally came, I was close enough to go over the edge, and I pulled her down so that I could whisper in her ear.

“Kiss me while I fill you up with my cum.”

“Yeees,” she hissed, and then she attacked my mouth with hers as our climaxes both crashed into us.

Gee whimpered into my mouth as she felt my seed spray into her, and her body jerked and shook as she accepted every drop of me. Each of my climaxes had been just as powerful as the one before it, and I couldn’t quite believe that I still had sperm to pour into these beautiful women. Gee’s orgasm felt like it lasted an entire minute, and my cock was still hard and ready to do more by the time she sat up on me.

“Damn,” the Flame Dancer panted as she gave me an unusual smile. “That… Wow… Victor.”

“Ahhh, you look so cute,” Emta snorted. “Gee is in love.”

“Her face is soooo adorable,” Adella sang.

“You saw how he just fucked me,” Gee laughed as she slowly lifted her hips off me, and my cock slid out of her with a wet sound.

A trail of my white sperm began to leak out of her black pussy lips, and I felt my erection actually tense again as Gee reached down, scooped it up with the finger of her free hand, and then wiped it off on her tongue.

“Hmmm. I like everything about this, Victor.” Her lips curled into a smile, and she blinked her glowing green eyes at me as she moved back into the tub.

“Nomi is next?” Adella sang.

“Oh, I do not need to go,” Nomi said. “If Victor is tired--”

“I’m going to take you,” I growled as I sat up from her lap. Then I pulled her into my arms and gently lowered her so that she was laying on her back on the ledge beside the tub.

Nomi’s black hair spread out behind her head like a lake of ink, and her pale snow-like skin was actually a few shades lighter and smoother than the polished rock of the bathtub. I came up on my knees between her legs, but I couldn’t help but take a minute or three to slowly run my fingers down her arms, neck, chest, breasts, tummy, hips, and finally legs. Every part of her was just so fucking perfect, and my mouth watered at the thought of sliding inside of her.

“You… are staring at me,” she whispered as a slight flush came to her cheeks and neck.

“Because you are gorgeous, girl,” Gee laughed from where she held her hand in the tub. “We need to get you better clothes and a hat so you aren’t looking like a used mop all the time.

“Agreed,” Emta snorted. “Your shapeless dress isn’t doing you any favors.”

“Victor doesn’t mind,” Nomi whispered as her bright blue eyes searched my face. “You… still think I am beautiful even in my dress?”

“Yes,” I said. “But I love each of you for more than your looks. We support each other as a family.”

“And you just made more family inside of each of us,” Gee cackled. “Well, you’re about to put a baby in Nomi. So get to it.”

“So bossy,” Nomi sighed as she glanced over at her friend, but then she looked back to me as I spread open her legs and moved forward on my knees.

“Do you want me to give you a baby?” I whispered as I stared into Nomi’s eyes.

“Yes. Very much.” Her voice was just a faint whisper, and then my vision flashed again as my Eye-Q updated.

Nomi had a tiny trail of black pubic hair above her vagina, and I gently ran my thumb down it until I came to her pussy lips. Her clit was already popping out of its protective hood, so I rubbed it the slightest amount as I moved my cock into place with my other hand.

“Ohhh,” Nomi let out a cute gasp when she felt me touch her, and then she closed her blue eyes when she felt my cock begin to spread her open.

When I was halfway inside of her, I leaned down and slipped my right arm under her waist. Then I lifted up a bit and pulled her toward my hips as I thrust deeper into her. She let out a gasp as soon as I filled her, and the nails of her one hand dug into my scalp as I began to slowly make love to her.

“Mmmm… Mmmmm… Yeeeessss.” Nomi’s small whimpers of pleasure drove me wild, so I moved my face to her right breast and began to suck on her nipple.

This drove the beautiful dark-haired woman crazy, and she let out a small squeak of blissful agony as she pulled my head more against her nipple. That was all the encouragement I needed, and I went to town sucking, licking, and lightly biting the erect nub while I gently made love to her. As soon as I felt she’d had enough of me attacking one nipple, I moved over to the other, and then I moved back again, but Nomi was panting like she had just sprinted a mile, so I sat back up and looked down into her blushing face.

“Cum on my cock,” I ordered.

“Yes, Victor.” She nodded frantically, and then she bit her lip as her eyes rolled back into her head.

I could feel Nomi squirt and gush around my penis as she orgasmed, and her body seemed to bend and twist around me as I continued to thrust into her. I wasn’t sure if this made her climax last longer or not, but it felt like she continued to squeeze me for a good minute while she came. When she finally began to descend from her peak, I leaned forward and captured her mouth with mine.

I switched back between kissing her, sucking on her nipples, and then licking her neck and shoulders while I maintained my steady pace. I didn’t want to change positions or get too aggressive because Nomi had so far been a very passive lover that seemed like she could break if I got rough, so I just enjoyed the slow pace and the feeling of her beautiful body taking my cock.

It was impossible to tell how long I’d made love to Nomi, but I guessed a good fifteen minutes had passed. Emta and Adella got back into the bathtub and began to trace their fingers down my back and Nomi’s chest while I made love to her, and the three other women showered us both with compliments about how great we looked making love to each other.

The sensations of her wetness and the way her beautiful face looked up at me with pure adoration eventually nudged me toward my breaking point, and I picked up my pace a bit as a growl emerged from my chest.

“I’m going to cum,” I gasped as I felt her wet tunnel begin to tighten around me. “Cum with me.”

“Yes. Yes. Yes.” Nomi nodded as her body began to shake.

“Look at my face when I fill you up,” I said, and then I felt my balls tense as my orgasm shot through my body.

Nomi reached her climax the same time as me, and I made sure to watch her face as I began to pour deep inside of her womb. Her mouth silently opened three times as she struggled to find the right way to express her pleasure, but she also kept her eyes locked onto my face, and we both gyrated and moved together as we silently experienced our pleasure.

It really felt like I was pouring a glass of my essence into the beautiful woman. My balls just never seemed to stop tightening, and her eyes opened wider and wider when it became apparent that I was going to keep filling her womb up until it spilled out of her.

