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Foreword

I wrote a book!
If the cover didn’t clue you in, this is a fan c of Michael-Scott Earle’s Tamer

series. If you’ve never read Tamer, this book should still make perfect sense. The
setup is pretty straightforward. Also, you should read Tamer. It’s pretty good. 

I’ve never written a book before, so fan ction seemed like a good place to start.
I gured I’d be giving myself whatever the opposite of a handicap is by playing in
someone else’s sandbox. That way I wouldn’t have to worry about all that pesky
world building. 

FYI, there are sex scene in the book (spoilers I guess) and they don’t fade to
black. I would describe them as explicit but not raunchy. Obviously those are
both entirely relative terms. 

Feel free to report any typos, o er constructive criticism, or gush
sycophantically at grrlpowercomic@gmail.com. You can also hit me up on
facebook/messenger if you hang out in MSE’s fan page and see me around. 

Obviously, Tamer is owned by Michael-Scott Earle. Buy Tamer, Star Justice
and his other books at: michaelscottearle.com

This book is free. Share it with whoever you like. Don’t sell it.
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CHAPTER ONE

I was falling. 
On the plus side, I could move again.
My hands were pressed tightly over my eyes, so I couldn’t see where I was falling

from or to. My right eye didn’t hurt anymore, but it had been ripped from my skull
moments before and replaced with something else, and the shadow of pain was still
echoing in my head. 

Before I could begin to orient myself, I impacted with something that felt like sand.
The landing knocked the wind out of my lungs and I curled up on the ground, heaving,
trying to restart my respiratory system.

 After several aborted gulps, my diaphragm rebooted and I was able to take a
shuddering breath. I opened my eyes, only to be all but blinded by a brilliant orange
light. I threw my arm in front of my face and looked around to see that I was on a beach
somewhere, lying in the center of a pillar of light. I shielded my eyes and looked up for
the source of the beam, but only saw the light receding into a point in the clear sky. 

Stumbling to my feet, I stepped sideways to get a better look above me, but as soon
as my foot broke the perimeter of the beam, the light vanished. I peered upwards for a
moment but saw nothing besides a crisp blue sky and the fading afterimage of the orange
light. 

I was standing on a long piece of coastline somewhere. There was about forty feet of
sand before the beach broke into ferns scattered with palm trees. Based on the foliage
and the heat, my best guess was that I was somewhere “tropical.”

In one direction, the beach extended a few miles before suddenly breaking into a
sheer cliff that jutted several hundred feet into the ocean. My eyes traced the mountain
inland, but I lost the top of it in a forest full of massive trees that populated the landscape
beyond the beach palms. 

The other direction had a more significant landmark. The beach curved out into the
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The other direction had a more significant landmark. The beach curved out into the

ocean as it neared the horizon, but less than half a mile from me was a sloped butte with
a single tree on top. 

Next to the tree, a dazzling column of blue light extended to the sky. 
My mind raced with possibilities, colored by the hard to dismiss recent memories of

what could only be described as an alien abduction.
Assuming I wasn’t lying in a hospital bed with a concussion, something that I wasn’t

ready to dismiss yet, I couldn’t shake the idea that I was about to have a life and death
battle with the Gorn captain. 

Everything else around me was just beach, ocean, or light foliage. The hill jutting out
of the sand seemed like the place I should be running either to or from. 

I took a few steps toward the top of the beach to look for a stick or something to use
as a weapon, then turned back just as the blue beam vanished. I watched for a moment
but was too far away to make out any details from on top of the hill. I assumed there was
another person there, but for all I knew, a blue beam meant it was a supply drop and I
needed to get my ass to it before someone else had the same idea.

The ferns and palms didn’t leave much in the way of hard branches for me to loot, but
I kicked around in the roots and found a handful of rocks. I gathered up a half dozen golf
ball sized ones and shoved them in the front of my jumpsuit, then dug out a lopsided
river stone the size of a softball. 

It wasn’t a great weapon, but it could crack a skull. I hopped it in my hand once, then
set off jogging toward the tilted butte. I kept my eyes on it as I approached and started to
resolve a figure standing next to the tree. My vision seemed crisper than I remembered,
and my hand drifted to the side of my head. I winked one eye shut then the other, but
whatever had happened to my eye didn’t make for any discernible difference between
them.

As I approached the hill, I could see a figure standing on it. It certainly wasn’t a
Gorn. The person was tall, slender, and if I read the body language correctly, disoriented.
They were looking around, up at the sky, at the tree, then finally saw me approaching as
they scanned the horizon. The figure tensed, and I slowed to walk as I reached the
bottom of the hill that jutted up from the beach.

They were an alien. A curiously human looking alien, discounting some glaring
cosmetic differences, but definitely not one of the ones who took me.

It was a woman… assuming males from her species weren’t shaped like human
women, I supposed. She was beautiful, if not certainly exotic. 

The first thing I noticed was the color of her skin, which was the dark gray blue of a
stormy sky. Her ventral coloring was nearly white, starting under her eyebrows and
running down her face, chest and taut, muscular tummy. The white reappeared half way
down her forearms and shins as blotchy spots that quickly became solid, like she was
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down her forearms and shins as blotchy spots that quickly became solid, like she was
wearing booties and gloves. She had no hair, instead the top of her head had three short,
smooth ridges that crested her skull from front to back, like nubby dorsal fins. 

At a distance I thought she might have been nude, but as I came closer, I saw she was
wearing what looked like a sports bra and boy shorts that nearly matched her skin
coloring, a slightly brighter white on the front and gunmetal blue on the back. The
texture on it reminded me of that futuristic swimsuit material that got banned from the
Olympics. 

She looked like a tall fitness model that got mixed up with a dolphin or an eel in a
transporter accident.

She placed one foot behind her and held her hands up defensively. “Who… who are
you!? What are you? What is this place? What’s happening? S-Stay where you are!” She
shouted in a very slight accent that I couldn’t quite place. 

In what was shaping up to be a day of many firsts, the most shocking thing I had
experienced so far was hearing perfect English coming out of her mouth. 

“You speak English?” I asked, doing nothing to keep the look of surprise off my face.
She tilted her head in a manner that reminded me of a bird. “Cantalian.” Her eyes

narrowed. “Which is… what it sounds like you’re speaking.”
“No, I’m speaking English, which is what I’m hearing you speak.” A thought struck

me and I decided to try it out. “Estoy hablando en español ahora, que es otro idioma de
mi planeta. ¿Todavía puedes entenderme?”

She shook her head. “That sounded like Cantalian as well, but your accent changed.”
She shrugged. “I think I like your ‘Ing-ish’ accent better.”

I frowned and looked at the nearly cloudless sky. “At the risk of stating the obvious,
I’m going to guess that the beings who took us did something so we can understand each
other, and that you’re an alien?”

Her eyes widened and she tensed slightly. “I’m an alien? You… You’re the alien!”
“Well, you’re the alien to me.” I shrugged. “Obviously it’s a relative term.” 
We stood there quietly for a moment absorbing the implications. Intergalactic

diplomat I was not.
She glanced around like she was chasing thoughts inside her head, then focused on

me. Her eyes swept over me a few times, then a smile jumped to her lips.
“It’s all true then! Aliens are real!” She slapped her hands together. “Suck it,

Chauffrey!”
“Chauffrey? Is that a friend of yours?” This had quickly become an oddly casual

conversation. Definitely not how Sagan pictured first contact. 
“Hah! Hardly! She’s a bitch writer who thinks all my alien lover romance novels are
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“Hah! Hardly! She’s a bitch writer who thinks all my alien lover romance novels are
stupid.” Her tone shifted to a mocking falsetto. “It’s a stupid premise, Nira. There’s no
such thing as aliens, Nira.” 

Nira (apparently) put her hands on her hips and returned her voice to normal. “You
would think that you no-imagination gangrenous blowhole. Go write your fortieth
Drowned Kingdom book, hack!” she railed at the sky before returning her attention to
me. 

“I’ve written about a lot of handsome alien men, but I never imagined one that looked
quite like you. The fur on the head is interesting.” She walked her eyes all over my body
again, this time with a more appraising expression on her face, pausing at the stone I was
holding.

I looked down at it, then back at her. She was slender, but very fit. Her physique
reminded me of a swimmer, which reinforced my idea that she was some sort of dolphin
woman. Her willowy posture made her height difficult to gauge, but I guessed she was
within an inch or two of my own six-one frame. She didn’t look terribly threatening
physically, but that assessment may have been colored by male ego. Even so, I probably
had eighty pounds on her and she didn’t have obvious horns, fangs or claws.

I dropped the rock next to my foot and slapped my hands together a few times,
dusting the sand from them. “Sorry. I didn’t know what to expect when I started over
here. I arrived on the beach a quarter mile up the coast, about the same time you did, I
think.” I gestured back toward the cliffs. “I don’t have any interest in getting into a fight,
but better safe than sorry.”

She nodded cautiously, looked at the rock at my foot then relaxed her posture slightly.
“I’m Sam, by the way. My name. My race calls itself human, and I’m from the planet

Earth. Can I come a bit closer? We usually greet people by shaking hands. It’s supposed
to show that we carry no weapons, although I always thought that sounded apocryphal.
We have two hands, so, you know, what’s the other hand doing? I’m not an
anthropologist but… uh, I’m rambling, sorry. Never shaken the hand of a beautiful alien
woman before.” 

That was an understatement. I was almost definitely the first human to do anything of
the sort, come to think of it. 

The dolphin woman’s eyes widened at my request to approach, but her lips began to
spread into a smile as I rambled on nervously. I ran my fingers through my hair to give
them something to do, which drew her attention.

“Yes, Sam the human from Earth. We should, ah, greet each other.”
As I slowly walked up the hill to where she stood by the tree, I saw a little tension

creep into her muscles. I couldn’t blame her. She wasn’t the one standing near a beautiful
alien woman. On the other hand, I had been in my share of brawls, and I looked like it.
I’d been told I wasn’t so hard on the eyes, but I had a scar through one eyebrow, and my
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I’d been told I wasn’t so hard on the eyes, but I had a scar through one eyebrow, and my

nose wasn’t quite as straight as it used to be.
I stood a few feet from her for a moment, then slowly held out my hand. 
She regarded it, then took a careful step toward me. She extended her hand, but

stopped just short of grasping mine. 
“Sam? When a male of your species touches a female of your species, does she fall

helplessly in love with him?”
“Depends on where he touches her,” I blurted out before I could engage a modicum

of discretion.
Nira’s eyes widened and her smile returned along with an amused giggle.
 “Ah! Sorry, that was flippant,” I grinned. “No… I, uh… The answer is no. Does that

happen on your world?”
“So no aphrodisiacs on your skin, or toxins or anything?” she asked through a smirk. 
“No,” I laughed. “That would make doing laundry a real chore I think.”
Nira laughed quietly and shook her head. “Okay. And no, that doesn’t happen on my

world. I have a rather active imagination, and I thought it might be prudent to ask.
Situations like this…” She paused and smiled. “If the fiction of my world is anything to
go by, situations like this invite all sorts of unintended consequences.”

She placed her hand in mine, and mirrored my gentle squeeze. Maybe it was nervous
energy, but I swear I felt a tiny static shock when we touched. Running through all that
beach sand must have built up a charge.

“Hello, Sam. My name is Nira. My race calls itself seera, and our planet is Ocean.”
“Nira the Seera?” I cocked an eyebrow at her. “Your planet’s name is… Ocean?” 
She bird tilted her head at me. “Your planet’s name is Earth.” 
I had to think about that for a moment. “I guess that’s a fair point.” 
She smiled at me and her posture relaxed slightly. “Your hand is very warm. It’s

nice.” 
Hers was cooler than I expected, but not clammy. I stroked my thumb against her

skin. It was smooth, but had a faint texture like frosted glass.
She lifted my hand to her face and studied it for a moment, then looked at me. She

slowly reached her other hand to my face, and paused again. “May I?”
“Your race doesn’t have stingers or retractable talons, do they?” I grinned at her. “It

seems prudent to ask.”
She smiled. “No, nothing like that.”
I nodded at her and she touched my cheek. 
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“Wow. You’re really real. This is all real.”  She slid her fingers into my beard, down
my jaw, neck, and onto my chest under the edge of my jumpsuit. “And your skin is so
smooth, except for the fur on your jaw. And on your chest. Oh my.” Her eyes and grin
widened as she teased her fingers through the few strands that poked up over my
undershirt.

I reached my hand up to her cheek, but stopped just short of touching it. She tore her
eyes away from my chest hair, glanced at me, then my hand, and lifted her chin toward
my hand invitingly. I laid my palm against her skin and slid my thumb along her cheek
bone as she pressed gently against my hand.

“It’s hair, not fur.”
“Hay-er?” she asked, as if testing the word out for the first time. “What’s the

difference?” She moved her hand from my chest to the hair on my head and gently
tugged on it.

“Hair doesn’t stop growing when it reaches a certain length. I get mine cut about
once a month. Women tend to wear it longer and have lots of styling options, and they
pay more for haircuts even if they wear it the same length as men, which is… >ahem<
me rambling again. Sorry.”

Nira looked me up and down. “You have to cut all the hair on your body once a
month?”

“Oh, hah! No. The hair on our heads doesn’t have a terminal length. Body hair does.”
She cocked her head the other way. “So how is it different than fur?”
I chewed on the inside of my cheek for a moment while I thought. “I uh… don’t

know.”
Nira giggled cutely and finally released my hand. We stood there on the hill as the

momentum of our conversation died out.
“So… do you know…” she trailed off and gestured around us at the beach and forest.
I shook my head. “I’m afraid you have as much information as I do. Unless this is all

some kind of nightmare or brain trauma, I think we were taken by aliens. Different
aliens. A third party. They… ripped out one of my eyes.” I tried not to flinch as I thought
about it. “Put another one in its place, and dumped me here. Us here.”

“That’s what I recall as well.” She stood quietly for a moment then moved a hand up
to her eye. “Is it just the one? I think I blacked out… do my eyes match? Do they look
normal?”

I took a step closer to her to look, and she tensed up again. 
“Sorry.” She tried to relax, but still looked wary. 
“It’s okay. It’s been a stressful morning for the both of us.” I smiled and thought for a



Tamer: Enhancer

8

“It’s okay. It’s been a stressful morning for the both of us.” I smiled and thought for a

moment. “These books you write, with handsome alien lover boys in them?”
She tilted her head. “Yes?”
“I assume they start off with some strife or obstacle between the main couple that has

to be overcome?”
She smiled at me coyly. “Sam the human, do you read romance novels on your

world?”
I chuckled. “I can’t say that I have, but it’s a narrative trope common to many

genres.”
“I suppose it is. Why do you ask?”
“Well, not to fly in the face of convention, but I want to state flatly that I have no

interest in hurting or fighting you or anyone else unless they give me ample cause.” I
smiled reassuringly at her.

She looked at me trying to suppress a grin. “That’s good to know, but it does limit the
drama of our overall narrative arc.”

“It’s a sacrifice I’m willing to make.” I grinned broadly. “Nira, I’m going to lean in
very close to you and look at your eyes, okay?”

She swallowed and nodded. Her expression was equal parts anxious and excited.
I stepped close to her and leaned within a foot of her face. “Well, keeping in mind

that you’re an alien…”
“I’m the plucky heroine, you’re the sexy alien man.” She smirked. 
“Sure,” I sighed. “But since I don’t know what your eyes normally look like, all I can

say for sure is that they both match. They’re quite different from human eyes.” 
They reminded me of a crocodile’s. They had small, oval pupils and the irises were so

large I could only see the whites of her eyes when she looked to the side. They were
dappled green with amber flecks of gold, like two nebulae brimming with newborn stars.

“They’re really beautiful,” I said absently, surprised by my own words. 
She stared coyly as a grin slowly spread across her lips.
“Sorry, that wasn’t a line.” I put my hands up defensively.
“A line?” She tilted her head again.
“I mean I wasn’t hitting on you.”
“Hitting?” Her eyes widened slightly.
“No, no.” I shook my head. “Uh… how do I put this? A pick up line, um… it’s a

flattering remark to the member of the opposite sex designed to, uh, advance the
relationship toward, ah… Sexual… You know. Sex.”
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“Sexual sex?” she grinned. “Isn’t that the best kind?” 
“Sure,” I chuckled. “But you understood what I meant?”
“You were not attempting to court me into your bed.”
“Correct.”
“Hmm. Too bad. I’ve definitely heard worse pick up lines,” she smiled broadly. I

noticed her teeth were very wide and slightly sharp looking.
“Wait, you knew what a pick up line was?”
“You’re surprisingly cute when you’re flustered. For a weird, pink alien.” She smiled

impishly and stroked my cheek, dragging her fingertips through my beard.
Before I could retort, she leaned closer until she was barely a foot away, looking

straight into my eyes. 
“Besides, your eyes are amazing as well. I’ve never seen blue ones before. They’re

like a clear sky.”
I crossed my arms. “Great, a comedian. Okay, first off? Thank you, my eyes are nice.

Second, I’m not sure ‘pink’ is the most accurate descriptor of my skin color, but now that
I’ve said that, it occurs to me that we might not see the same parts of the color spectrum
—”

“Sam.” Nira grabbed my shoulders suddenly as her eyes focused on something far
behind me. “Go get your rock,” she hissed.

Her expression unlocked a flood of adrenaline as I tried to turn, but she tightened her
grip.

“Or maybe don’t move at all,” she whispered as her eyes widened.
I held still for a moment, then slowly turned my head to look to the top of the beach

where the ferns and palms started.
A chill ran through my body when I saw it. 
“Holy shit,” I whispered, “it’s a dinosaur.”
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CHAPTER TWO

The thing rounding a giant palm tree was about a hundred fifty yards away. It didn’t
look like it had spotted us yet, but that wasn’t going to last. My orange jumpsuit must
have stood out against the skyline like a flare. 

It was bipedal and looked a lot like a T-Rex, but much smaller. Small like a large
horse is small. It was six or seven feet tall at the shoulder, twenty feet long, and had two
nubby horns on its snout. 

I had been a real dinosaur nut when I was a kid. I probably would have pursued a
career in paleontology before I got distracted by DIY projects and engineering, but I
never outgrew my fascination with them as an adult. 

If I had to guess, I was looking at a real, living ceratosaurus… something. Damn.
Dentist calculus? Dentisulcatus!

The implications made my head spin. Was this Earth? Were we a hundred million
years in the past? The idea that I was lying somewhere in a coma seemed ever more
likely to me, but nothing about this felt like a dream.

My intellectual curiosity made me want to just watch it move around even as my
primitive, and arguably more sensible fight or flight instincts were ramping up.

“You recognize it? Is that from your world? Are we on your world? It looks
carnivorous.” Nira machine gunned questions at me in a stressed whisper. 

“It definitely is.” I tamped down my myriad questions and focused on the immediate
problem. “Carnivorous, I mean. As soon as the next tree it walks behind breaks its line
of sight to us, we should drop to the ground.” 

The sparse grass topping our hill wouldn’t be enough to hide us, but it was better than
standing against the horizon. Unfortunately the tree line thinned out considerably near
the beach, and it wouldn’t give us a lot of chances to move without drawing attention to
ourselves. The ceratosaurus probably weighed twenty five hundred pounds, and I had no
desire to try and fight it with the small rocks scattered around the beach. 
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“That’s a good plan.” Nira kneaded my shoulders nervously as we both watched the
creature pick its way through the ferns toward the beach. I felt her tense as it neared a
cluster of trees. 

It was just about to pass behind a thick palm tree when I saw movement off to the
side. A second ceratosaurus stalked out of the dense trees into the low lying ferns. 

“Shit,” I said at the same time Nira exclaimed, “Chum!”
I glanced at her. “Chum?”
“Shit?” She scrunched her eyebrows.
“Look, they’re going to spot us any second. I think we should get down, and if they

see us…” I looked up and down the beach, trying not to wiggle my shoulders like a
bright orange flag. 

The expanse of coast didn’t give us a lot of options. The hill we stood on was the
most significant landmark for miles. The ferns and palms extended behind the
ceratosaurus with increasing density until they gave way to proper forest with towering
hardwood trees, but if the dinosaurs had come from that direction, there was no telling
what else might be lurking in the woods. Still, assuming we could get past them in the
first place, it seemed to be our best option. 

“I think the only option we have is climbing halfway down the back side of this hill,”
I said. “I don’t think they’d be able to get at us there, but they’ll probably just wait for
our arms to give out.”

Nira nodded, keeping her eyes on the pair behind us.
“We could also try our luck in the ocean and hope they can’t swim,” I grimaced. “But

if we are where I think we are, there’s way worse shit in the water than those two
ceratosauruses.”

“Cera… I thought you said it was a die sword? Can your species swim? You don’t
look aquatic, no offense.” Nira assessed critically.

“I can swim just fine, but it’s a bad opt—”
“Chum! One of them is looking right at us!”
“Over the edge! Don’t look back!” I started running even before I finished talking.
We both scrambled to the side of the hill as we heard twin shrill roars behind us.

Hopefully it was just a war cry and not their version of yelling “Tally-Ho” to a huge
hunting pack hidden by the tree line.

I looked over the edge of the hill’s sheer drop off. It was only about twenty-five feet
down, not as high up as I’d hoped. Part of the hill had recently collapsed to the beach,
creating a ramp of dirt and rocks at the foot of the cliff that something could climb on. At
least the pile looked unstable. The ceratosauruses might be able to perch on the pile to
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least the pile looked unstable. The ceratosauruses might be able to perch on the pile to

snap up at us, but I doubted it was stable enough to jump up from. 
The top of the cliff was loose and sandy, but just below that, there was compacted

sand and dried mud mixed with increasing amounts of limestone and igneous rock. It
wasn’t the sort of surface I’d be excited to climb recreationally, but three tons of dinosaur
charging up the base of the hill made this a great time to try new and exciting things. 

I swung my legs over the edge and tried to feel for something solid to grab onto. The
loose soil at the top of the hill didn’t provide anything in the way of solid handholds, but
I pushed my hand into the densest part of it and hoped it would hold so long as I didn’t
lean back too far. 

The first ceratosaurus was more than halfway up the ramp now and it certainly
sounded a lot heavier than my first estimation. I wasn’t even sure the hill would hold if
both of them came up. 

Nira was repeating “Chum!” under her breath as she scrambled over the edge, but her
lower body weight seemed to make it easier for her to find stable handholds. 

I grabbed onto a piece of limestone and lowered myself another foot, but the edge
snapped off in my fingers. My boots were planted against something solid, but I started
to tip away from the edge of the cliff, and my heart and stomach felt like they switched
places. I would probably survive the fall, but I wouldn’t be in any shape to flee from
these predators that could most likely outrun me at my best. I flailed for an instant before
Nira grabbed my arm and slapped it against the rock. I dug in with my fingers until I
caught the edge of a massive seashell embedded in the cliff. 

I grunted as I jerked to a stop, my heart pounding in my chest.  “Thanks—” I started
to say, but broke into a yelp as a hundred pounds of sand rained down on us. The first
ceratosaurus skidded to a stop at the top of the hill and bent down to bite at us, unseating
the top layer of soil.

I shut my eyes as the sand and dirt poured all over my head and arms, so I didn’t see,
so much as I felt, the teeth snap closed a foot from my head. Its breath was like a
hairdryer full of roadkill. I scrambled blindly for a lower handhold and grabbed the first
protrusion my fingers encountered, quickly dropping another foot away from the slashing
teeth above us. 

“Nira! Keep climbing down!” I shook the sand out of my hair, much of which went
down the back of my jumpsuit.

“No chum, Chumley!” she called back as I heard the ceratosaurus snap again, only
slightly farther from my head than the first time. Nira’s shriek was one of fear, not pain,
so I assumed she was still in one piece. 

I shook my head and rapidly blinked my eyes to clear the dirt from them, and gasped
when a heads up display appeared in my vision.

“Whoa, what the fuck!?” I looked around wildly, trying to figure out what I was
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“Whoa, what the fuck!?” I looked around wildly, trying to figure out what I was
seeing. I glanced above us and saw the ceratosaurus’s teeth coming right at me. I
panicked and let go of the cliff just as its jaws snapped right where my hand had been. I
slid painfully against the rock and clawed at the cliff, my manicure be damned. I only fell
a few feet before I caught onto a massive seashell jutting from the rock, but it was
cracked and I felt the edges bite into my skin. Fortunately, it held my weight, and I was
now out of reach of the dino above us. I looked down to see that I was still far enough
off the ground that the other one wouldn’t be able to reach us if it prowled around the
bottom of the hill.

“Sam! Are you okay?” Nira scrambled down to my elevation and put her hand on my
wrist. 

“Yeah! I cut my hand, but at least I still have one!” 
I secured my grip with my other hand and kicked my boots into the wall until I felt I

had a solid toe hold, then took my injured hand away from the sharp shell to examine it. I
had to focus past the screen in my vision, but saw there were just a few shallow cuts
inside three of my fingers. They looked bruised, and there was a little blood beading
around the edges. Nothing too serious, but I definitely needed to rinse them out the first
chance I got.

The ceratosaurus snapped at us a few more times, then realized we were just out of its
reach, started roaring in frustration.

“Yeah, fuck you too!” I yelled up at it. “Man, that fucker is loud.” I stuck a finger in
my ear and wiggled it.

Nira stared at me with a concerned expression. “You intend to copulate with that
thing?”

Despite the immediate danger we were in, I started laughing. “No, hah hah, no, its…
sorry, I’ll tell you later, if we… don’t get eaten.”

“Okay.” She scrunched her - well she didn’t have eyebrows, but the skin above her
eyes was white like her stomach and looked like eyeshadow that stopped right were
human eyebrows would be. She scrunched them together and gave me a weak grin.
“Now I have two reasons not to be ripped apart by… die swords?”

“Dinosaurs. Look, Nira, I have something in my eye—”
“Sand?”
“No, well, that too, but there’s some kind of screen. It’s in the eye that got ripped out

and replaced by the things that took us.”
The ceratosaurus took another chomp at us but missed by a good two feet.
“FUCK OFF!” I threw a handful of dirt into its face which made it jerk back and

sneeze. It kicked another wheelbarrow full of sand onto us and I had to turn my head to
keep from getting a face full.
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“Pleh!” I spit the dust off my lips and turned back to Nira. “The thing in my eye, it’s
some kind of screen with information—”

“Is it really that important right now? I’m not going to be able to hold on forever!”
She hugged the cliff, but I saw her arms trembling. She was far too athletic looking to be
tired already, so it was probably fear and adrenaline, but by the time those wore off we
were going to be in real trouble. 

Well, more trouble.
The dinosaur was pacing back and forth above us, huffing through its nose, and I

caught movement below us. I twisted around and saw the second one casing the bottom
of the cliff from the beach. 

“I’m open to ideas, but maybe there’s a reason they replaced our eyes and dropped us
here.”

“We’ll have to shock it,” Nira said as she looked at me seriously. “It’s probably too
big for one of us to do more than stun it, but if I go negative and you go positive, we
might be able to stop its heart.”

“Shock it? What do you mean?” I studied the dolphin woman. “You mean… like an
eel? An electric eel?” 

“Our lifespark. We should climb around to opposite sides of this hill.” She gestured
with her head. “One of us can make noise and draw its attention, then the other one can,
uh, grab its tail maybe? Then when it tries to shake us off—”

“Nira, I can’t do that. Humans don’t generate electricity like that.”
She tilted her head and stared at me for a moment. “What do you mean? You’re

sapient aren’t you?”
“Yes? Obviously. What does that have to do—”
“The lifespark is the seat of consciousness. It’s what makes us different from

animals,” she said matter of factly.
I shook my head. “Sorry, Nira, not on my world. Humans can’t shock stuff.” 
“But…” She swallowed. “That can’t be… Only seera have the lifespark, and only we

have the higher brain functions required for sapience. You… your people just haven’t
learned how to harness it yet—”

“You’re talking about the sample size of one planet. Your people haven’t encountered
sapient aliens before, right?”

Nira clenched her jaw and shook her head solemnly. “N… no, but—” She was staring
at me like I’d just backed over her dog.

“Nira, I’m sorry, I don’t mean to cause you some sort of philosophical upheaval, but I
can’t shock stuff. We need to think of a different plan…” I paused and went over what
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can’t shock stuff. We need to think of a different plan…” I paused and went over what
she’d said earlier. “You said you could stun it, right? By yourself?”

“What?” She ducked her head as the ceratosaurus snapped at us again, which shook
her out of whatever metaphysical tailspin she was in. “Stun it? I can…” She glanced
down at the one below us. “How…” she said weakly before clearing her throat. “How
much do you think they weigh?”

“A ton. Maybe twenty five hundred pounds, give or take three bucks. Hundred,
sorry… Wait, do you know how much a pound is?”

“Of course.” She looked at me like I’d asked her how many gallons were in a one
gallon jug.

“How is that possible? How much do you weigh?” Which I would normally never
ask a woman, but we needed to establish that we were talking about the same units. 

“A hundred and twenty pounds. I’d guess you are…” She tilted her head. “One…
ninety? Plus or minus ten?”

“Spot on. Wow, so the translation handles unit conversion. That’s good to know. So
can you stun something that big?”

“Sure, but not for long. Pound for pound, I’m the best sparkist in my whole city. I
win every year at the Solstice Celebration.” She wiggled her eyebrows at me.

“Okay, you’ll have to tell me about that after we kick these guys’ asses.”
“Kick… ah, we say ‘crack their dorsals.’ I assume you have a plan?” She smiled at

me with her wide teeth. It was like she had one broad tooth for every four of mine. An
unbidden image of Matt Dillon in There’s Something About Mary popped into my head.

“It’s your plan. We get on either side of it, I distract it, and you stun it. Then I run and
grab my rock, and before it recovers, I cave its skull in.”

“You understand when I say ‘not for long’ I mean maybe five seconds. It’s pretty—”
She weaved again as the teeth slashed at her. “It’s pretty big. But it’s MAKING ME
ANGRY!” she shouted up at it, then looked at me seriously. “So maybe six seconds. But
I might faint.”

“Don’t faint. There’s two of them.” I kicked some dirt on the one below us.
“You’ll have to get your rock quickly then,” she said grimly.
“I’ll get in position to grab the rock before you stun it.” I gestured around my side of

the hill with my head.
“Okay, that should work. Hopefully.” She muttered the last part and started looking

for handholds on her other side.
I did the same and and climbed four steps sideways, then realized the flaw in our

plan. The dinosaur on the beach below us had started following me around the hill. The
beach rose rapidly up the side of our little butte, and by the time I got halfway to where I
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beach rose rapidly up the side of our little butte, and by the time I got halfway to where I
had dropped my rock, it would be able to snap at my feet. 

“Nira! This isn’t going to work! I won’t be able to get to the rock.” I climbed back to
where we had started. 