“Ohhhh,” she finally whined after I’d climaxed for a good two dozen seconds, and she bit her finger as her eyes got a faraway look.

Then I felt the last drops of me gush into her, and I let out a long groan as I collapsed forward on my hands so that I didn’t have my weight on her.

“Good girl,” Gee sighed as she ran her fingers through Nomi’s hair. “You took Victor’s seed very well.”

“T-t-thank… you…” Nomi stuttered, and then she reached up to touch my face.

“That was so sexy,” Emta sighed. “I loved the way you both looked at each other while you fucked.”

“Victor made love to each of us,” Adella sighed as she laid back in the tub. “Fucking? Yes, but most importantly it was lovemaking. It was beautiful. I’m glad we could all share him today. I feared we had lost him forever, and that would have made me sad for even longer…”

“Yes,” Nomi whispered as she continued to trace her hands over my face. “We can never lose you, Victor. We love you.”

“I love you all, too,” I said, and then I bent down a bit to kiss Nomi again. I was still inside of her, and my cock was finally starting to go soft, but I wanted to stay there for a bit longer.

Then there was a knock at the door to my suite.

“Victor?” I heard Dahnani call from the hallway. “We have prepared dinner! Would you like to come down?”

“Yeah!” I shouted back.

“I’ll tell everyone el--”

“I can do that!” I interrupted her, “I’ll tell everyone. We’ll meet you down there in a few minutes!”

“Okay!” she called back, and then I slowly pulled out of Nomi and sat on the edge of the tub.

“I don’t know about you four, but I just worked up an appetite,” I said.
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Chapter 21

The five of us quickly dried off with the rough towels I had found in the cabinet, and then we put our clothes back on before heading out of my room. Adella volunteered to get Eiter and Haryoud, and the three of them caught up with us by the time we made it to the dining room.

If I had any questions about how many people were supposed to live in this strange fortress, it was quickly answered by the size of the dining hall. I figured that a hundred people could sit at the grand table in the middle, and the strange angled windows caught enough of the late afternoon sun to show that there were many smaller alcoves on the side of the room where booth tables were set up. Groups of four or two could have more private conversations here, but our new friends were all sitting at the end of the table that I guessed was closest to the kitchen, so we all made our way over there and took seats beside them.

The cooked brontosaurus was brought out as soon as we sat down, and there were grilled zucchini-like vegetables and large pitchers of water. The meat was just as amazing as I remembered it, and we all let out moans of pleasure as we stuffed ourselves with the incredible feast. Adella had thought to bring Keefaye’s Blessed Water from the trikes’ packs, and the entire group drank it all as we got to know each other better. Moura, Beela, and Temla flirted with me unabashedly, but I kept sharing private smiles with Emta, Adella, Gee, and Nomi while we ate. I still couldn’t quite believe I’d just made love to all four of them in the bathtub, and I was a bit interested to see what Emta was thinking when she invited them to come with her to my room.

As the meal wound down, I figured it was time to shift our conversation to business, and I cleared my throat a bit so I could get everyone’s attention.

“Tell me about Izek,” I said. “My flying dinosaur is perched in a tree by his cave, but they look like they are getting ready to call it a night. I don’t think he’s going to attack ‘til tomorrow, so we have to be ready. Do you know his powers? How about anyone else in his group?”

“His power is similar to mine,” Ahrous said. “He holds onto the gem at his neck and can pull people or creatures toward or away from him.”

“You’ve seen this?” I asked.

“I did.” Heetal said. “When they first arrived here, I was out gathering herbs, and I watched from a safe distance. One of his men said something rude to him, so he yanked him in close so he could strangle him. Then, after the man was dead, Izek threw him away as he touched his gem. Each time he used the power, the man he killed had a strange black outline around their body that matched the color of the gemstone in his necklace.”

“He hasn’t used that to yank you guys off the top of the fortress?” I asked.

“When I saw him do that, I waited around a bit and saw how he treated his minions. Then I came back and reported it to everyone.”

“We guessed he would come here, and a few days later he did,” Dahnani continued. “We made sure he could not see us when he made his demands.”

“We told him to bugger off,” Gerfred scoffed. “Don’t need no son of a bitch ugly enough to scare a vulture off a gut wagon telling us what to do and demanding the ladies lift their skirts up. Made him madder than a tick on the back of a warm chunk of charcoal.”

“He only came that one time, though,” Beela continued. “He sent his minions the rest of the time.”

“You’ve never seen him move an inanimate object like Ahrous?” I asked.

“No.” Dahnani shook her head.

“Tell me about his men,” I said. “I know the man with the purple hair and green skin made the crossbows, but he is dead now, along with the one guy with the long ears.”

“The one who made the crossbows was Reemar,” Allina said. “We do not know the name of the one with the long ears, but he seemed to be able to make an energy shield appear. They once did it to practice their aim while they were in front of our fortress.”

“The man with the gray spiked hair seems to make their mounts,” I said. “Do you know his name?”

“We think it is Ourkelz,” Moura said. “When I used my Dark Globe on him, the mounts all disappeared, so we think he needs to be able to see them.”

“Hmmm…” I leaned back in my chair. “When he was blinded by shit he was still able to summon them, so I’m not sure that is the case. Could just be that your Dark Globe fucks with his mind, and he loses concentration.”

“Could be.” Moura shrugged.

“What about anyone else in that tribe?” I asked.

They all shook their heads.

“Sorry, Victor,” Temla sighed. “We should know more about our enemies.”

“It’s fine,” I said. “I have a bit of an advantage because I can send one of my pets to spy. Like I said earlier, Bruce is right there watching them, but it’s only the guys who got shit-bombed, and they aren’t doing much besides complaining about how bad they all smell.”

“Look, kid,” Gerfred cleared his throat. “Y’all have done us a solid favor by helping with the cave-in, and the offering of soap, and y’all said you were going to help us get warm baths tonight. You don’t need to help us with this Izek problem. That’s too much. We don’t want to be in your debt.”

“For the love of darkness,” Moura groaned as she rolled her eyes. “I disagree with this lout.”

“Lout?” Gerfred hissed.

“Yeeeessss,” Moura hissed back. “You are uncouth and need a lesson in manners. It is the definition of the word. That does not mean I do not care for you or adore you, it just means you are too rough around the edges to understand the nuance of gentle conversation.”

“Maybe that is fair,” the man said as he shrugged.

“You are not our leader, Gerfred,” Beela sighed. “I know you, Seerez, and Heetal feel protective of us because we are women, but we’ve proven ourselves to be equal parts of this group.”

“You can leave me out of that,” Seerez said as he held his hands up. “I know you ladies are tougher and stronger than me. I’m perfectly fine to do whatever the fuck you tell me to do. I have no opinions about who should be calling the shots with our group.”

“So you don’t have a leader?” Gee asked as she scrunched her nose.

“Well… no,” Dahnani cleared her throat.

“Dahnani has been here the longest,” Allina said. “Sooooo… we all just defer to her a bit.”

“I am not qualified for that position,” Dahnani chuckled as she shook her head. “We’ve been getting along just fine without someone in charge.”

“Until you’ve got enemies at your gate,” Gee sighed. “Democracy is fine for picking flowers, but when you go to war, you need someone with a strong hand and a sharp mind to make the decisions for the group.”

“That is probably why we have struggled with this problem,” Ahrous said. “I do have some military experience on my world, but I was low ranking and in the accounting department.”

Ahrous looked more like a female bodybuilder than an accountant, but I wasn’t going to ask her more questions about her world because we might get off topic.

“The point of all of this discussion is that we should defer to Victor,” Moura said as she gestured to me, and then she raised her hand. “All in favor?”

Beela and Temla raised their hands immediately, but then everyone else did a few moments later. Even Gerfred did, and when everyone looked at him, he shrugged.

“I was just trying to be polite. Didn’t want the kid doing more than what he’s already done if he didn’t want to.”

“I have no problem killing assholes and protecting my friends,” I said. “I have a bit of a plan, so I’ll tell you all what I’m thinking, and then we can discuss issues and how you all might fit into it.”

They all nodded, and then I took another sip of water before I started my explanation.

“There is a boulder up above their cave, so my plan was to knock it down so that it blocks them in,” I started. “First issue is getting the boulder to fall in exactly the right spot. We think Gee is strong enough to kick it over, but we don’t have a lot of ways to make sure it falls in the right spot. It looks like it probably will, but maybe you all have a better idea to do it. Second issue is that there is a back exit from their cave. It is pretty narrow, but they will all be able to get out. My plan is to have someone there killing them as they exit. It was going to be Gee, but she has to push over the boulder, and she might not make it to the small exit in time. I can have my dinos bite and eat them as they exit, but since I don’t know their powers, I’m worried we are going to get surprised and someone on our side might get killed.”

“How close is this cave to water?” Adella sang. “I could flood the cave with it and end their lives once they are trapped inside.”

“There is a stream near the front of the cave, but I think you are a good three hundred yards away on the other side of the hill.” Haryoud gestured with his hands. “Or so, I think since I followed the tunnel out the other side. It seemed that far away.”

“I could use my ability to help the boulder fall,” Ahrous said. “I have never handled something that heavy before, but if I press my strength into it while it tumbles, I could guide it to where it needs to fall.”

“Are you positive?” I asked.

“I am very certain.” She nodded. “But as I said, I have never done it before, and I do not know where we could go to practice. Maybe I could test it on the walls of the cave-in?”

“None of those rocks are big enough,” I said, “but I still like the idea. Anyone have any other thoughts?”

Allina raised her hand. “If most of the men are covered in shit and sitting out in front of the cave, how will you get them inside to trap them with the boulder?”

“Hmmm…” I sighed as I leaned back in my chair. “That’s a good question.”

“Why do you need to trap them in there anyway?” Heetal asked. “Couldn’t you just attack them with your ferocious pets?”

“Like I said before, I don’t know what everyone’s powers are. If I get them all trapped in the cave, the likelihood of them being able to hurt one of us is slimmer, and if they all exit the back door one at a time, we can kill them quickly, many of us against one of them instead of having fair numbers.”

“Ahh, so this is not very honorable,” Heetal sighed.

“Fuck honor,” I laughed. “These men want to rape your friends and take your fortress. I’d murder them in their sleep right now if I could get away with it.”

Every single woman on the other side of the table smiled widely at me, and Moura quickly raised her hands and began to applaud.

Beela clapped right after her, and then all the women, and everyone from my tribe was clapping.

“Okay, okay,” I said as I waved for everyone to stop.

“This is what we need!” Beela said. “Someone able to get their hands bloody for the greater good. We’ve spent too many hours trying to reason with these disgusting fools. Victor wants to solve the problem while keeping our safety in mind.”

“I understand how he thinks,” Heetal said as he gave everyone an apologetic bow. “I did not mean to imply that I valued honor more than you, my friends. It is just a way of thinking I am not accustomed to. I agree with Victor’s methods and will help how I can.”

“Thanks for clearing that up,” I said as I gave him a nod. “I still need an answer to how we get all these assholes in the cave, though.”

“Uhhh, I have an idea,” Emta cleared her throat. “Not a great one, but maybe it will work.”

“Tell us,” I said.

“Isn’t Seerez’s power imitating someone’s voice,” she said as she pointed to the lizard-man. “Couldn’t he sneak up on to the top of the mountain with Nomi and Gee, and then shout down in Izek’s voice for them all to get inside the cave right now?”

“That’s fucking genius!” I chuckled, and then I turned to Seerez and raised my eyebrow.

“I can do it!” he laughed. “Although, I must say I’m quite disappointed I didn’t even think to use my own power.”

“You know what he sounds like?” I confirmed.

“Yeah,” he said, and his voice shifted to sound like a man much larger and angrier. “I heard him talk like this when he came to make his demands. His men will think he’s giving out the orders, for sure.”

“Perfect,” I said. “Any other ideas for getting them in the cave and blocking off the front?”

“I do have an idea,” Nomi whispered, and everyone leaned forward to hear her. “If Gee kicks the boulder over, and it falls short of the intended spot, she could jump down there and use her heat to keep them from going out. Most of the abilities we have come up against require line of sight to use them, so if Gee just stands hidden behind the boulder, they still won’t be able to come out because it will still be too hot. Even if one does try, I could use my Eclipse on them, and then she can kill them.”