Nira came back around the hill questioningly.
“The other one started following me around the side. We need a plan that handles

both of them at once. Or at least keeps them apart so we can deal with them separately.”
“I’m open to suggestions. I don’t think I can do much to an animal that size besides

stun it, and my arms are getting tired.” She held her body close to the wall, and I could
see the tension in her arms creeping into her shoulders and legs.

I studied the cliff face for something I could use. Some of the embedded rocks were
brittle limestone, but there were a few igneous ones I might be able to work free and use
as a weapon. I started digging around the edges of a likely candidate, but the throbbing
in my cut fingers quickly gave me an idea. 

I reached over to the cracked seashell, most of which was embedded deep in the cliff.
The part I could see looked like something a hermit crab might have lived in, if the
hermit crab was the size of a beach ball. I pounded my palm into the bottom of it a few
times and a shard cracked off. It bounced off the cliff and I scrambled to grab it before it
tumbled out of reach. I barely snagged it between two fingers, then hopped it around in
my hand to get a better grip and took a look at it. It was about seven inches long and
curved, not along the cutting edge like a miniature scimitar, but curved inward like a
piece of paper that had gotten wet. It had sharp edges all the way around, which was far
from ideal, but it was one more weapon than I had a second ago.

“Nira, can you roll down my sleeve?” I bit at my cuff which was rolled up to my
elbow. 

The dolphin woman reached for my arm, then quickly grabbed at the cliff again to re-
secure her grip. “I can try, hang on. My hands are getting tired.”

I nodded and kept tugging at my sleeve, trying to ignore the cramp forming in my
other hand as well. I weighed almost twice what she did, but had more upper body
strength, so I wasn’t going to whine about it. Unless she had crazy merperson strength.
Then I would quietly rail at the void over the inequity later. 

Between the two of us we got my sleeve rolled down over my hand like a girl
wearing her boyfriend’s sweater, and I was able to grip the shard without further cutting
myself.

“Okay, same basic plan, but we can’t get on opposite sides of the hill. I’ll draw its
attention, you grab its tail or whatever you can, then I’ll try and stab its eyes or injure its
leg so it can’t chase us.” While I described the plan I started pointing above us, and the
ceratosaurus decided to take another chomp at my hand. 
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I yanked it back as the teeth smashed closed right above me, then I instinctively
thrust my makeshift blade at its face. The sliver of shell skipped off a tooth then slid
under the dinosaur’s gums, causing a surprising spray of blood. 

The ceratosaurus jerked back and roared, whipping its head back and forth, causing
more dirt and sand to spill over the edge onto us. I ducked my head to keep the cascade
out of my face, and looked at my shell blade. At least an inch of it was missing, lodged in
the dinosaur’s gums like dorito shrapnel. 

I fought off a case of grand mal willies and urged Nira to try and shock it. “Now,
while it’s distracted!”

She steeled herself with a deep breath, then scrambled up the cliff. I started to follow
after her, but the handholds were less forgiving with a handful of sleeve and shell blade.

She got near the top where the ceratosaurus was still waving its head back and forth
and turning in circles, trying to dislodge the blade in its gums. Fortunately for us, it had
teeny arms like a T-Rex, and they weren’t up to the task. Its tail was waving around a
yard above the edge of the cliff, too far for Nira to risk a leap while precariously situated
over a twenty five foot fall. Instead she waited until the dinosaur’s foot stepped near her
and she quickly leapt up the ledge to grab its ankle. 

I don’t know what I was expecting, but I was disappointed there wasn’t any sort of
light show. I thought I saw her eyes glow, and I heard a muted snapping sound like a
Taser with a silencer on it, but the bellowing dinosaur made it hard to tell. The results,
however, were unmistakable. The ceratosaurus’s body seized, and the muscles in its leg
stood out like they were flexing harder than they ever had before. It immediately began
tipping sideways, and it was apparent it was going to roll over the cliff straight onto Nira.

Nira saw what was happening and released the dino’s foot, ducking back down the
cliff before her arm got crushed. There was still a literal ton of dinosaur tipping over on
top of her and she glanced wildly at me as I threw the bit of shell away and held my arm
out to her. 

She jumped at me just as the dino rolled over the edge, and it clipped her shoulder as
she left the cliff face. The collision took the power out of her jump but she still managed
to get her hands around my waist, and I quickly grabbed on to any part of the cliff I
could with my free hand. 

Her weight almost dislodged me, but I dug into the cliff with everything I had and
managed to hold fast.

There was a tremendous crash below us and I looked down to see the results of
history’s least graceful landing.

At a hundred twenty pounds, Nira probably could have survived the fall with minor
injuries. At two hundred pounds, I would have broken something but probably lived as
long as I protected my head. At twenty five hundred pounds, I was a little surprised that
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long as I protected my head. At twenty five hundred pounds, I was a little surprised that

the ceratosaurus hadn’t outright burst on impact, but its head was folded under its body
and its neck was unambiguously broken. 

I was disappointed to see it hadn’t landed on the other one, but that had probably
been hoping for too much. 

The second ceratosaurus edged toward the first and began sniffing, then nudging the
body with its snout.

Nira was gasping and looking down at the scene over her shoulder, and I urged her to
grab on to the cliff and climb over the top as quietly as she could. Trying to climb the
crumbly, sandy cliff in silence was basically impossible, so I could only hope that
dinosaurs experienced shock at seeing their hunting buddies folded in half and it
wouldn’t refocus on us. 

I pulled myself over the edge and risked a glance back down. The surviving dinosaur
was pacing around its companion and making chirruppy barks, and I hoped we had a few
minutes before its attention turned to us. Climbing back onto the cliff wasn’t going to be
an option until my hands had time to recover. 

The two of us jogged down the ramp and I tried to grab my softball sized rock, but
my tired hands fumbled it twice before I managed to scoop it up and stuff it into the front
of my jumpsuit. I pressed it against me with my arm as we ran to keep from reenacting a
lopsided Dolly Parton routine. 

“What’s the plan now?” Nira hissed as we raced up the beach.
“We’re too exposed out there on the sand. Running into a forest full of who knows

what seems like a bad idea, but at least there will be cover and maybe something to use
as a spear or a club.”

The beautiful dolphin woman nodded and we sprinted for the ferns. 
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CHAPTER THREE

Nira was at least as fast as I was, which wasn’t too surprising given her height, and
she stayed more or less at my side as we began weaving around huge ferns leading up to
the edge of the forest. I spared a few glances behind us as we ran, but didn’t see the other
ceratosaurus giving chase. For all I knew, it was tucking into its hunting partner, and that
was fine with me.

I kept my eyes out for additional threats and weaponry as we ran, but the ferns and
palms didn’t offer anything that looked sturdy. I saw plenty of small fauna around us, but
fortunately it all ran from us and not toward us. 

Small was a misnomer. The smallest thing I saw was a rat-like creature the size of a
housecat. Even the bugs were huge. That, combined with the size of the ferns and
towering palm trees, gave me the uneasy feeling that I had been shrunk by fifty percent.
It was a ridiculous notion, but my day had started with being abducted by aliens, then
having a conversation in English with an alien woman who shocked a dinosaur. 

Ridiculous notions were on the table. 
A dragonfly the length of my forearm zipped by, chasing some other flying insect the

size of my open hand. I was starting to suspect we were millions of years in Earth’s past,
but it was probably too soon to start drawing any conclusions. 

Another piece of the puzzle presented itself several minutes later when I ran past a
large copse of palm trees and almost straight into a sequoia with a trunk at least twelve
feet across. 

I called to Nira to hold up and stopped at the base of the tree. I wasn’t exhausted but
it didn’t seem like we were being chased, so I took the moment to lean against the trunk
and catch my breath. In some ways I was in the best shape of my life, but aerobic
exercise had never factored into my workouts. I had a sinking feeling I was going to be
doing a lot of running in the days ahead. 

“I’m not much for running.” I took a few deep breaths and rolled my sleeve back up.
The heat and humidity of this place were not doing me any favors. 
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Nira was breathing deeply and nodded, but definitely looked like she had more fuel in
her tank. 

I looked around, studying our surroundings. The area ahead of us was verdant forest,
and behind was the coastline foliage. I walked twenty steps back the way we had come
and stared out toward the ocean. There was still no sign of pursuit, so I took a moment to
study the ground. 

The two different areas were wedged up against each other like a sloppily put
together video game. It looked like someone had carved out an area of coastline and
butted it up against a forest six months ago. If there had been a literal line in the sand,
wind and foot traffic had blurred the edges, and a few plants from the different biomes
had started to grow into each other’s spaces. Looking up and down the border, it was still
easy to see a shift in the biomes over a remarkably compact space. 

“What are you looking at?” Nira asked from behind me. 
I turned and gestured her over to me. She was holding a branch that would have made

a decent club, with several other candidates tucked under one arm.
She walked to me, giving each one a test swing. One came apart in her hands, another

made a cracking noise when she swung it, and it broke in half when she smacked it on
the ground. The last one looked bad as well, but she peeled the bark off of it to expose a
dry, solid looking stick about two inches thick. She might get a few good hits in with it,
but we were going to need better weapons than that to survive this place. 

A 20mm anti-tank rifle would be nice, but I didn’t have high hopes of finding
anything like that laying around among the branches and leaves. 

“Check out the ground here. Does this look natural to you?” I gestured at the stark
border between the two areas. 

She stepped next to me and I couldn’t help passing my eyes down her body. She
really was in incredible shape, and I was drawn to the line between her abs running down
her tummy into her boy shorts. Her breasts were perfectly proportioned to her athletic
frame, and her deep breathing was doing hypnotic things to them. It reminded me that it
had been a long time since I had been with a woman, or even this close to one.

“What am I looking at?” She glanced at me.
I snapped my eyes to hers in time to catch her grin. “The, uh—”
“What were you looking at?” She smiled smokily at me. 
“The ground.” I was so busted. “It’s just a line where the two biomes meet.” I pointed

down at our feet.  
“Yeah?” She clicked her tongue in her mouth and looked down. “I’ll check it out.”
She turned her back to me and bent deeply at the waist, bumping her backside into

my hip as she folded almost completely in half.
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Nira obviously didn’t skip squat day. Her ass was a god damned work of art. 
My loose jumpsuit was suddenly slightly less loose in certain places. 
“Okay, I was looking at your breasts, I’m sorry. You were just standing right there—”

I tried to avert my eyes, but Nira’s skin tight swimwear had other ideas. The boy shorts
rode up her ass as she folded over, and I was getting a healthy eyeful of undercheek. 

“I see. I was seducing you by standing.” She smirked over her shoulder. 
“That’s not what I meant,” I sighed. I was still totally staring at her stellar backside.

Her interstellar backside, technically. 
“Looking is okay. Nothing wrong with looking, but the power dynamic shifts when

you get caught staring. Like you are right now.”
I took a step back and forced my eyes to hers. “I know, I’m sorry. It was just— is that

necessary?”
Nira had taken a wide step to the side and was lunging sideways then back again, like

a runner stretching before a race. The muscles in the back of her legs and ass were
nothing short of miraculous. 

“What? I didn’t get a chance to warm up before we started running.” She lunged back
and forth a few more times before standing up. She still had her back to me and was
smiling over her shoulder. Even the build of her swimmer’s back was sexy. 

She reached back and slid a finger under each side of her shorts, then tugged them
back into place with a snap. “You’re officially staring, by the way.”

“And you were presenting…” I stopped myself short before I went down the wrong
dialog tree. I turned around and pressed my hands to my temples. “Sorry. Fuck. It’s been
a long time since… Ah. I don’t have an excuse. Sorry.” My erection was at DefCon 2.
Hopefully she didn’t notice before I turned around. I massaged my temples for a moment
before Nira spoke softly.

“Sam, I was teasing. I know you were just stealing a glance.” She was standing in her
willowy pose with her hip sticking out to one side. One arm was across her waist,
supporting the opposite elbow, and her other hand was idly tracing random shapes just
below her throat. 

“Well, I’m glad you’re that comfortable around me already,” I smiled grimly. Even
the way she was jutting her hip out was distracting. No, that’s my problem, not hers.
“Just take a look at the ground there and tell me if you think that looks natural. I have
to… uh. Not look at you for a minute.”

“Oooooh?” she cooed playfully. “Should I be flattered?”
“You’re not helping!” I turned away from her and started thinking about that time I

was almost eaten by a ceratosaurus.
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She giggled and I heard her move away from me a few steps.
“I don’t really see anything unusual, Sam. It’s a little odd how stark the change in

vegetation is, but maybe the tide comes in this far sometimes, or there’s a fault line here
that’s pushed two kinds of soil together.”

I didn’t think the tide would come so far inland, but I wasn’t exactly a coastline-
ologist or whatever they’re called. The fault line might have explained it, but the sudden
shift still struck me as odd. 

“Sam?” 
“Yeah?”
“What does it say on the back of your outfit? I assume it’s writing in your language?”
Interesting. The auto-translation thing that was happening only worked for spoken

language. 
“It says…” I considered lying. She’d probably never know. Unless I decided to try

and teach her to read English. I mentally shook my head. Less to remember if I told her
the truth. “…Department of Corrections.”

“What’s that?”
“Would you believe it’s an agency that looks for people making mistakes and helps

fix them?”
“I might have if you hadn’t started off with ‘would you believe.’”
“Yeah.” I stood quietly for a moment. This wasn’t the time or place to get into it, but

I wanted to get the tale out of the way quickly so we could find somewhere safe to hold
out. I opened my mouth when Nira spoke first.

“Sam?” 
“Yeah?”
“I’m totally staring at your ass right now.”
I started laughing and turned around to look at her. She was squatting near the line in

the vegetation with a big smile on her face. 
“Okay, I guess we’re even then.” My erection had faded enough that I didn’t think it

would show in the loose fitting jumpsuit. 
“Not until you do some stretches for me.” She grinned and poked the line with her

stick. “Is a weird line in vegetation really all that important in the scheme of things? That
thing could come running up the beach any minute.” She stood and looked back out at
the coast.

“No, you’re right. Let’s look for some solid weapons, then find somewhere defensible
so we’re not exposed on all sides.” I walked farther into the woods, looking for freshly
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so we’re not exposed on all sides.” I walked farther into the woods, looking for freshly

fallen branches or suitable saplings.
Her dismissal reminded me of the screen in my eye. I had gotten used to focusing

past it and  forgot it was there. I glanced around but didn’t see it. It must have turned off
at some point while tussling on the hill. 

I tried to remember what had activated it. I had just gotten a face full of sand, so I
tried shaking my head like I had on the cliff face. Nothing happened, so I tried blinking.
Again nothing. A wink didn’t produce anything either, even if I winked one eye then the
other. I tried a few sequences without result. I looked over at Nira to make sure she
wasn’t watching me. I didn’t want her to think I was having a stroke.

Thinking more on it, one blink didn't make sense, the screen would be turning on and
off all the time. I tried double blinking and gasped quietly when the screen reappeared. I
knew it would be better to explore this with a weapon in my hand and a solid wall
between me and whatever other carnivorous offerings this world held, so I studied it
quickly.

At the top it said ‘Eye-Q’ in a fancy script, then my name, Sampson McAffrey. 
That wasn’t particularly illuminating. Certainly not worth having an eye yanked from

my skull. 
On a whim, I looked at the part that said Eye-Q and winked. Nothing happened, so I

did the same with my name, and a new screen came up. There was a recent picture of me
on one side with miscellaneous info on the other. Height, weight, etc. 