“I like it,” I said, “It also gives me another idea. If you are at the front of the cave, it is close enough to the stream for Adella to use her water abilities on. She could then flood inside that way, which will probably make them flee out the back with more chaos, but this will only work if the boulder doesn’t seal them in.”

“So we have a good backup plan,” Gee chuckled. “If I kick down that boulder and Ahrous makes it land in the right spot, we’re good. If I kick that boulder down and it lands in the wrong spot, I go stand outside to make it hot, then Adella pours all the water in to piss them off.”

“Yep,” I confirmed. “Now let’s talk about the back door.”

“Hmmm, the back door?” Moura winked one of her normal eyes at me.

“Stoooop,” Beela laughed.

“I can’t help it,” Moura chuckled.

“And you were calling me uncouth,” Gerfred snorted.

“Do you really want to start this again?” the purple-haired woman sighed as she turned her three eyes to the older man.

“Focus back on the problem,” I said. “The sooner we talk this through, the sooner you all get your hot baths.”

“Yes, of course, my apologies, Victor.” Moura nodded to me.

“Is there any way we can seal off that back entrance?” I asked as I turned to Haryoud. “You are the only person who has seen it.”

“There are some trees on the other side, and I’m sure there are more boulders. Issue is that they’ll hear us building something over there, and then we’ll lose our surprise advantage.”

“How about your Fog Wall?” I asked Gerfred. “That slows them down, right?”

“Yeah…” He nodded.

“Do you need to keep looking at it once you’ve placed it?” I asked.

“No. I can put it somewhere and then walk away from it. The wall lasts for an hour without me even thinking about it, course, I could cancel it whenever I want.”

“How about your Dark Globe?” I asked Moura. “I know it doesn’t stop anyone’s movements, but can you leave it up somewhere and then walk away so you don’t see it.”

“No. I have to be able to see it the whole time.”

I sat for a few moments in silence as I put together the pieces of my plan, and then I leaned forward and began to arrange the bronze plates, cups, and utensils we’d used to eat our feast.

“Haryoud, so the back tunnel twists and turns, but you said the last part was pretty straight?” I arranged a bunch of knives to look like the tunnel.

“Yes,” he said as he moved over to move the knives around a bit closer to what he saw.

“So at this back part we’ll put a fog wall,” I said as I looked over at Gerfred. “That will slow them down and make them panic. They’ll probably try to run out faster, or… fuck, who knows exactly what they will do, but it will confuse them. Then, at the end of the tunnel just as they pop outside, Moura will have a Dark Globe sitting at head level. So, as soon as they step out, they won’t be able to see, but we’ll be able to see their legs, and we’ll cut them down and then chop them to bits. Emta and I will each have our weapons, and I’m guessing a few of you are okay with axes or spears?”

Everyone at the table besides Eiter, Temla, and Dahnani nodded their heads, but I’d already planned to have them standing as far back as possible during the fight so they hopefully wouldn’t be involved.

“I’ll also have my large dinosaurs and the smaller vertical-striped ones there in case one gets away. Does anyone have any concerns?”

“What if someone has a power similar to mine and can cancel their abilities?” Nomi asked.

“Then we’ll have to kill them as they step out single file,” I said. “It will be more dangerous, but I’m counting on the confusion they are feeling to give us the upper hand. Any other thoughts?”

“I think it is a splendid idea,” Moura said. “When do we start?”

“First thing tomorrow morning,” I said. “These guys seem to wake up a few hours after sunrise, but we’ll be the ones to wake them up tomorrow.”

Everyone smiled and nodded, but I could feel the excitement and nervousness in the air. These people weren’t really used to fighting, but I was going to show them how powerful they could be if they all worked together.

“Then… is it bath time?” Beela asked.

“Please, say yes,” Moura said as she gave me a smoldering look.

“If Adella, Gee, and Nomi are good?”

“It would delight me to help you!” Adella sang as she stood from her chair.

“Let’s do it,” Gee said.

The fortress tribe quickly determined who was going to clean the dishes after they took a bath, and then the whole group walked out of the dining area and into the grand foyer.

“I’m going to head to bed,” I said, even though there were still some golden sunrays leaking into the foyer from the high windows. “Let’s all meet down here as early as we can.”

Everyone nodded, and our hosts took Adella, Gee, and Nomi with them down the hallway while Eiter, Haryoud, Emta, and I walked up the stairs to our floor. I kept my hand on Emta’s hip while we walked, and both Haryound and Eiter seemed to notice our new familiarity.

“I’ll see you all tomorrow,” Eiter said in her usual flat voice. “I am excited to sleep in an actual bed.”

“Same,” Haryoud actually yawned. “I normally get insomnia before there is going to be a conflict, but I really do feel exhausted.”

“It has been a stressful few days,” I said to them both, and then Emta and I wished them farewell before I pulled her into my room.

Before we even closed the door, I had my hands on her hips and was kissing her deeply. Her hands ran through my hair as she kissed me back, and we quickly pulled each other’s clothes off before we fell into the massive bed.

Then I was deep inside of her, and her body moved together with me until I’d filled her up once again with my seed.

“Fuuuuuckkkk,” she gasped as soon as we had both finished our climaxes, and I laid somewhat on top of her with my cock still deep in her pussy.

“That’s for sure,” I chuckled.

“I can’t believe you could go again,” she sighed as her nails gently traced circles around my back. “Five times in a few hours? I don’t think that my problem we talked about is really going to be a problem.”

“I hope it won’t be,” I said as I propped myself up on my elbows and then looked down on her pretty face. “Tell me something…”

“Yeah?”

“Why… Why did you bring Adella, Nomi, and Gee?”

“Hmmm…” She closed her eyes for a moment and then let out a long breath before she opened them. “It’s… well… we were all talking after the baths were filled. Gee… she smashed through the cave-in and was screaming for you. Nomi was crying when I carried your body out. I… They love you as much as I do. So does Adella. I see it in their faces when they look at you, and I know you care for all of us. I wanted to spend time with you, and… I wanted you to love me, but I realize that it’s not a normal marriage like on my world. I’m part of a family with you and these other women. All four of us almost lost you, and all we wanted was to be even closer with you. I’ve been a selfish brat all my life, but I’m not going to be that person anymore. I told them I was going to your room to fuck your brains out, and then I asked if they wanted to join in. Gee immediately said yes. Nomi was a bit more shy, but she wanted to. Then we met Adella in the hallway, and well… You know the rest.”