Below that were stats like a D&D Character Sheet.
Strength: 7
Stamina: 4
Movement: 3
Special Skill: Enhance - Level 1 •
Curious. Especially that last one.
I looked at each one and winked at them, but nothing new happened. I played with

the screen for a bit longer, but couldn't figure out what else to do with it.
I focused past the screen and resumed foraging for branches and rocks while I

thought about the screen. There had to be a reason for it, and what did “Enhance” mean?
Nothing happened when I winked at it. 

Maybe I had to apply the Enhance special skill to an object and not just stand there
blinking at the air like a dummy. 

It was the sort of thought I’d have normally dismissed as ridiculous, but there was no
point in ignoring my unusual circumstances.



Tamer: Enhancer

24

I started to scavenge the forest floor, but the screen was distracting, so I quickly
learned to dismiss it by double blinking. Eventually I found a fallen branch that would
make a decent quarterstaff or a spear once I got a chance to whittle it or jamb a sharp
rock in one end. It had a few extra branches sticking out of it, so I planted it against the
ground and kicked all the extra bits off. It would be serviceable, but I’d rather have a one
handed club, or a bow and some arrows. Or a minigun.

I kept looking until I found something that would make an excellent mace with a little
work. It was some sort of plant that had a bunch of short branches coming straight out of
the roots, and one tall trunk in the middle about three inches thick. I kicked around the
base and pushed against it until I was able to wiggle it back and forth a few times.
Eventually I broke up enough of the roots to get it out of the ground, then started trying
to figure out how to get all the low branches off without stripping mass away from the
trunk like I was eating a stuffed artichoke. The fresh, living wood wasn’t going to snap
or twist away easily. I needed an axe.

I fished the softball rock out of my jumpsuit and wandered cautiously into the woods
until I found a small boulder protruding from the ground. I looked back to make sure I
could still see Nira. She was about fifty feet away, gathering an armful of branches that
looked a little low mass to be effective for much of anything, but I didn’t know how she
planned on using them. 

I glanced around to make sure there wasn’t a T-Rex lurking behind a tree, or that I
wasn’t otherwise about to get jumped by any clever girls. Once I was satisfied neither of
us were in any immediate danger, I hauled back and smashed the rock against the
boulder. It was way louder than I would have liked, but there was no way to muffle the
sound if I was going to get the result I wanted. I slammed the rock down a few more
times until it broke almost exactly in half. It wasn’t much of a blade, but at least it had an
edge on it. One half went into my pocket, then I tried to figure out how to hold the other
half so I could chop at the branches of my Jurassic artichoke. 

I tried turning it around in my hand a few times, but there was no good way to grip it.
The sharp edge would either dig into my palm or my already injured fingers. 

I started rolling the sleeve down my arm to cushion my grip when I remembered the
Eye-Q screen. 

I double blinked to bring it back up, then looked at the rock in my hand. This felt
silly to part of my brain, but the other part was reminding the first part about the alien
abduction, dinosaurs, possible time travel, and the sexy stretching dance the beautiful
alien eel woman had just done. 

No. Don’t think about the dancing. 
Crap. Too late. 
I quickly adjusted my boxers. This was going to be an ongoing problem. Why

couldn’t the aliens have abducted me after a record breaking lovemaking session instead
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couldn’t the aliens have abducted me after a record breaking lovemaking session instead
of during the longest dry spell of my life?

Okay, focus up. The screen says it’s a special skill. So let’s figure out how to use the
skill.

Enhance. I thought. Nothing.
Enhance rock. Nothing.
I looked at the screen and held the rock right behind where the word Enhance

appeared in my vision, and winked at it.
Suddenly I felt the rock become squishy in my hand. No, squishy was the wrong

word. It felt like hard leather filled with clay. I almost yelped and dropped it, but
managed to hold on to the wibbly rock. 

I had no idea how long this was going to last, so I focused on what I wanted, which
was to take the edge off the side I was holding and reshape the angle on the bottom of the
half-sphere to sharpen it into a blade. I couldn’t tell if I was doing it with my hand or my
mind, so I kept trying with both. It was a bit like a dream where you’re trying to do
something and it doesn’t work quite how you want. I rolled the rock in my hand to try
and change the angle of the edge I planned on using for cutting, but that made the middle
bulge like I was squeezing a tube of toothpaste from the bottom. Using my other hand, I
pinched the cutting edge back into a shape I wanted, then turned the stone over to mold
the handhold into something easier to grip.

Instinctively, I somehow felt my charge running out, so I flipped the rock over again
and focused on the blade, trying to improve the edge further and somehow strengthen it. 

The pliability of the rock only seemed to last ten seconds or so, but when the effect
was over, I had a pretty decent looking axe blade in my hand. The part of the stone in my
palm was rounded, almost ergonomic, and the bottom of it was shaped into a twenty five
degree wedge. Not the sharpest cutting edge, but the blade was igneous stone, not high
carbon steel. Too narrow and it would chip and break easily. 

It was lopsided and far from perfect, and if I had machined it with the tools in my
shop, I would have laughed it right into the trash, but right now it was the most amazing
thing I had seen since… Nira stretched in front of me. Okay, bad example. Today had
been full of amazing things.

I whooped and jumped up triumphantly, causing Nira to jerk back with a yelp. I had
been so focused on what I was doing I hadn’t heard her walk up behind me. Good to
know. Probably shouldn’t use that ability when potentially surrounded by predators. 

“Nira! Did you see that?” I held up the rock excitedly to her.
“See what? Ooh, that rock looks like an axe blade! Good find!” She quickly sorted

through the sticks she was holding. “Here, we can tie it to this one.” She produced one
an inch and a half thick and as long as my forearm.
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“I didn’t find it… hey, that is just the right size for an axe handle.” I took the stick
and turned it over. “No, Nira, I didn’t find the rock! I made it!”

“What do you mean, you made the rock? Out of what?”
I quickly fished the other half of the stone out of my pocket. “Out of this!” I held the

two pieces up back to back. They no longer fit together. In fact, the side I had modified
was a bit smaller now, but they seemed to weigh the same. 

Nira looked at the two stones. “Oh, did you whittle that down from the other half?
Not whittle. What’s the word for working stone? Knap?”

I shook my head. “No, Nira, I did it with my power! Remember that screen I told you
about?”

“Your power?” She raised both eyebrows. “Your power! You discovered your
lifespark!?” She paused, the excitement fell from her eyes, and she scrunched her face.
“That was a short narrative arc.” 

“No,” I sighed. “Listen to me. Do you remember that screen I said I saw in my eye?”
“Yeah.” 
“Blink your eyes twice.”
She tilted her head at me, then a clear, horizontal membrane quickly slid over her

eyes twice. 
“I don’t see anything.”
“Whoa. You have nictitating eyelids?” I leaned close and studied her eyes again.
“Of course. How do you keep seawater from damaging your eyes during a long

swim?”
“Well, I would wear goggles.”
She tilted her head at me.
“Uh, goggles are a clear—” I started pantomiming a band around my eyes, but she

cut me off.
“I know what goggles are.”
“Uh, okay. Look, forget about that. Blink your normal… or, uh, your outer, opaque

eyelids twice.”
She rolled her eyes and grinned, then blinked twice. She jumped a little and her eyes

crossed slightly as she focused the information that popped up. 
I leaned in and studied her eyes, but I didn’t see the UI projecting backwards in her

cornea.
“It’s just like you said. What is it for?” She looked back and forth as she absorbed it.
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“Look at your name and blink once,” I directed. 
She did, and I asked her to read off what she saw.
“Niralia Tael Alsae
Strength: 4
Stamina: 5
Movement: 4
Special Skill: Spark - Level 2” 
“Niralia? That’s pretty.” I smiled. 
“Nira, please. I was named after my mom’s mother. Niralia makes me sound like an

old lady. What does this all mean, Sam? Why did those aliens take us and do this to us?”
She kept glancing at the air in front of her and blinking, trying to glean more information
from the UI.

I shook my head. “I don’t think we’re any closer to understanding their motives,
Nira. But I think this Eye-Q thing is a tool we can use to help us survive.”

She focused her eyes back on me. “I don’t see how. I’ve always been able to use my
lifespark. What does yours say?”

I told Nira my stats, and she frowned slightly. 
“Why do you get an extra point?”
“I don’t know if it works like that. I’m a guy. Men are stronger than women.” I

shrugged.
Nira’s eyes narrowed slightly.
“Don’t get mad at me, I didn’t design it that way. Blame nature!” What was I even

apologizing for? “Besides, you have two points in your special skill, so we’re actually
even, point wise.”

 “Hmm. I suppose.” She studied me for a moment. “Men are stronger than women on
your world?”

“Oh, is it not like that on Sea-a? I hadn’t even considered that.”
“Seera,” she corrected, “is the name of my race. The planet is Ocean. Seeran males

are much stronger for their height, but they’re quite a bit shorter than women, so it
generally evens out. You’re easily the tallest man I’ve ever seen.”

“Really? I hope that’s not off-putting.” I smiled. 
“It’s… interesting. It feels a little bit dangerous, knowing you’re so much stronger

than me.” She said in a quiet, almost daring tone. 
I stared at her for a moment, trying not to read too much into it, but her body was too
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I stared at her for a moment, trying not to read too much into it, but her body was too
incredible to ignore, and images of her stretching was still echoing around in my head
like some kind of sexy PTSD. 

“So, uh…” I started after a tense silence. “My special skill is called Enhance. Watch
this.” 

I held up the other half of the broken stone sphere, lined it up like I did last time, and
blinked. 

Nothing happened. 
“Hmm.” I frowned.
“That is impressive, strong man,” she said dryly. 
“Alright, hang on, I must have done it wrong.” 
I tried a few more times, but couldn’t get it to work. I studied the UI for clues then

noticed the little dot next to the word ‘Level 1.’ I thought it had been solid, but now it
looked like a circle with a line in the top, like a clock face pointing at 12. I studied it for
a second, not sure if I was remembering it wrong, when I saw the line widen by a tiny
bit. 

“Oh, shit, it’s a cooldown timer!”
“Huh? What is?” she asked.
“There’s a mark in my Eye-Q. I guess I can only use my ability once every…” I

studied it for a moment longer, but didn’t see the line move again. “Crud, I don’t know.
Hour? Day?” I turned to Nira. “Do you have a timer, like a little dot next to where it says
“level” or can you shock stuff as much as you want?”

“I don’t see any dot, but I could definitely use my spark again. Shocking that dyno
sword—”

“Dinosaur.”
“Yes, dinosaur. It drained me quite a bit, but I could do it maybe once more if I had

to. Definitely two or three times against something our size, but I would need to rest and
probably eat something…” She trailed off, looking distant and worried. 

I watched her for a moment as the reality of our situation suddenly came crashing
down on her.

“Sam, I know we’ve only been on this world for an hour or so, but we need… we
need to find food, and clean water, and shelter and weapons! Better than this chum!” She
jostled the sticks she was holding. “This stuff isn’t going to be any help against monsters
like the ones on the beach!” She was getting concerningly loud considering how exposed
we were.

I quickly shoved the stone in my pocket and grabbed her arms. “Hey, hey, Nira, it’s
okay. We’re going to figure something out.” 
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“Okay?” She looked at me incredulously. “We’re on some alien world surrounded by
giant—”

“I know. It’s not ideal. In fact it totally sucks, but we’re going to take it one step at a
time and we’re going to survive until we figure out the next step and the one after that.
What would the heroine of one of your books do right now?”

“Don’t patronize me!” She jerked her arms out of my grip, then turned and hugged
her bundle of sticks.

“I’m sorry, you’re right, that was—”
“No,” she sighed deeply. “It’s alright. I know what you meant.” She cracked her neck

sideways and thought for a moment. “To answer your question, the heroine would
probably break down crying right now to humanize her, so I guess I’m right on
schedule.” She huffed loudly through her nose and I saw her jaw tense. 

Humanize her, or Seera-ize her? This auto translation is weird.
“Would your heroine have already kicked a dinosaur’s ass? Or, uh, cracked it’s

dorsal?” 
She turned and looked at me. Her eyes were wet, but she wasn’t quite crying. She

opened her mouth, then closed it, thought for a moment, then opened it again. “It…
depends on the heroine I guess. I know,” she added quickly. “You’re going to ask me
what kind of heroine I am.”

I wasn’t, actually, since that would have been patronizing as well.
She sighed, closed her eyes, then took a deep breath. She stomped her foot into the

ground and raised her fist, posing like an anime heroine giving an impassioned speech.
“Let’s hope that I’m the kind that keeps her head on straight, conquers each and every
obstacle with grace and panache, and sleeps with all the rugged, dashing, handsome…”
Her eyes widened and her mouth snapped shut.

Neither of us moved for a moment as we stood there, listening to the ocean breeze
gently rustle the forest leaves while Nira conspicuously avoided my gaze.

I gathered up my artichoke sapling and quarterstaff and walked past her deeper into
the forest. “You forgot ‘tall.’”
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CHAPTER FOUR

I’m not sure what color Nira’s blood was, but the white parts of her cheeks were a
lovely shade of violet as she caught up to me. 

“I meant in my books, that’s what she’d do.” She glanced sideways at me. 
“Uh huh. Would she also limber up right in front of the hero?”
She clicked her tongue against her teeth. “Maybe.” She pursed her lips and thought.

“I know what my audience likes.” 
“I wanted to experiment with your ability a bit back there, but I think we should

prioritize getting out of the open first.” I walked up to a giant sequoia with a trunk at
least twenty feet across. I slowly edged around the perimeter of its trunk, leaning out so I
wouldn’t be surprised by anything lurking behind it. The other side revealed more trees,
but a misplaced foot caused me to snap a branch. A bush forty feet away from me rustled,
and a dozen aquilopses went scattering into the woods. The three pound dinosaurs
looked like tiny, domesticated T-Rexes with oversized turtle heads ending in a beak-like
nose. If there were two dozen of them running at me, I might have been nervous, but
these guys obviously weren’t interested in tangling with anything my size.

“I also want to find some mud or clay or peat to rub on my clothes.” I tugged on the
sleeve of my orange jumpsuit. “I stand out like a lit match in this forest.”

“Our first priority should be finding drinkable water, right?” She took a stick out of
her bundle and whipped it through the air a few times. 

“There’s a lot of things we need to consider. Water is definitely a priority, but more
important than that is basic defense. If one of those ceratosauruses came at us right now,
we’d be in bad shape.”

“We could climb one of these trees.” She looked up at a 150 foot tall sequoia. “Well,
maybe. I’ve never seen ones this large. A forest like this would be a real boon back on
Ocean.”

“We could climb, but then we’d be stuck in a tree. It beats getting eaten, but we need
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“We could climb, but then we’d be stuck in a tree. It beats getting eaten, but we need

something defensible with escape routes and room to build shelter and keep food and
tools.”

Nira stopped walking. “How… how long do you think we’ll be here?”
“You mean, what do I think our abductors’ plans are for us?” I turned and looked at

her. 
She nodded. “They had to have a reason for bringing us here, don’t you think?” 
I turned back and kept walking. “I suppose, but if I had to guess, our abductors are

more alien to us than we are to each other. We may never understand their motivations.”
“But do you think they’ll ever send us home?” She jogged a few steps to catch up to

me.
“I think…” I sighed and ran through a bunch of possibilities in my head. “I think

speculating about it is probably not the best use of our time. I know my civilization
doesn’t have the technology to come for me, even if they knew exactly when and where I
was, which they definitely don’t. I’m guessing yours doesn’t either. In the meantime, we
should prepare as if we’ll be here indefinitely.”

“Yeah… I guess that makes sense,” she said quietly. 
We trudged through the forest for what felt like an hour, but I knew it was less than

that. I was unpracticed at determining if a particular rustle of leaves was something small
moving fast or something larger being stealthy, and I admit that I jumped at every little
noise. I wasn’t ashamed of being on guard, but until I had a decent weapon in my hand,
the constant threat assessment was slowly stressing me out. 

Eventually I thought I faintly heard running water ahead of us, past a broken hill
topped with crooked oaks, so I steered us that way.

“You don’t sound upset about the idea of never going home,” Nira eventually said in
a soft voice. 

I chewed the inside of my cheek while I thought about it. “I guess I’ve always been
the pragmatic type. Plus there’s nothing for me on Earth. No one will miss me.” 

That wasn’t strictly true. There were quite a few people who would be absolutely
losing their minds over my disappearance. One does not simply walk out of solitary
accommodations at ADX Florence. 

That thought, at least, made me smile.
“Oh. That’s sad. You have no family?” Nira placed a hand on my shoulder.
We both froze as we heard something roar, but it sounded far away. 
“That didn’t sound like the things that attacked us on the beach.” Nira whispered.

“That sounded a lot bigger.”
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“It almost definitely is.” I returned her hushed tone and placed my hand on hers
reassuringly. It was probably stupid of us to be walking around this forest having a
conversation at anything approaching regular volume. 

Nira seemed to be taking being abducted and stranded on a planet filled with
dinosaurs like a research vacation for her next book. I wasn’t helping though. We both
needed to be much quieter and more alert.

“How… how big do dinosaurs get?” She stared at me with her beautiful nebula eyes. 
“Really big,” I said quietly, then continued to the hill.
“That’s not helpful!” she hissed and jogged after me. 
“We should probably keep it down. I have no idea how good dinosaurs’ hearing is.”
She nodded and we climbed to the top of the hill. 
I scanned the area for threats. Seeing nothing obvious, I stood and listened again for

the water. It was intermittent, and I could only seem to hear it when the wind blew
toward us from what I guessed was the north east. Even then it was easy to miss among
the rustling of leaves and small things skittering around in the grass and leaves near us. 

Nira watched me tilt my head around and stood quietly while she tested a few more
sticks from her bundle. She discarded two and shifted one that looked a bit like a
fireman’s axe handle to her other arm. 

I didn’t know if it was significant that we hadn’t seen any dinosaurs in a while. There
were birds in the branches above us, and I thought I saw a pteranodon gliding above the
canopy. Small animals continued to scurry around the forest floor, almost always just out
of sight. Fortunately, so far those noises had been the sounds of things racing away from
us and not toward us. I had no idea what the density or distribution of animals was in our
location, but I was getting nervous thinking we were overdue for being jumped by
something.

Once I was fairly certain I knew which direction the sound of the splashing water was
coming from, I gestured to Nira and we resumed our creep through the forest. 

“My mother is alive,” I said quietly. “But suffering from dementia. She’s set up in a
care facility with enough money to be taken care of for the rest of her life. I don’t think
she’ll ever know I’m not there any more. My sister’s husband will look in on her from
time to time.”

“But not your sis— hang on,” Nira interrupted herself with her usual head tilt. “You
said your world couldn’t come for you even if they knew when and where you were?”
she asked, calling the conversation back to a few minutes ago. 

“Uh, yeah?”
“What do you mean, ‘if they knew when you were?’”
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“I told you I recognize the dinosaurs here.”
She nodded.
“They’re from my world, but they’re extinct. They have been for millions of years. It

doesn’t help our situation any, but part of me suspects we might be on Earth. If that’s the
case we’d have to be sometime between 65 million and 250 million years in the past.”

“Ah! Combining time travel and an alien lover into a single novel, that would be
genius!” Nira whisper-shouted and squeezed one hand into a fist. I could practically see
her writing chapter one in her head.

I stared at her and flapped the neck of my jumpsuit to vent some of the heat pooling
in it. 

She glanced at me and started laughing under her breath. “Sorry!” she whispered. “I
tend to deal with stressful situations by writing. And humor. Humor and writing. I have
notebooks stuffed with ideas all over my desk.”

I chuckled and swept my eyes down her body again. “I would have guessed you dealt
with stress by doing sit-ups.”

She giggled and hugged her bundle of sticks to her in a moment of half-hearted
modesty. “Well, writing is my kitra, I’m a hunter fisher by day.”

“Kitra? I don’t think the translation caught that word.” I reached the bottom of the
broken hill and jumped up the steps formed by the exposed rocks.

“Oh? Maybe your language doesn’t have a similar concept.” She discarded the rest
of her sticks, keeping only four. Three arm-length ones, and another that was a bit shorter
than my quarterstaff. It had a wedge-like point at one end where it had been broken away
from the rest of the plant. Besides the enhanced axe head in my pocket, it was the
sharpest thing we had, but it would split and crack with a few strikes. 

 “So, everyone where I come from has two jobs.” She whispered loudly as she
climbed the hill behind me. “One that supports their city barge, and one that provides
more esoteric benefits. Arts and entertainment, philosophy—”

There was another roar. Still far away, but definitely closer. 
We both froze and listened. The skittering noises in the forest near us ceased for a

moment, but none of them went scattering, so I figured we weren’t in immediate danger. 
“Let’s save the xenoanthropology for when we have something solid between us and

the rest of this world,” I whispered. 
Nira nodded and mantled a large rock. “What did you have in mind?” 
I couldn’t help but notice her boy shorts were riding up her backside again when she

crawled over the edge. “A cave would be the easiest, but I imagine most will already
have something living in them.”
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“What’s our next best bet?” She stood below the last ledge of the hill and held her
hand up to me. 

“Uh…” I grabbed her hand and pulled her up, trying not to enjoy the smile on her
face too much as I easily lifted her. “Well, we try and find a crook to sleep in up in one
of these trees like you suggested. It’s not ideal cause we could get stuck if something
notices us up there and camps out, but we have to figure out something besides sleeping
on the ground. We’d have better luck if we slathered ourselves in tartar sauce and ran
around in the open banging rocks together.”

Nira clamped her lips shut and started shaking, but couldn’t contain herself and burst
out laughing. 

“Shh!” I moved to put my hand over her mouth, but she dropped into a squat and put
her head between her knees. She swallowed her laughter and resumed shaking. 

I glanced around nervously to see if her outburst had drawn any attention, but I didn’t
hear anything crashing through the foliage towards us. That didn’t mean we were safe, of
course. Only that violence wasn’t incipient. 

Eventually Nira stood and pointed at me, bit back a few more laughs, then flashed a
stern look. “Okay, new survival rule.”

“Yes?” 
“No more being funny until we’re somewhere safe.” She looked around as well, also

concerned that she had drawn attention to us. 
“I’ll attempt to restrain myself,” I grinned. “You could try and laugh quieter.”
She shook her head. “I tend to be very vocal.” She stared at me for a moment, then

glanced away demurely. “When I laugh.”
“Uh huh.” I bit back a smile and continued walking. 
Nira followed quietly, but I thought I heard her mutter “tartar sauce” to herself once

or twice. I caught her grinning and looking at me. 
“Are we just wandering or do you have a destination in mind?” she asked quietly as

we worked our way around another massive tree trunk. 
“I thought we should check out the water up ahead.” I gestured in the increasingly

hilly direction. 
“Water? How do you know there’s water up ahead?” She angled her head around like

a bird as she looked up through the trees in front of us.
“Do you not hear it? It sounds like some is splashing over a rock.”
She stopped walking and craned her neck, then shook her head after a moment. “I

guess your hearing is better than mine. I was starting to get worried for you.”
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“What do you mean?” I asked as I started climbing a natural ramp that had formed on
one side of a huge boulder. 

“Well, you can’t shock anything, you don’t have nictitating eyelids, and your race
hasn’t even discovered your lifespark, although you said you did something with that
rock. I’m a little confused as to how your species survived long enough to invent goggles
for swimming. Next you’ll be telling me your species can’t digest meat or that you’re
allergic to moonlight. But evidently human hearing is better than seeran, so that’s
something at least.”

I pulled her up the boulder and we continued toward the water noise. “I can digest
meat just fine, but I take your point. We’ll definitely have a better chance of survival if
we stick together and cover each others’ weak areas.” 

If I was honest with myself, I was a little bummed I couldn’t shock stuff. Suddenly I
started thinking about Nira using metal weapons to extend the range of her ability and
then my mind went to a half dozen other applications for her power. I was about to start
grilling her about amperage when she broke my chain of thought.

“What about moonlight?” she asked quietly as we rounded another massive tree.
I rolled my eyes and looked at her. “How would something be allergic to moonlight?

It’s just light.”
She smiled and shrugged. “How would I know? You’re a weird, pink alien.”
“You forgot tall and handsome.” I stared evenly at her.
Her eyes swept down my body and when they returned to my face, she had a coy

smile on her lips. “I didn’t forget—” Her eyes widened and she tilted her head suddenly.
“I hear the water!” she squeaked quietly and grabbed one of my shoulders. Her head
swiveled around as she tuned in the noise.

“I think we should head there and see if it’s drinkable, but I’m open to suggestions,” I
asked after a few moments of this.

She looked back at me, then at her hand on my shoulder, and I realized she was
kneading the muscle. “Castriel’s storm there’s a lot of you under there.”

I arched an eyebrow at her comment. I had no idea if she was outright hitting on me,
or if seera were just very physical. “I try and stay in shape. Had a lot of free time to lift
lately.”

She continued to squeeze my shoulder and didn’t look like she was listening to me,
so I flexed my deltoid suddenly, and she pulled her hand back with a delighted squeak.

“Shall we?” I gestured toward the sound of the water. It sounded like it was only
about fifty yards away now, though some dense clusters of trees. 

“Race ya!” Nira’s eyes widened and she started to turn away from me, but I quickly
caught her arm.
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“No! We have to be extra cautious now,” I hissed. “Water will draw things to it to
drink, and that will draw things that want to eat those things.”

She froze and then nodded. “Right, sorry. I don’t know what I was thinking.”
“I thought you said you were a hunter.” I didn’t want to admonish her, but she wasn’t

taking our situation seriously enough. Maybe she didn’t understand the threat a land full
of dinosaurs presented. Granted, besides a bunch of smaller prey animals, we had only
seen the two big ones the beach, but the roaring in the distance told me there were much
larger predators about.

“Hunter fisher!” She tugged her arm away from me. “We don’t have to worry about
scaring prey off by crashing through the woods when we’re underwater.” She turned and
continued toward the water. 

I followed quietly. She was upset, but probably at herself as much as at me. Or maybe
mostly at me. She probably didn’t like having her childish behavior pointed out. Or
maybe it was because I wasn’t returning her random groping and compliments with
enough frequency. 

I thought interacting with women from my own species was difficult. 
We got to the thicket of trees near where we heard the water, and I motioned for her

to wait for a moment. There were some hoots and barks on the other side. I glanced at
her, and she nodded grimly. My instinct was to creep through the undergrowth and see
what was on the other side, but my damned orange jumpsuit was going to be a problem
until I had a chance to stain it with something dark. Nira was only a marginally better
choice. She didn’t know anything about dinosaurs, but she could probably guess if they
were herbivorous. At least her skin and outfit was dark on the back, so I leaned forward
to suggest she crawl through the brush when we heard that same roar from earlier. 

It was closer. A lot closer. 
She froze and looked behind us. I looked around for somewhere to hide. The copse

of trees in front of us seemed like the best bet unless the noises from the other side were
being made by a bunch of oviraptors. My orange jumpsuit didn’t leave me with a lot of
options. 

I heard something coming crashing through the woods toward us. It sounded small,
but I suspected whatever was roaring might have been chasing it. A moment later there
was more upheaval as something loudly broke a bunch of tree branches and my eyes
snapped back down the hill we had just climbed. I saw a tree shake as something large
brushed against it. 

The decision had been made for me. I dropped my cumbersome artichoke bush,
grabbed Nira’s arm and pulled her into the bushes in front of us. Hopefully whatever was
on the other side would decide to run from the thing coming up the hill as well.

We burst through the undergrowth into a clearing centered around a ten foot wide
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We burst through the undergrowth into a clearing centered around a ten foot wide
stream. I cleared the bushes just in time to see some pony sized dinosaurs beating a
retreat into the woods on the opposite side. I didn’t get a good look at them before they
disappeared into the forest, but they were two legged, and that didn’t narrow it down
enough for me to identify them. At least they were running away from us.

Nira tugged my arm and started upstream. A hundred yards away was a small lake
about fifty feet across at the bottom of an anemic waterfall. It was splashing down
through a crack in a thoroughly unclimbable rock cliff, which was the sound that had led
me to this place. 

I started after Nira, hoping the density of the trees surrounding the stream would keep
out whatever had been crashing through the forest behind us. We didn’t have to wait long
to find out. 

Something ripped through the bushes and I turned in time to see a small splash in the
stream just behind us. I didn’t see what caused the splash, but I was immediately
distracted by whatever had been chasing it. 

One of the trees in the perimeter copse shook violently, followed by a snapping
sound, and a branch flew from the brush and tumbled onto the edge of the stream. I saw
its head first, then a foot the size of a pizza box stepped into the clearing.

It was a fucking suchomimus. 
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CHAPTER FIVE

Scientists need to do a better job naming dinosaurs. Tyrannosaurus Rex? Good job.
Carnotaurus? Spinosaurus? Sure. Those might not be the most descriptive names, but at
least they’re mildly scary.

However, the name ‘suchomimus’ does not convey the terror of seeing this thing
bursting through the woods onto the shore of the stream thirty feet from us.

It was larger than the ceratosauruses on the beach by about three feet at the shoulder,
which put its head ten feet off the ground as it smashed through the trees. Like the
ceratosauruses, its body shape more or less mimicked a T-Rex, but its head was distinctly
crocodillian. The whole thing really just looked like a black and yellow crocodile with
jacked rear legs. Its maw was long enough for me to lay down head to toe on its tongue,
but its mouth was narrow enough that its bite would shear both my arms off.

Something to look forward to if we didn’t figure out how to escape.
“This way!” Nira shrieked and took off running for the lake. “We can hide in the

water! Do you think it can swim?”
“I have no idea, but I’d really rather not find out while I’m in the water!” I turned

and bolted after her. The fact that its top half looked like a crocodile did not fill me with
confidence in Nira’s plan, but anything that put distance between us and it was a better
plan than standing there gawping.

Even as I turned, I saw its eyes lock on to me and my fucking orange jumpsuit. It
roared, sounding like a gigantic hawk that smoked six packs a day. It almost qualified as
a screech, but it was too low and gravelly. 

My feet pounded the ground like jackhammers, and I swore I could feel the thing
starting to run after me. I heard another crash and a snap and risked a look back. It had
tripped on a thick vine and had to spend a moment righting itself, buying me another
second to put some space between us. 

I wasn’t sure how fast it could move. Its stride was less than that of a T-Rex, but I
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I wasn’t sure how fast it could move. Its stride was less than that of a T-Rex, but I

was pretty sure it was still faster than me. I had enough of a lead on it to think I was
going to make it to the pond, but the sound of the three ton predator pounding up the side
of the stream behind me was making it extremely hard to do the math in my head. 