“Yeah,” I said, and then I gave Emta a deep kiss. Then another, and then another before I finally pulled my cock out of her pussy and laid on the bed.

Emta snuggled up on my right side with her arm on my chest and her leg over my hip again, and then she nuzzled into my neck and let out a few happy sighs.

“It’s too bad Galmine isn’t here,” she whispered. “Every bit of me is filled with you…”

“That--” I started to say, but then my door creaked open, and Adella, Gee, and Nomi walked in.

“Come get in bed,” Emta chuckled, and Nomi and Adella took off their single pieces of clothing before they climbed in.

I exchanged a few kisses with everyone, and then we all found a comfortable position to sleep. It felt like I barely closed my eyes before someone was shaking my shoulder.

“Hmmm?”

“Victor,” Nomi whispered. “It is a bit before dawn. The sun will rise in ten minutes. Emta went to make sure everyone was awake.”

“Got it,” I said as I sat up, but Gee was still asleep and was clinging to my arm with her free hand.

“Wake up, my mighty Flame Dancer,” I said as I kissed her forehead. “There are assholes to burn.”

“Where?” Her glowing green eyes opened instantly, and then she sat up.

“Come on,” I laughed, and then I put on my clothes.

By the time we made it down to the courtyard, Bruce was circling the enemy camp, and I could see that all the shit-guys were still sleeping around the campfire.

“We all here?” I said as I returned my vision to my body.

“Yes, Victor,” Dahnani said, and the rest of her tribemates nodded. They all looked really nervous, but I expected that.

They’d lived behind a massive wall since they got here, whereas my team had to build our walls and fight tooth and nail to keep them.

“These fuckers are still asleep,” I said, “so the first part of our plan is going just fine. Next step is getting there, so we are going to walk out of these walls, and when we return, Izek and his minions are going to be dead.”
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Chapter 22

The morning air outside of the fortress was actually a little chilly, and there was a thick layer of fog rising up from the river. The atmosphere reminded me a lot of an early Southern California morning, which normally started out cool until the sun managed to burn through the fog.

None of us spoke as I motioned for Eiter, Temla, Allina, Beela, Gee, and Nomi to get up on the trikes. The rest of us walked beside the pachys, Rufio, and the troodons, and I kept checking in with Bruce to make sure our enemies were still sleeping.

They were.

As we walked through the dewy jungle, I tried to think about everything that could possibly go wrong with my plan while simultaneously trying to keep the tension out of my shoulders. My mind eventually spun itself into too many circles, so I just focused on the clean smell of the morning air and staring at the golden rays of the sun as it began to rise. It reminded me of the early days I spent on this world when Sheela and I would get up as early as we could and make the dangerous water run to the south of the cave we shared with Trel and Galmine.

I’d come a long way since then.

“Everyone good?” I whispered when we were about half a mile away from the hillside where Izek’s cave was.

The group nodded, so we continued on in a bit of an arch so that we hit the hillside on the east end, which was about an eighth of a mile from where Izek’s cave was on the west end.

“Gee, Nomi, Ahrous, Seerez, and Adella, you are up.” I motioned up the hill.

“When should I kick that rock over?” Gee whispered when they began to sneak past me.

“After they all go into the cave,” I said as I looked at Seerez.

“When should I order them inside?” he asked.

“I’ll have Bruce flap his wings three times, or honk, or something,” I said. “Then I’ll do it again when Gee needs to kick the rock.”

“Got it.” She nodded, and then she looked at Nomi, Adella, and then back at me. “Give us a kiss, eh?”

“Yeah,” I chuckled, and then I leaned in and kissed Gee for a few precious seconds. Then I kissed Adella and held her chin in my hands for a few moments as I stared into her green eyes.

“I love you,” the redhead mouthed silently, then I nodded and turned to Nomi

I gave the beautiful dark-haired woman a passionate kiss, and then I brushed her long black hair away from her beautiful face. “Keep Gee safe, okay?”

“Keep me safe?” Gee snorted. “I’m gonna keep all these girlies safe. You don’t have to worry.”

I winked at her, and then I smacked her tight ass and pointed up the hill.

The five of them moved up the slope, and then I motioned for everyone to move around the east side of the hill.

The path here had been a bit worn from Izek’s crew riding their strange goat creatures, but the path up around this side of the hill was an untraveled mix of longleaf pine and jungle trees. Rufio and the trikes had to move around some of the trees so they wouldn’t make too much noise, so it took us a bit longer to get to the other side of the hill than I had planned.

“Let me know when you see the cave,” I whispered to Haryoud once I thought we were getting close to the area where the back exit might have been.

“I’m not sure exactly where it is,” he whispered, “It is somewhere over-- wait! I think that is it!”

We moved to the side of the slope where he pointed, and sure enough, there was a narrowed slit in the rock that looked big enough for me to walk into.

I gestured behind me for everyone to be quiet by holding my finger to my lips, and then I turned to Haryoud, pointed at my eyes, pointed at him, and then pointed down the tunnel. He nodded, and then his spider eyes did the usual blinking motion.

A few moments later a wide smile split his face, and he nodded at me.

We were in business.

I pointed to Gerfred, and then I pointed to the cave. He nodded and then raised both of his hands like he was doing a vertical clap. A moment later a thick sheet of gray-green fog filled the cave, and I reached my hand into it to see what it felt like. It wasn’t quite solid, but it did feel a bit like I was pushing my hand through water. This would for sure mess with their perceptions, especially since I couldn’t see more than an inch into the fog.

I turned back to everyone, smiled, and then pointed to Moura.

The purple-haired woman straightened her tuxedo coat a bit, and then she spun her fingers in a circle shape. A moment later a small black globe appeared in her hand, and she then pushed it with her palm. The black sphere sped from her hand like a rocket, and then it stopped right at eye level on the perfect spot at the end of the fog wall.

I nodded to everyone, and then I pulled out my Cricket Bat of Doom. Emta pulled out her sword, and everyone else pulled out a stone axe or spear they had gotten from the back of Katie.

I looked over at everyone one last time. Emta looked ready to rock, as did Haryoud, Ahrous, Moura, and Beela, but everyone else looked like they were about to shit their pants, so I briefly pointed at a few people and then gestured for them to move down the line a bit so our heavy hitters were going to get their first swings in and people like Eiter, Allina, Temla, and Dahnani had spears so that they could stab from a distance if it came to that.

I pushed my vision to Bruce and saw the five men still sleeping outside of the caves. The dawn light wasn’t even cutting through the trees yet, and the fire was just about to burn out. None of them were moving, and the serene scene almost made me want to hum the classical Morning Mood song by Edvard Grieg that was in a lot of cartoons right before the action started.

Bruce turned to look up the hill, and he spotted my five friends waiting beside the boulder. Seerez was about a dozen yards to the left so that he was more above the cave entrance, but most of his body was hiding behind a tree so that the five men couldn’t see him if they looked up.

Bruce made eye contact with Seerez, and then my pal shook his wings three times with big obvious movements.

Seerez nodded, and then he took a big breath and held one of his hands up to his mouth.

“Hey! You shit-covered fuckers outside! Get your smelly asses in here right fucking nooooooow!”

The five men all jumped to their feet instantly, but they looked around at each other with confusion on their faces.

Seerez had ducked behind the tree, and he risked a peek out to see they weren’t moving.

“Why the fuck are you five standing there? Get in here. Nooooooow!”

That got them moving, and the five men jogged into the maw of the cave with unhappy looks on their faces.

Bruce let out a honk as soon as the last guy ran in.

Nomi let go of Gee, while Adella and Ahrous backed away. My dark-skinned lover’s body erupted into flames, and then she threw her shoulder into the massive boulder as she gritted her teeth. The boulder was probably about the size of two full-sized pickup trucks, but I could see the top of the rock begin to angle over.

“What the fuck are you assholes doing in here?” I heard a voice scream, and I realized I was hearing it in my own body coming through the back tunnels as well as from Bruce’s ears from where he was perched in a tree.

“You told us to come in here?” a voice said.

“I did not!” Izek shouted. “You all stink! I told you to stay out of my fucking cave until you didn’t smell like shit anymore.”

“No, you told us to come inside,” another voice said. “We all heard it.”

I don’t know if Gee heard them arguing, but it was obvious she knew she only had a few more seconds left, so she backed away a few steps and slammed her shoulder into it once more. This finally caused the thing to tip over, and it began to roll down the slope.

Ahrous held out her hands and gritted her teeth. Her short blue hair whipped around her face as if a gust of wind was pushing it around, but then the rock seemed to twist a bit as it fell. It spun a bit to the side and then hit the ground right in front of the cave. I almost expected it to bounce, but the dirt was soft there, and the boulder kind of dug in like a chip being dunked into guacamole.

“What the fuck?” Izek shouted, and his voice only hit my ears through the rear tunnel, since the front was now blocked.

Gee still jumped down and moved to stand behind the boulder, and then she pointed up to Adella with one hand and at the boulder with another.

Looks like there might have been a crack.

“It’s a cave-in!” someone shouted.

“Can we get out?” Another voice shouted.

“I can see light coming out there!”

“Can anyone squeeze out?”

“Why is it so fucking hot? What the fuck is going on?”

Adella raised her hands, and a pillar of water from the stream began to coil and twist toward the rock. Gee gestured again to where the crack was, but I couldn’t really see it from my angle.

Adella could though, and the water began to push right into where Gee was pointing.

“Water?” a voice shouted from inside.

“We are going to drown!”

“We aren’t going to drown, you idiots!” Izek screamed, and I realized that this guy really needed some anger management classes. “Go out the back! Everyone! Fucking move!”

I returned to my body and then motioned for my friends to get ready. Then I raised my Cricket Bat of Doom and nodded at Emta.

She held her sword up and returned my nod.

I heard the men moving toward us in the wet passage, and they continued to scream and shout as their feet splashed around, but Izek kept shouting insults to keep them moving.

They were coming closer.

I forced myself to take a few deep breaths so I could make my first swing a powerful one.

“I can’t see!” a man shouted. “Feels like I am running through water! Help! Help! I’m drowning!”

I almost rolled my eyes at how dumb these guys were, but hey, my plan was working, so instead I just smiled and looked for the first pair of legs to come out of the fog.

Then they did a second later.

I didn’t even bother trying to aim, I just swung at the Dark Globe with all the strength in my arms, shoulders, and hips. I felt my weapon hit resistance, but it was only for a flash of a second, and the screaming voice was cut short. There was a plop to my left, and I glanced over to see a man’s head roll down the grass.

Then his body fell to the ground between Emta and me.

I swung again when the next guy came out, but my strike hit him in what I guessed was the chest, and he let out a scream before Emta stabbed her sword a bit above where I had hit. Her thrust cut off the man’s scream abruptly, and I pulled hard on my Cricket Bat of Doom so that I could yank his body to the side and out of the way of our murder gauntlet.

A third man dashed through the black globe while I was occupied with the second victim, and Emta missed him with her sword as he moved past her. Fortunately, Haryoud and Gerfred were right behind us, and they each got a hit in with their stone axes. The man crumpled to the ground, and then three spear points slammed into his back and skull to kill him.

I moved back to the line and swung at the next man, but my Cricket Bat of Doom seemed to stick inside of the target, and he stepped forward out of the Dark Globe with a wide and sinister smile on his shark mouth.

Oh, this guy.

Emta slammed her sword into his shoulder, but his skin just wrapped around it like he was made out of soft clay, and he backhanded my lover away. Then he turned his attention back to me and grabbed my left arm with his massive hand.

I tried to pull away as his fingers clamped around me, but my weapon was still stuck in him, and his grip almost felt strong enough to crush my forearm bone. Haryoud and Gerfred slammed their axes into the man, but their blades sunk into his skin just like my cricket bat and Emta’s sword was.