I could practically feel the heat of its breath on my back and I was still twenty feet
from the pond. Every instinct screamed that diving into the pond was a bad idea. There
was no way to tell if there was something just as toothy and vicious already lurking in
the water. I didn’t think a fifty foot pond would support some sort of Paleolithic alligator,
but if this was a popular watering hole, any sort of predator could have set up shop there.

I wanted to run into the forest and put one of those giant trees between myself and the
dino, but I was actually closer to the water than the tree line at this point. On top of that,
while Nira had gotten ahead of me, I was slowly closing the distance between us. Her
Eye-Q had attributed her with an extra point of Movement, but I seemed to be slightly
faster than her at a dead sprint, so maybe we had misinterpreted the stats. If I broke right
to dive back into the tree line, the dino might chase me, or it could take two massive
steps and be on top of her. 

I didn’t want to die, but I didn’t want to abandon her, so I resolved to follow her to
the pond. At least we could try and help each other if we were together. 

That also meant one of us might watch the other get bitten in half.
I grimaced at the thought and saw Nira leap at the pond. Just before she hit the water,

I heard the suchomimus’s foot splash in the stream behind me. It was right on top of me. 
My blood turned to ice and I zigged toward the stream, then jumped back to my

original course. The instant I zagged, 120 teeth, each as long as my hand, snapped closed
three inches from my head. 

I’ve been in some frightening situations before, and I’ve been in some life or death
situations before, but that was the closest I’d ever come to almost shitting myself in fear. 

Almost.
It felt like someone had slammed a door in my ear, and it nearly knocked me off my

feet. I stumbled to the right for a single step, and I heard the dinosaur’s teeth zipper open.
If I went down now, that would be it. 

I swerved into the stumble, barely managing to keep my feet underneath me, then
launched myself forward over the pond. I spun as I left the ground and brought my
quarterstaff around. The suchomimus was an arm’s length away, its mouth open to take a
chunk out of me. Actually, if it got its teeth on me, a chunk would likely be the only
thing left.

I put everything my arms had into the quarterstaff and slammed it into a six foot long
row of teeth. Nothing went flying from its mouth, but the crocosaur’s head reflexively
jerked away from the strike, ruining its chance to chomp down on me. I hit the water, but
only sank about three feet before I hit the silty bottom. Not nearly enough to hide me,
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only sank about three feet before I hit the silty bottom. Not nearly enough to hide me,
however poor the dinosaur’s vision might have been.

I started trying to twist around to plant my feet on the bottom of the pond when
Nira’s hands wrapped under my arms. She pushed off the bank, pulling us both away
from the shore and into a deeper part of the pond. We coasted for a moment before she
started kicking, and in a few seconds, we were twenty feet from the water’s edge and
about ten feet deep. The pressure was mildly uncomfortable on my ears, but it was
obviously preferable to the pressure the suchomimus’s jaws would exert on my organs.

I idly noticed some small fish zipping away from us in the water, and thankfully
nothing large and aggressive swam out of the reeds toward us, but I couldn’t see far
underwater with my naked eyes. 

Nira and her nictitating eyelids would have to be on threat watch.
There was grayish brown silt swirling around the bank, but the bottom of the pond

consisted mostly of smaller rocks that matched the reddish brown cliff face that hosted
the waterfall. It was a better match to my jumpsuit than the green forest, especially now
that it was darkened from the water, but I was still far from camouflaged.

“Now wait. Keep still,” Nira said in halting cadence.
Wait. 
How did she..?
I turned and looked at her. 
She grabbed my shoulders and looked sternly at me. “Still.” she said again.
Everything was blurry underwater, but I was close enough to her that I could make

out most of the details of her face and body. 
I pointed at her mouth, then my ears and shrugged.
“Keep still,” she said again. Her mouth hadn’t moved, but her throat did. 
Was she croaking at me or something? Her voice had sort of a whalesongey echo to

it, and was at least an octave deeper. 
It was a different language! Her people must have some sort of underwater Morse

code and whatever our abductors had done to us was translating it. 
Too bad I had no way to reply. I couldn’t ribbit. 
There was an impact in the water behind me, and I turned my head to see the

suchomimus’s foot disappear into a swirl of silt. I looked up through the ripples and saw
that it was scanning the water for us. It was easy to see since it was framed against the
sky, and for the moment the ripples hid our lower contrast shapes, but the water above us
was too clear, and as soon as the surface of the pond smoothed out, it would spot us
easily.
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My bright jumpsuit was a continuing liability. It was almost like the people at the
federal supermax didn’t want me blending in if I ever escaped. 

My air was half used up already. I had taken a deep breath before hitting the cool
water, but the death sprint leading up to the pond had my heart pounding and I was
burning air fast. I had to come up with something quickly. 

Nira was still holding my shoulders, and was somehow keeping us at the bottom of
the pond without kicking down. She probably had some sort of ballast organ somewhere
in that sexy torso of hers. I bet she could breathe water as well.

Shit.
Of course she could, or at least hold her breath for an incredibly long time. Her plan

was to wait at the bottom of the pond until the apex predator on the bank got bored.
I slowly brought my feet up under me and started trying to get my boots off. This

brought my head down until I was practically pressing my face into Nira’s breasts, but I
couldn’t help it without waving my arms around underwater.

“Okay, but bad time. Later.” I felt the vibrations of the words in her sternum through
my forehead as she spoke in her punctuated and echoey deep speak. 

Well, that was good to know, assuming there was a later.
Luckily my boots were velcro and not laced, so I didn’t have to deal with trying to

untie wet shoelaces. The prison officials weren’t too keen on arming nearly two thousand
prisoners with garrotes. 

I toed my boots off in the water, hoping I’d be able to find them later, then
unbuttoned my jumpsuit. Nira’s eyes widened as she continued to misread my intentions.
I shook my head at her and took her hands off my jumpsuit, then placed them back on
my shoulders underneath the opened garment. I reached down, putting my head on her
chest again so I could fish my feet out of the legs of the jumpsuit, then wriggled my
shoulders free of it. 

I felt another impact in the water behind me and turned to look. The suchomimus was
plodding down the bank toward us. I probably looked like a gigantic delicious goldfish
wriggling around under the water.

At the last second, I remembered the enhanced axe head in my pocket, and fished it
out in a single motion before I kicked one leg behind me. The motion pushed the
jumpsuit back, then I wrapped my arms around Nira’s waist and kicked off the bottom of
the pond with my other leg. We sailed away from the flapping orange beacon as the
suchomimus’s coffin sized mouth speared into the water. I saw everything but one sleeve
disappear into its maw through an explosion of bubbles and foam.

Nira started kicking and helped propel us away from the monster. I was almost out of
breath, and I tried angling us toward the waterfall. We swam thirty feet before the ground
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breath, and I tried angling us toward the waterfall. We swam thirty feet before the ground

turned mostly into broken rocks fallen from the cliff face, angling up sharply toward the
rock wall. 

We were almost there when Nira started dragging her feet on the floor of the pond,
and said in her echoey language, “Hide here under turbulence.”

I was out of air. My lungs were starting to spasm in my chest and I could see my
pulse in the edges of my vision. I tried to swim to the surface underneath the waterfall,
but Nira grabbed on to me. 

“Stop. Hide here.”
It hadn’t even occurred to her that I wouldn’t be able to remain underwater with her.

Even if she didn’t have gills, I’d bet she could hold her breath for half an hour or more.
A race doesn’t develop underwater language if no one can stay underwater long enough
to have a conversation. We had been in the water for twenty or thirty seconds. I thought
that was impressive considering how hard I had been running before I dove in, but there
were probably sickly seeran children with gill rot that could stay underwater longer than
me.

Another five seconds and I would be done. I didn’t have time to pantomime
‘breathing’ to her. I dropped my stone so I could grab her wrists and pushed her hands
away even as I kicked off the bottom of the pond. I clawed at the rocks under the
waterfall to climb my way to the surface. Luckily it was only about eight feet to the
surface and Nira didn’t try and grab me as I swam upward. 

My head broke the surface under the stream of water cascading off the rock face. The
waterfall was only putting about ten gallons a second into the lake, and it fell roughly
fifty feet from the edge of the cliff, so the misting and splashing at the surface provided
some cover, but it wasn’t like I was hiding under Niagara falls. 

I tried not to gasp dramatically as I emptied my lungs and refilled them, but my
diaphragm had other ideas. I kept my head down so I wouldn’t inhale the water falling
on to me, but some of it hit the surface and splashed right down my damned throat. 

It caused me to choke and gag my way though a few breaths as I swiveled my head
around to reorient myself, trying to spot if the waterfall was covering all the noise I was
making. 

The suchomimus was swimming straight toward us. Either my diversion with the
jumpsuit hadn’t confused it at all, or it had simply reacquired us as I coughed and
sputtered under the waterfall. Half submerged as it was, it really did look just like a thirty
foot long crocodile. 

I was about to shove my arm under the water and point the dinosaur out to Nira,
when she came scrambling to the surface. 

“Sam!” she cried out. 
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There was no time to strategize. I grabbed her arm and yanked her to the shore. I
almost lost my grip on her, the frosted texture of her skin now felt like wet latex, but I
managed to haul her out from under the waterfall just as the suchomimus’s jaws snapped
shut where we had been sitting. The force of the bite caused water to spray twenty feet in
every direction. 

The bottom of the pond was full of uneven and sharp rocks, and I only had wet socks
between them and my feet, but nothing mattered right now but running. I didn’t even
look back as I heard it thrashing around in the water. It must have slipped as it was
stepping out of the pond because we didn’t die in that instant. 

I raced with Nira back into the forest, keeping the cliff face to our left as we ran. I
didn’t have a plan other than hoping to find a break in the rock wall. Something we could
climb or a crevice we could stuff ourselves into. It was a terrible plan. The crocosaur’s
snout was slender and would be able to fit into anything we could. Unless there was a
sharp angle we could get around or an especially deep crack, we’d be dead meat. 

I heard it thundering after us, and I guessed we’d put twenty feet between us while it
was climbing out of the pond. That only gave us about five seconds to figure something
out.

Ignoring the detritus on the forest floor that was biting into my wet feet, I took us
around a tree with a ten foot wide trunk that was growing close to the cliff face, hoping
the Suchomimus wouldn’t be able to fit through the gap. There was nothing preventing it
from going around the other side, but maybe we’d gain a few seconds while it figured
that out.

We cleared the gap and raced for another massive tree at least twenty five feet across
near the cliff. This one was further from the cliff than the last, but as we started rounding
it I got a bad feeling. There wasn’t any light between the rock and the tree. Another three
steps told me why. A boulder had tumbled down the cliff and wedged itself in the gap. It
had been there long enough for vines to start growing over it, and there was no clearance
beneath it. It was a dead end. 

“Shit!” I cursed and wheeled Nira around.
The suchomimus was right there. It was standing thirty feet from us and there was no

way past it.
No one moved. It knew it had us. I guessed it was savoring the moment.
Nira started trembling. “Sam,” she whispered. “I don’t want to die.” Despite our

running, her breaths were short and shaky. “Not like this.”
“Yeah,” I said softly as a grim resignation settled over me. 
I slowly stooped and picked up a stick at my feet. It had little branches and leaves on

the end, and was probably the worst thing I could have used as a weapon, but it was all I
had. 
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“Climb the tree,” I whispered. 
“What?” The alarm in her voice was clear.
“I’m going to…” I swallowed. I couldn’t believe it had come to this. “…distract it. I

guess. Unless you think you could shock it.”
Her eyes were welling up with tears, but she blinked them away and shook her head.

“It’s too big. I won’t be able to stun it.”
“Then climb the—” 
Suddenly something flashed in my vision. 
I blinked twice and saw that my Enhance skill had refreshed. 
My mind went into overdrive as I considered my options. Could I enhance the

branch? If it had already been spear shaped, maybe I could have turned it into a useful
weapon, but I suspected the best I could do at the moment was to turn it into something
vaguely spear shaped in the first place. Maybe Enhance worked better with wood than
stone and I would be able to make a long pike, but that all assumed the suchomimus was
content to keep staring us down for the next ten seconds. 

It was not.
It roared and charged us. 
Nira screamed and grabbed onto me, and I had a crazy, desperate thought. If it didn’t

work, we were both dead.
“Nira! Try and shock it! I have a plan!” I yelled. There was no time to explain, two

more steps and the crocosaur would be on us. 
She raised her arm and clenched her teeth. I idly thought it was probably a bad idea

to be touching her while she shocked something, but direct contact with her skin gave my
plan the best chance.

I tightly grabbed bare skin at her waist and shoulder as I looked at her through the
Eye-Q UI, and thought, “Enhance Spark!”

Nira cried out as her eyes widened, and this time they definitely glowed. In fact her
whole body glowed as arcs of electricity danced from her torso to her arm, then suddenly
a massive bolt of lightning jumped from her and hit the suchomimus square in the mouth.

It was the brightest and loudest thing I had ever experienced, and the instantaneous
thunderclap knocked both of us back into the roots of the massive tree behind us. 

I couldn’t see. All I could hear was ringing. 
I struggled to open my eyes and blink through the afterimage of lightning and teeth

burned into my retina, the alien UI repeatedly flipping off and on. 
When I finally was able to resolve the scene before me, I gasped and squeezed Nira
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When I finally was able to resolve the scene before me, I gasped and squeezed Nira

tighter. 
The suchomimus was extremely, unambiguously dead. 
It looked like it had been shot by the deck gun of a battleship. 
The top of its head was gone, and the bulk of its tail was laying thirty feet away on

the forest floor. Smoking ribs framed a macabre tunnel which bored straight through
what was left of its torso. Charred meat and organs were strewn around like, well, like a
three ton dinosaur had exploded. 

Nira hugged me in a quivering death grip as her whole body trembled. 
“What…” she started, shaking her head and blinking her eyes. I could barely hear her

over the ringing.
Suddenly there was an incredibly loud snapping sound. I didn’t think it was

something else in the woods, but the ringing in my ears made it hard to track. I heard it
again and I saw the source. The ten foot wide tree by the cliff was missing a six foot
chunk. Splinters and wood shrapnel were everywhere, and the remaining trunk couldn’t
support the hundred and fifty feet of tree above it. 

There were several more loud snaps, then the thing came crashing down like thunder.
Fortunately it fell perpendicular to us, dragging branches and vines from the canopy
above. Even with the ringing in my ears, it was so loud I instinctively wrapped around
Nira as she crushed herself against me.

We lay against the roots, taking in the scene of absolute carnage.
Eventually the ringing in my ears faded enough to talk, but I was still boggled by

what I had just witnessed. I stared at a chunk of scorched dinosaur that had landed near
my foot for a moment before reaching out to poke it, almost as if touching it would
confirm what had just happened. 

Part of it was burned to charcoal, while the rest was bloody and so rare I almost
swore I saw it twitching. 

I gingerly picked it up, wiped some leaves off against my top, and offered it to Nira.
“Lunch?”
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CHAPTER SIX

Nira and I sat near the waterfall at the lake. I was torn between using it as cover and
sitting further away so I would be able to hear things in the forest. Eventually I decided
hiding was better while Enhance was back on cooldown, but I was second-guessing
myself as I scanned the tree line. I couldn’t guess if the noise of electrocuting a dinosaur
to the point of combustion and knocking over a tree would scare everything away from
us or bring curious predators out of the woodwork. The forest seemed quiet, but I wasn’t
sure if my hearing had fully recovered, or if it ever would.