“Idiots,” the man snarled as he took a few shuffled steps toward me, and I had to backpedal so that I wouldn’t fall on my ass. The good news was that this took me a bit away from the exit of the cave, so my friends could keep killing the men coming out of the hole, but the bad news was that this guy seemed pretty intent on killing me before he turned around and killed everyone else.

My troodons ninja-jumped out of the trees and bit and clawed into the man’s clay-like flesh. For a moment, I worried that they’d get stuck in his skin like our weapons had, but that didn’t seem to happen, and the big fucker started to scream as blood flew off his body.

He let go of my arm and reached over his back to grab onto Daphne, but she felt him reaching and managed to jump off before he could touch her. Then he tried to smack Scoob off his leg, but my troodon was already fleeing, and the other tiger-striped dinos were doing the same.

“Fucking pests!” he shouted as he spun around, and then he seemed to realize I was still trying to yank my Cricket Bat of Doom free, and he spun around once more and tried to backhand me.

I dodged under his arm and then rolled back before I popped up standing. Everyone besides Eiter and Allina were occupied killing the men still pouring out of the cave, and they stepped toward me with their spears ready, but I raised my hand to ward them off since I figured this guy would easily kill both of them if they tried to attack him.

“Maybe we can talk this out?” I asked as I sensed Rufio silently moving through the pine trees so he could get behind the guy, and Shark Smile was too occupied by me to even notice that a twenty-foot-tall T-rex was tip-toeing up right behind him.

I just needed to buy Rufio a bit of time.

“I’m going to chew on your bones and rape your friends,” he growled as he stepped toward me.

“Look,” I started, “I don’t normally do this, but if you surrender, I’ll let you live.”

“Surrender?” He actually paused with his mouth open and then looked down at the weapons sticking out of his body. “You can’t beat me, small man. I’m immune to weapons. Like I said, I’m going to chew on your bones and--”

“Rape my friends, yeah, yeah, yeah.” I took a few more steps back. “You sure you won’t surrender?”

“Nooo,” the man growled, but then Ruifo had stepped behind him.

“Too bad,” I said, and then the T-rex let out a growl that was a good ten times louder than what the shark-smiled man had done.

He didn’t even have time to turn around. Rufio just bent down and bit his head clean off just like I would have done to a gummy bear. Blood erupted from his neck like it was a Monty Python movie, and he even stepped a few paces with his arms out as his headless body tried to make sense out of what the fuck had just happend.

Then his corpse fell over, and I saw that all the weapons stuck in him bounced free.

“Thanks, buddy,” I said to Rufio, but he was bending down to take another bite out of the asshole.

I grabbed my cricket bat in my right hand and Emta’s sword in my left, and then I sprinted back to the cave exit. Emta was already back up by then, and I tossed her sword to her as we went to stand up next to Moura and Beela. There were a bunch of bodies on the ground, but I didn’t really have time to count them.

Suddenly a screaming and black-outlined body flew out and smashed into our group like a bowling ball. We all fell over in a heap of bodies, but I quickly jump back up as I tried to figure out what the fuck had happened.

“Behind you!” Heetal shouted, and I spun around just in time to parry a strike from a massive stone axe.

The force of the blow drove me to my knees, and I felt the Cricket Bat of Doom creak against the weight of the other weapon.

“Fucking assholes,” the voice above me growled, and realized that Izek was the one carrying the axe.

I pushed forward and grabbed his left leg. He probably weighed three hundred pounds, but I still managed to get his leg up so that I could push him away. He bounced on his back foot as I tried to take him down, but then I saw him reach to his neck with his left hand.

Then I was flying through the air like someone had shot me out of a slingshot.

I passed right between two trees and then tumbled on my ass for a good five feet before I somehow came up on my toes. I blinked a few times to get my bearings, and I realized that he’d tossed me a good thirty feet away with just a single touch of his amulet.

I followed the line back to the giant man and saw that I’d dropped my weapon on the forest floor at his feet. Emta tried to stab him with her sword, but he had his left hand on his amulet now, and he flung her away from him just as easily as he would flick a fly.

Haryoud tried to hit him with an axe, but my furry orange pal got thrown. Then Izek spun around in a circle as he let out a torrent of insane laughter, and every single person in my tribe scattered away from him like they were dust being blown by the wind.

Then Izek’s eyes fixed on me through the trees. He dropped his axe and held out his arm to me as if he wanted to shake my hand.

I suddenly flew through the air toward him, and I both felt and heard my neck snap as his grip stopped my head from moving while my body whiplashed around like a rag.

I suddenly couldn’t feel anything in my body.

He’d broken my neck, and I was paralyzed.

“You thought you could kill me?” he hissed as he pushed his ugly face up to mine. “A puny little worm like you? What can you do? Control the creatures of this world? That isn’t even useful. You are nothing. It took me barely any effort to dismantle your attack and break your weak body.”

“Mmmm…” I tried to say something, but his grip was too tight around my neck.

I should have felt terror. I should have felt sadness. I should have felt regret or remorse. My neck was broken, and I was about two seconds away from dying, but all I really wanted to do was punch this guy in the face until his skull broke into pieces.

“This one?” Izek touched his necklace and laughed as Tom ran toward us, and then my big friend suddenly slid back.

“These?” Izek grunted as Bevis and Butt-Head tried to charge toward him, but they both got tossed away like they were plastic toys that a toddler threw.

“Or that one with the teeth?” Izek turned to Rufio, and the T-rex actually stumbled and tripped away as the man used his power. I noticed that each time he used his ability, his target was outlined in a black energy that almost looked like a thick Sharpie marker, but it only lasted for a split second.

Suddenly, I could feel my fingers and my toes, and I slowly slid my hand into my pocket.

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Emta leaning out from behind a tree. Blood was dripping down her chin, but her eyes stared at me with an unnatural focus.

I suddenly realized why I could move.

“Yeeeees, feel the despair,” he chuckled as he turned his attention back to me. “And with your last breaths, think about how powerful I will become once I control this world. All will bow before me, and I will kill, rape, and torture whoever I wish. I’ll start with your friends. Of course.”

My fingers found my flint knife I always kept on me. The thing was only three inches long, but I always made sure I had a sharp one on me.