Nira had jumped into the pond to rinse dust, dirt and gore from herself. While she
was in the water, she recovered my axe head, one boot and what was left of my jumpsuit.
One arm was missing and presumably either downstream somewhere or inside the
suchomimus. The rest of it looked like it had been raked by an automatic shotgun. I
wasn’t sure if it was even worth putting back on, but the chest pocket was intact and the
only other things I had to wear was my white undershirt, socks, and pink boxer shorts.

Because the Warden at ADX Florence thought he was a real fucking funny guy.
The jumpsuit was drying on a rock, and would eventually need some work to keep it

from falling apart. The crocosaur’s teeth had nearly zippered it in half, but I decided it
was worth saving since I now had a bunch of charcoal to grind into it in order to dull the
color.

I wasn’t thrilled at the prospect of limping around this world with one boot, but Nira
had been barefoot this whole time, so I resolved to try and not be too much of a baby
about it.

“So, I guess I can enhance other people’s Eye-Q ability,” I said as I picked through a
pile of burned suchomimus shrapnel. 

Electricity is not the best way to cook meat. At least not by zapping it with a jillion
amps. It was mostly either charred or raw, but there were some edible bits in between. I
didn’t know if dinosaurs had issues being riddled with parasites, so I stuck to the well
done meat just in case. 
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Nira snapped her head up to look at me. “You didn’t know that would work?” She
didn’t seem to mind the rarer meat, even after I had voiced my concerns about parasites.
She explained that seera have a lot of salt in their tissues, making them a hostile
environment for parasites, at least the ones that infected their land based livestock. 

“Well, I didn’t have a lot of time to consider it, but I assumed two possible outcomes.
One, nothing would happen and we would die horribly, which was looking to be the
likely result anyway.”

Nira nodded and drew her knees closer to her chest. She was sitting in a bathtub sized
depression behind the waterfall, with several chunks of meat twirling around in the water
next to her. 

Water is not my normal choice of marinade, but it wasn’t like there was any
seasoning in the first place, and we needed to rinse the dirt and leaves off anyway.

“Two, the thing I hoped would happen was that it would give you enough of a boost
that you’d actually be able to knock it out or stun it. I did not expect…” I gestured
toward the tree line behind us where the remnants of the three ton dinosaur were strewn
about. 

Nira scissored a piece of meat off with her Matt Dillon teeth. It almost looked like
she had a segmented beak behind her lips. “I wonder if it’s supposed to work like that?”

“What do you mean?”
“It seems to be a very large boost. Especially since you said all you could do with the

rock was slightly reshape it.” She gestured to the axe head at my side with her strip of
sucho-steak.

“Are you suggesting our abductors put a decimal point in the wrong place?” I
chuckled. I had definitely messed up a few formulas in my time. “Maybe certain
interactions simply work better than others?” I shrugged. “That was only the second time
I ever used it.”

“Hopefully we’ll live long enough to figure it out.” She scarfed down another
mouthful of meat, then rinsed her hands off in the water.

“Well, we have a pretty good survival tool as long as we stick together. Assuming we
don’t get attacked more than once an hour, or by more than one thing at a time.” I sighed.

I felt good about having a big gun, but something one tenth as powerful with one
tenth the reload time would have been better. 

“We’re going to need a lot more than an hour, Sam. That last shock took everything
out of me.” She pursed her lips, looking sheepish. She answered my next question as I
started to open my mouth. “Normally it takes about twenty hours to build up a decent
charge. Twenty-seven for a full load. That’s with enough food. Moderate activity helps,
as does sleep, but sitting idle or exerting myself will both make it take longer, so give or
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as does sleep, but sitting idle or exerting myself will both make it take longer, so give or

take a few hours.”
“Interesting.” Twenty-seven was a weirdly specific number. I wondered for a moment

if Ocean had a twenty-seven hour day. “And you don’t have a cooldown timer like I
do?”

She blinked twice and shook her head. “I’m not sure what I’m looking for, but there’s
nothing next to the name of my ability like you described.”

“I wonder if I could speed up your refresh?” I thought out loud.
“Probably not while your spark is on cooldown.” 
I didn’t want to get into the lifespark discussion again, so I ignored her semantics and

nodded. “Let me try something.” I gestured her to me. 
She bit her lower lip for a moment, then scooped water over her head, stood from the

pond and walked the few steps to me.
I stood up and held my hand out to her. I expected that she would take it in hers, but

she looked at it, then placed it on her sternum. She had a sultry, expectant expression on
her face like she was daring me to do something very forward.

I tried not to run my eyes over her body again, but she was built like Jillian Michaels
from those ab videos. Taller for sure, and more slender. I suspected the body morphology
of seera was narrower than that of humans. I thought Nira had larger breasts as well,
certainly larger for her frame, but whenever I saw Michaels on the front of a fitness
magazine, my eyes always tractor beamed right to her abs, so I wasn’t equipped to do a
proper A/B comparison. More like an A-cup/B-cup comparison, hah hah.

It had been far too long since I had been this close to a woman, much less pressing
my hand to her chest.

“What are we testing?” Nira asked, a patient smile on her face.
“Oh! Sorry!” I had been staring at her washboard tummy. Fuck me I love a flat

tummy on a woman. “I was distracted by the fact you have a belly button.” That wasn’t a
total lie. I lifted my still wet undershirt and showed her mine. “Go team umbilical cord!”

Her eyes widened. “Wow, you’re so furry!” 
I rolled my eyes. “It’s just chest hair. Though there are some human males that look

like they’re wearing a fur coat when they take off their shirts. I am not one of them.”
“So take off your shirt. I like how it’s sucking to your chest, but you have to dry it out

anyway, don’t you?” She twisted her hips back and forth like a bashful schoolgirl.
I looked at her evenly, trying to suppress a smile. Her mouth was slightly open and I

saw her run her tongue across the inside of her teeth. Eventually the smile overpowered
my mouth and I shrugged. “I guess I do.”

I retrieved my hand from her chest and pulled the undershirt over my head.
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For the first time I saw the whites all the way around Nira’s eyes as they threatened to
pop out of her head. “Castriel’s storms you’re muscular,” she said with unabashed
interest.

“Uh, thanks.” I raised my foot up to pull off one sock then the other. I didn’t know
how muscular seera males got, but I was currently in the best shape of my life. I didn’t
exactly look like The Rock. Supermax was too stingy with the protein and steroids for
that, but I could give Vin Diesel in his prime a run for his money. Yeah, I was Riddick
fit.

I laid my shirt and socks out on a rock, not really caring if they got dirty as long as
they dried quickly. Even if the noise of our earlier battle had scared most things away
from the area, this source of clean water would draw animals back before too long. 

I turned around and Nira was practically pressed up against me. She put her hands on
my shoulders and ran them down my chest. 

“Wow. WOW.” Her eyes were all over me and her fingers started teasing my chest
hair. She looked up at me with a goofy grin on her face.

“I’ve heard worse pick up lines.” I bit back a shit eating grin.
Nira laughed out loud before clapping a hand over her mouth. She chuckled quietly

for a moment before smacking my arm. “I thought we talked about that.” She kept her
hand on my arm and was gently squeezing my tricep.

An awkward moment passed as neither of us quite had the guts to make the next
move.

“You saved my life back there—” Nira started.
I held up my hand and shook my head. “Let’s not start keeping track of that sort of

thing. It took both of us to create that massive bolt of lightning, and we will both be
saving each other for the foreseeable future. Hopefully.”

She nodded, then sent her eyes over my chest once more, then looked at my hand.
She took it and placed it on her chest again. I thought it was a bit lower this time, but I
tried not to read anything into it. “So what are we testing again?”

“Right.” I looked her in the eyes, then down at my hand. 
She stared back at me with a faint smile on her lips, until I finally blinked my eyes

and brought up my screen. 
“Look at your skill and see if… Huh.” There was a new tab at the bottom of the

screen that said “Assets.” I blinked on it and read the screen that came up.

Structures: 0
Artifacts: 0
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Women: 2

Interesting. I guess the computer, or whatever space magic it was, kept track of how
many buildings I built… or claimed? 

Artifacts was a curious entry. Blinking at it did nothing, probably because I had none
at the moment, but what exactly constituted an artifact? Was it something I had to find or
make? Probably make, given my Enhance ability, and clearly the axe head I’d shaped
didn’t cut it. 

Women. Is it tracking women I’ve met? Why only women and not male abductees?
Am I the only man on the planet? More perplexing was the ‘two.’ I’d only met one, at
least that I knew of.

I selected ‘Women’ and the screen changed to show two names. Nira’s name was
listed first, no surprise there.

But who the hell was ‘Yxlyn?’ Also, how the heck is that pronounced? 
I was about to ask Nira if she had an Assets tab, or if she knew anyone named Yxlyn,

when I noticed her eyes had widened so much I thought there might have been a
Tyrannosaurus Rex standing behind me with a knife.

I quickly checked my six before turning back. “What? What are you seeing?”
“My Eye-Q ability…” She paused and stepped away from my hand, then back so that

I was touching her skin again. “It changes when you touch me.”
“What do you mean? How does it change?”
“I told you it’s called Spark, right?” She looked at me excitedly. 
“Yeah.”
She put her hands over mine. “Right now, it doesn’t say Spark, it says,” she paused

for dramatic effect. “Castriel’s Wrath!”
“Castriel,” I guessed, “being your god of… lightning?” 
Nira nodded and smiled. “Storms, but lightning is definitely under her purview.”
“That’s interesting. Even though I’m not actively enhancing it.” I thought a moment.

“Or maybe I am just by touching you?” I shrugged. 
“Oh!” Nira was still holding my hand to her sternum. “I just noticed! That circle you

said you saw next to the name of your skill? I see it now!”
“Really?” I wiggled my hand away from her. “What about now?”
“Nope. It disappeared when the name changed back to Spark.” She grabbed my hand

back and placed it back on her chest, even lower again. It was hard not to read anything
into it as my palm was in between her breasts now, the sides of my hand pressed gently
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into it as my palm was in between her breasts now, the sides of my hand pressed gently
against the swell of the soft flesh beneath her top.

“Yup. The name definitely changes when you touch me. The circle has a little line at
the top. It looks like our symbol for ‘midnight.’”

“Mine is about a quarter filled in.” We had spent several minutes recovering after
detonating the dinosaur, and another fifteen collecting burned meat scattered around the
forest. It was painfully obvious we needed some basic tools like knives. “I’d guess we
both have to be off cooldown for you to use the enhanced version. Let’s hope we don’t
have to wait twenty hours.”

“I wonder why yours can be used again so quickly? Also why you have the timer and
I don’t?” Nira asked, playing with the hair on my forearm.

“No idea. Maybe my Enhance skill is permanently enhancing my Enhance skill? Or
it could be a balance thing. Without your Spark to enhance, all I’d be able to do is make
rocks slightly sharper.” I nudged the axe head with my foot.

Nira giggled. “Don’t underestimate yourself, Sam. Presumably you can make sticks
slightly sharper as well.” 

“Okay, calm down there, Castriel,” I smirked.
Nira laughed through a smile while biting her lower lip. The noise turned into a

cough then made a noise like she was swallowing a burp. She squirmed back and forth a
bit before eyeing me for a moment. 

“You okay?” 
“Uh huh.” She released my hand, then smiled and turned her back to me. She crossed

her arms in front of herself and whipped her top over her head.
This had my attention.
She bent to the side and back before lifting her arms over her head and made a

guttural cough noise, causing reddish brown silt to spray out of slits between her ribs.
“Not the cleanest water I’ve ever swum in, but far from the worst.” 

I was shocked for a second before realizing the slits were gills.
“Ah hah! I knew you could breathe water!” I didn’t, but it was that or she could hold

her breath for a long ass time.
“Huh?” She turned slightly so she could look at me over her shoulder. I could see the

swell of her breast under her raised arm. Despite the fact that there was brown silt
dripping from slits in her side, that side boob was the sexiest thing I’d seen in over three
years. 

Okay, the stretching thing she did earlier was amazing, too. And her abs, and her—.
“Of course… Wait, you can’t?” She grimaced. “Oh! I didn’t… when I suggested

hiding in the pond, I didn’t realize you couldn’t. Chum! I… didn’t mean any offense—” 
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I laughed, trying to pull my eyes away from the side boob. My incipient erection was
clinging uncomfortably to my wet boxers. “I’m not offended, we’re alien to each other.
I’ve probably made some assumptions about you.”

“Ah.” She slouched visibly. “I guess. It’s just… suggesting someone is land locked is
a big insult where I’m from. If they have certain conditions or ailments that prevent them
from using their gills properly… well, it’s not okay to make fun of them, but implying
that an otherwise healthy person can’t—”

“Nira, it’s fine. Humans can’t breathe water. Seera don’t grow hair. We’re different
species.” I almost put my hand on her shoulder reassuringly, but I didn’t know if she
would be comfortable with that while she was topless. 

Actually I was positive she would be more than okay with it, but that might lead to
activities we absolutely should not get up to while surrounded by giant predators. 

My dick wholeheartedly disagreed with my risk/reward assessment.
Nira eyed my hovering hand and smiled. “Sam? Could you help me rinse the silt off

my sides?” She sat down at the edge of the pond. 
“Uh, yes?” I said, busting with confidence. 
Nira’s voice snapped me out of the inappropriate daydreams I was having about my

traveling partner. At least her back was to me. My wet boxers did nothing to hide my
erection. I shook my head. I hadn’t gotten this many hard-ons in a day since I first hit
puberty. I attributed it to the combination of adrenaline, my long segregation from
women, and Nira constantly waving her sexy body around in front of me. Mostly the last
one.

I knelt down and splashed some water onto her back, then started wiping the silt from
her skin. Her normally slightly textured skin was super slippery when it got wet. For the
briefest moment I wondered if she was smooth or textured on the inside. 

I clenched my jaw and admonished myself. Even if she were perfectly amenable, it’s
not like we could indulge ourselves right now.

Then I saw her hands over her shoulders pushing up her breasts as she covered them. 
Is there anything sexier than a hand bra?
Besides abs you could bounce quarters off of.
Or an amazing ass covered in little boy shorts with the bottom of the cheeks poking

out, stretching back and forth and back and forth… 
“What?” Nira turned slightly.
“What?” I had been daydreaming again.
“You just whispered ‘Undercheek.’”
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I was suddenly concerned that it was possible to have such a bad case of blue balls
that the testicles went gangrenous.

“Nira, not that I mind rinsing you off at all, but couldn’t you have just jumped in the
water to clean up?”

“Yup!” she chirped with an impish grin.
She’s trying to kill me. That’s it. This whole thing was the most elaborate

assassination plot in the history of the universe. Death by erectile aneurysm.
“Actually I was thinking about jumping back in anyway.” She grinned toothily and

looked over her shoulder to catch me staring straight down her almost perfectly white
cleavage.

“Really?” I sighed and tried to twist my hips to shift my wet boxers. Some of my
pubic hair had gotten wrapped around my dick, and now my erection was threatening to
give me an excruciatingly slow brazillian if I didn’t adjust something.

“Well, if you want to stay here until your lifespark resets, I see some fish in the pond
I might be able to catch. I know how to clean and prepare them. They would be tastier
and maybe last us longer than what’s left of the… Suchee-comus?” She guessed at the
word. 

“That’s a good idea. It would probably be easier with a knife, yeah?”
“A bit, yes. Or a spear. For catching. A knife for cleaning.”
“Okay. You do that. I’m going to see if I can find that plant I dragged all the way

here. I think it might make a good weapon if I can carve it up and maybe enhance it.”
“So you want to stay here for at least two Enhance cooldowns? One to make your

weapon and one in reserve? What about a spear or a knife?” She pivoted on the shore of
the pond so she was nearly facing me.