“You… talk… too… much,” I choked out. “And… your… breath… smells… like… an… asshole…”

“What the fuck?” he hissed as he pulled my face closer to his.

That was all I needed.

I slammed my little flint dagger into the motherfucker’s left eye with as much strength as I could muster, and he screamed in agony as he let go of my throat.

Scoob, Shag, Fred, Velma, and Daphne were waiting in the bushes in their usual ninja fashion. They piled on him like rabid squirrels on a sack of nuts, and I reached around my feet to find the handle of my cricket bat.

My fingers closed around a thick grip, but I instantly realized it was Izek’s massive stone axe and not my faithful weapon. I was more than fine with this poetic justice, so I cranked the weapon back behind my head as I stood and then slammed it down on his skull.

The stone axe wasn’t as sharp as the Cricket Bat of Doom, but it made up for it with heft. The stone edge didn’t so much smash open Izek’s skull as it pulverized it like a mallet would break open an egg. A watermelon’s worth of brain, skull, and hair flew in all directions, and his body immediately crumpled to the ground as the troodons continued to tear into his flesh.

“For real. Your breath smelled really bad,” I said to his corpse, and then I dropped the axe on the ground and turned toward Emta.

She wiped the blood off her mouth and chin as she walked toward me, and then I wrapped her body in my arms as we kissed.

“Second time you’ve saved my life with your ability,” I whispered to her after our lips parted.

“Well, get used to it, cause I’m going to make sure you live a long, long, long time,” she chuckled.

Then we kissed again.

“Everyone okay?” I shouted after our second kiss, and I turned around to see the exit cave group walking or limping toward me.

“Banged my knee up a bit when he threw me,” Gerfred said as he pointed to his limping leg. “I’ll be okay in a few days.”

“I think I sprained my ankle,” Heetal said, “but I can still walk on it.”

“Hit a tree, but I’ll be fine,” Beela said, and then she turned around so that I could see a bruise forming on her sleek tattooed back.

“Nothing a hot bath won’t fix,” I said, and everyone let out a few laughs as we gathered around Izek’s corpse.

“Victor!” I heard Gee shout, and then we all turned as the Flame Dancer, Nomi, Adella, Ahrous, and Seerez jogged over to us.

“We got him,” I said as I pointed down to Izek’s corpse. “We won.”

“Of course we did,” Gee snickered. “That’s what we do. Was easy.”

“Well… not really easy,” I chuckled, and everyone else laughed.

“It is something…” Dahnani said as she looked down where my troodons still munched on Izek’s corpse. “He was incredibly powerful. I really had no idea. He threw us all around as if we weighed nothing.”

“Wait, where is his necklace?” Heetal asked.

“Here,” Emta said as she held it up. “It’s Victor’s now.”

“Will it work for anyone else?” Moura asked as she leaned in a bit to study the black diamond. “Is it even safe to use?”

“What’s the worst that can happen?” I took the necklace from Emta’s hand and then rubbed my thumb over the diamond.

“It could kill you?” Eiter said.

“Nothing can kill Victor now,” Emta snorted.

“Nothing?” I raised an eyebrow at her.

“Okay, that’s a lie,” she sighed. “To be honest, I could barely repair the damage he did to your spine. It took every ounce of focus I had in my brain, and if he’d punched you or even blown on your face a bit, I probably would have lost it and passed out, soooo yeeeaaaah. Don’t be killing yourself. Please.”

“Noted,” I chuckled, “but I don’t think this will kill me. Probably won’t even work. Let me try.”

I looked at Adella as I pressed my thumb into the diamond, and I thought about her moving close to me.

Nothing happened.

I thought about her flying toward me, and I kind of thought about my willpower focusing through the dark gemstone.

Nothing happened.

“Doesn’t seem to work, but let me try a few more times. Ahrous, how do you use your ability?”

“I just look at the thing I want to move and imagine lifting it as if I was just standing there,” she said with a shrug.

I looked at Adella again, and she gave me a shy smile and a small wave. “I like you looking at me like this…”

I nodded, and imagined what it would be like to lift her up and pull her into my arms for a kiss.

Her body was suddenly outlined in thick black, and then she lifted up and moved a foot closer to me.

“Holy shit,” I gasped.

“I was lifted through the air without much of a care!” Adella sang out.

“It worked!” Emta cheered.

“Not perfectly, but it’s a start,” I said.

“You might have to practice it,” Ahrous said. “It takes a few dozen years for my people to gain strength in their ability. This is different than mine, so it might be faster or slower for you.”

“Let me try again,” I said, and then I was able to move Adella two feet closer to me.

Then I was able to move her three feet closer. It was about a third of the distance between us, but I was pretty happy with the progress, even though I was starting to get a bit of a familiar headache.

It actually felt like when I was using my Tamer ability too much.

“That is some amazing improvement in just a few minutes,” Beela said, and everyone else nodded in agreement.

“Thanks everyone,” I said, and then I looped the golden necklace around my neck. It felt heavy against my chest, and thick black and gold jewelry wasn’t really my style, but I knew this new item was going to be useful, especially when I figured out how to unlock its full potential.

“Soooooo… hot baths everyone?” Moura asked, and everyone laughed.

“And another feast!” Temla cheered. “If… Victor’s pets can catch something else for us.”

“I think they can,” I said as I glanced down at the troodons. They were covered in blood from eating Izek, and I thought it was a fitting end to the asshole.

Soon he’d be troodon shit, and I’d be alive and using his amulet.

Fuck that guy.

“Then shall we return to the fortress?” Dahnani asked me, and I realized everyone in the group was waiting for me to give them the order. Even grumpy Gerfred was smiling at me as he waited for my command, and wondered if I could just tell them I was in charge from here on out.

I probably could, but even if I didn’t, I had a feeling that they weren’t going to want me to leave. These people had quickly come to rely on me, and I kind of worried about what would happen once I left.

“Yeah,” I said. “Let’s get some baths and feasting done. Then we are going to talk about tin and bronze.”

End of Book 9
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End Notes

Thanks for reading Tamer: King of Dinosaurs Book 9! Make sure you join my newsletter on my website for updates! You can also support my Tamer visual novel by helping me out on Patreon.
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