I looked up at the sun in the sky. I had gotten turned around several times with all the
walking and fleeing, so I wasn’t sure if the sun was still rising or if it was setting. If the
cooldown on my ability really was an hour, that meant we had been dumped here a little
more than two hours ago at the most. I guessed it was early afternoon.

“I’d prefer we have our combined attack ready before we venture out again, but right
now we don’t know how long until your Spark is usable. I think we have about six hours
till night? I don’t know what season it is, so give or take an hour? We definitely need to
find somewhere more secure before then, so we need to prepare in the meantime. If we
assume twenty hours for your Spark, we’ll need weapons, enhanced or not.” I paused
and started trying to plan the next few hours in my head. “We may have this place to
ourselves a while longer, but animals will start venturing back, so we need to be vigilant.
No leaping out of the water yelling about the big fish you caught, yeah?”

She nodded grimly with a guilty look on her face. “Yes. I know I haven’t exactly
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She nodded grimly with a guilty look on her face. “Yes. I know I haven’t exactly

been in survival mode. Our situation took too long to sink in, and I put us in danger…”
She sighed and smiled weakly, then leaned her back against my chest. Fortunately my
hips were angled far enough away from her that I didn’t poke her with my erection.
“That situation with the suchi… thing. I’ve never been so scared in all my life.” She
rubbed her nose while still managing to keep herself modest. “I’ve had things larger than
that dinosaur and with more teeth swim at me, but I had a weapon in my hands and was
with my hunting group. If things had gone badly, there were supplies, doctors, people
who could help. Even if I had been killed, people would at least know what happened.
We only have each other now,” she sighed, then glanced up at me with a look of hopeful
concern. Fortunately I wasn’t staring into her cleavage at that moment. “Tell me at least
that was the largest dinosaur there is.”

I smiled and put my hand on her shoulder. “Not even close.”
She made a weird snorting noise that came out of her gills. “Good talk, Coach,” she

said flatly.
We sat quietly for a moment, and I was about to suggest she get to fishing, but

thought of a super important question. “Hey how do you breathe through your gills when
you’re wearing a top? Doesn’t it constrict them?”

She held her top up for me to look at. “The sides are mesh.”
Sure enough the sides were an open fishnet weave the same dark blue color as the

back. I hadn’t noticed since the color of the garment matched the color of her skin so
closely.

“Anyway I don’t have to open them up very far to push water through.” She yanked
it back and slipped it over her head, leaning forward to keep from flashing me. “Okay,
I’m going to see about catching us some dinner. You do your thing, and if you need to
get my attention…” She paused. “You can’t Deep Speak, can you?”

I shook my head. “You mean that echoey underwater language? I could understand
you perfectly thanks to our abductors, but no, I can’t make those noises. If I need to get
your attention I’ll bang some rocks underwater. You should be able to hear that, right?”

She nodded, then turned, scanned the pond for a moment, and dove in. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN

I knelt by the edge of the water and watched Nira swim around while I waited for my
erection to fade from DefCon 2. She slipped through the water faster than I could ever
hope to, then settled down in some reeds and stopped moving entirely as far as I could
see through the water. I guess without any fishing tools she was planning on simply
ambushing whatever swam by.

I sat there for a few minutes, listening to a gentle breeze rustling the leaves when I
thought I heard something else moving in the bushes about forty feet away. I cursed and
ran back to the waterfall where we had been eating and scooped up my axe head. It was
the closest thing to a weapon I had at the moment. 

Nothing had burst from the bushes and chased me, which, given the events of the day
so far, felt like a win. I scanned back along the tree line, but didn’t see anything lurking
in the woods. That didn’t make me feel any better though. 

I edged my way back around the pond and down the stream cautiously, watching for
any movement and scanning for anything I could use as a longer range weapon. Nothing
moved, except every single plant as the breeze caused them to wave back and forth. I
started trying to focus on things not moving, as a lurking predator might do, but there
were tree trunks and rocks and tangles of fallen branches that weren’t affected by the
wind, so that didn’t really help either. 

A few times I thought I saw eyes in the bushes, and each time I would freeze and
study the spot, until I was convinced it had been light glinting off a swaying leaf. My
paranoia was getting paranoia. 

I continued cautiously down to where the suchomimus had torn through the trees.
Hopefully the plant I’d wanted to turn into a club was still around there. If I couldn’t
find it, then at least I’d be able to test out my palm axe on another suitable branch or
sapling. 

I crouched by the river, scanning and listening for threats before walking back into
the woods, when I saw the peculiar bottom heavy plant sitting at the edge of the smashed
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the woods, when I saw the peculiar bottom heavy plant sitting at the edge of the smashed

path the large dino had created. I was sure I had dropped it on the other side of the copse
bordering the stream, but maybe the suchomimus kicked it through as it ran at us.

Only, it hadn’t been running at us. It seemed like it chased something else into the
stream, then turned and came after us when it lost its prey in the water. It had been able
to track us in the water easily though, so what had it been chasing?

I shook my head. I was probably overthinking it. It had likely been after something
smaller than us, then shifted focus when it saw a more filling meal gawking from the
sidelines. 

I stood to retrieve my club plant but froze as a new paranoid thought came over me.
If the suchomimus had kicked the plant as it barged through the tree line, wouldn’t it be
broken, or at least tangled up in the other smashed bushes?

It was just sitting there, right in the middle of the path. 
That was a fucking trap. 
I whirled around and scanned the other side of the stream, looked up in the trees,

upstream, downstream, turned back, and scanned the tree line all over again. 
Nothing. 
Raptors were supposedly smart but they couldn’t have set that plant there as an

ambush. I had trouble believing they would understand that it was something I cared
about. They understood the importance of food, and if it was a goat leg, sure, but then
they would have just eaten it themselves. 

Did a person put it there? Another abductee? I had only seen Nira’s beam of light
when I arrived, but maybe we were latecomers. Maybe there were others with hours or
days head starts on us. Maybe there were ten weird aliens in the bushes with bows and
spears aimed at me. 

I studied the bushes intensely for several minutes. I kept thinking I saw eyes behind
the leaves but my paranoia was manifesting so intensely I wouldn’t be surprised if I was
hallucinating. 

That or dinosaur meat cooked with alien lightning wasn’t sitting so well in my
stomach. 

I gripped my rock and took two steps toward the plant, craning my neck to see if
there was one of those Wile E. Coyote lasso traps in the grass surrounding it, or
sharpened sticks hidden among the weeds. 

I really wished I hadn’t lost my other boot. 
A noise behind me made me spin, then my paranoia made me spin back. I wasn’t

falling for the ‘rock tossed over there’ ploy to get me to turn my back, but nothing burst
out of the bushes in front of me. The noise behind me continued, and it was definitely not
a rock.
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I crouched down and crawled back to the edge of the stream, trying to duck behind a
foot high rock on the bank. It did very little to obscure me, but I didn’t want to go prone
in case there was something or someone behind me. 

The noise on the other side of the stream continued, and it didn’t sound like a single
creature. My stomach sank as my paranoia gland sent images of Mad Max-like
marauders riding raptors to my fear gland. I wasn’t a neurologist, but that’s definitely
what was happening inside me.

My eyes widened when I saw the smooth dome of a pachycephalosaurus poke out
from behind a tree. I started chuckling to myself and relaxed. They were herbivores and
probably wouldn’t bother us if we kept our distance. 

I shook my head. Ten minutes without Nira by my side and I had wound myself up so
tight I’d practically pulled a muscle. It didn’t mean the club plant behind me wasn’t a
setup, but I had spent five minutes staring into the bushes. Either I should go grab the
potential weapon, or find another branch to work with. This Jurassic Hell Hole wasn’t on
pause just because I was. 

Jurassic… A new thought started buzzing around the back of my brain, but it wasn’t
fully formed yet. I shook it off. I could puzzle while I worked. 

I watched the pachys filter back in toward the stream. There were at least nine I
counted, and I wanted to point them out to Nira before she saw them and freaked out. We
hadn’t seen any herbivores larger than a dog yet, and I didn’t want her scaring them off.
Their foraging and noise would cover our activity, as well as present more targets for
predators.

I half crab walked back to the plant I wanted to turn into a club, stood and cased it a
few more times, watching the tree line intently. Finally I stretched my arm out and
grabbed the top of the sapling’s trunk and jumped back with the plant. I felt like a cat that
suddenly got super paranoid about a sock left in the middle of the floor, but it didn’t cost
me anything to be cautious, and no arrows or blow darts shot out of the bushes at me.

I started to walk back to the waterfall when I saw something on the ground under a
bush. I looked over the bushes for the ninth time, then leaned closer. It was a footprint. 

I stepped over to it, still keeping my eyes on the tree line, and placed my bare foot
next to it. It was shaped like a human’s, except the big toe was pulled back and slightly
away from the rest of the foot, a little bit like the thumb on a hand or an ape’s foot. It also
looked to be roughly a woman’s size four. 

Nira had large feet for her height. Not clown shoe large, but at least as large as mine
and maybe a bit wider, which made sense for the dolphin lady. There was definitely
someone else here.

My head snapped to a soft noise near me that sounded like a sigh or a gasp. Seven or
eight feet from me in a bush, I saw eyes, and I wasn’t imagining them. 



Tamer: Enhancer

58

But that was all I saw, just a pair of pale blue eyes. If they were attached to a face, it
was covered in the best camouflage I had ever seen. Or not seen. I didn’t spot any feet on
the ground under the bush either. 

The eyes widened when their owner realized I was looking straight into them. I heard
their weight shift and they sharply inhaled.

The eyes looked more scared than scary, but I was a little freaked out by not being
able to see the rest of the person in the bush. My hand tightened around the stone in my
palm reflexively. 

“Hey—” I started, but the owner of the eyes burst from the bush and ran back into the
forest with alarming speed. At least, that’s what it looked like based on the rustling
bushes and trail of scattered leaves. What I couldn’t see was the person kicking up those
leaves. At best I saw a watery outline, but they moved so fast and blended in so well that
it took a moment to process. 

I couldn’t help but compare it to Predator. That’s sort of what it looked like, but in
the movies, the Predator’s camouflage was like looking into the forest through a series of
concentric Predator shaped glasses of water, each one refracting the background at a
slightly different angle. Whatever had just fled from me looked more like a ripple in the
scenery. 

Maybe. Damn, they were fast. If they were another abductee, their Movement stat
was at least double mine. Assuming the scale was linear. I was definitely going to test
that later. No matter the case, there was certainly no point in chasing after them, and I
still wanted to get back to Nira before she saw the pachys. 

I walked back to the waterfall, giving the stream and the pachycephalosauruses a
wide berth. They stiffened when they saw me, and a few lowered their heads and
stamped the ground, but I ignored them and they did the same after I had moved past
their group.

I couldn’t get the not-very-good reboot Predators out of my mind. The one where the
predators abducted humans, dropped them on an alien world and hunted them.

Shit. What if that’s what was going on here? The jerks take us, give us random
powers to make it ‘sporting,’ give us a few hours head start, then come after us with
whatever high tech bullshit they felt like?

I pondered the possibilities in my mind. If this really was Earth in the past, wouldn’t
humans have found at least a single hundred million year old alien beer can somewhere?
Also, I didn’t think the encounter I’d just had was with one of our abductors. The height
was close, but the eyes were wrong. Theirs had been black and lifeless. The eyes I saw in
the bushes were lifeful, and frightened. I also thought they looked feminine, but it was
hard to tell from just the eyes and the tiny footprint. Maybe it was an alien dude that just
had tiny feet.
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Near the waterfall, I saw two fish on the shore with chunks taken out of their spines
just behind their heads. I guessed Nira used those wide teeth to bite through them, which
sounded gross to me but between the two of them there looked to be four or five pounds
of meat, so I was glad she was up for it. 

I sat down near the water and banged my axe head on a stone just under the surface.
The top of Nira’s head poked up above the water a moment later. 

“Great job so far.” I said just loud enough to be heard over the waterfall. 
“Thanks. We need to build a fire and forage for some herbs. I have a hankering for

pesto.” She grinned and licked her wet lips. 
“That sounds amazing, but I’d settle for some properly cooked meat tonight though.

Hey, listen, don’t freak out but there are some dinos downstream a bit. They’re
herbivores,” I quickly added when I saw her eyes widening. “They should leave us alone
if we give them some space.”

She nodded and slowly turned her head to get a look at the pachys, then turned back.
“They look rowdy. You’re sure they’ll leave us alone?”

“I think so. They saw me walking earlier and stared me down but didn’t come after
me. One more thing you should know: we’re not alone. I saw, well, sort of saw another
abductee. I assume.”

“Really? Where? When? What did they… all the questions! Answer all the
questions!” Nira’s face was more excited than alarmed. 

“Just a few minutes ago downstream. They ran away before I could talk to them, and
I didn’t get a good look at them. They were camouflaged. Almost invisible. I would
guess that’s their Eye-Q skill, actually.”

“Oh! A lifespark used for camouflage. Like a Sea Sneak! How interesting!” I could
see her mentally taking notes for her next book.

“Right.” Presumably one of the defining qualities of a Sea Sneak was adaptive
camouflage like an octopus. “I didn’t get a threatening vibe from our sneaky friend, but
keep an eye out.”

“For the invisible person.” Nira arched an eyebrow.
I chuckled. “Yes. Just be aware we’re not the only two people here and that dinosaurs

might not be the only threats.”
“Super.” She sucked some water into her mouth and swallowed it, or inhaled it? I

wasn’t sure. “So what are you working on?” 
“I’m going to cut this guy down into a club,” I held up my multi trunked sapling,

“then see if I can enhance it… Actually, first I’m going to find a narrow rock that I can
turn into a knife so we can clean these fish.”
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“Like this?” She raised her arm out of the water and tossed a reddish rock to me. 
I caught and examined it. It wasn’t much of a knife in its current state. It was half an

inch thick, four inches wide at the base and tapered at the top. It looked like a tall
Nevada. 

“Hmm. This could work. Are you using it right now? Because I still have,” I blinked
and checked my cooldown icon. “Eh, twenty minutes left before I can try my skill
again.” I tossed it back to her. 

“It’s okay for stabbing, but clearly the cutting edge leaves much to be desired.” She
shrugged. “I’m going to try and get one more fish, then I’ll join you up on the dry.” 

I nodded and went to work on my club. The handheld axe head worked pretty well,
though a sharper metal tool would have been a lot better. It hurt my palm to slam it
straight into the wood, and the sore cuts on my fingers didn’t help. It definitely needed a
handle. 

As I hacked the smaller trunks off the plant, I returned to the thought I’d had at the
stream. Pachycephalosauruses didn’t live in the Jurassic period. They were late
Cretaceous, which, granted, butted right up against the Jurassic period. But they lived in
North America. Suchomimus lived smack in the middle of the Cretaceous period, but in
Africa. Ceratosauruses lived in… shit. Jurassic? Late Jurassic I thought. I couldn’t
remember where they lived though. 

The pachys and the suchomimus lived around the same time, give or take forty
million years if I remembered my Epochs right, but in different places. If this was mid to
late Cretaceous Earth, the ceratosaurus shouldn’t be around for another eighty million
years. So when and where exactly were we?

The answers probably wouldn’t help us get home, but they might help with survival.
If I had a better idea where we were, at least, if this was Earth’s past, I might be able to
locate iron rich mountains or… something. Anything to give us an edge.

I was worried initially that chopping wood out in the open like this would draw a lot
of attention, but a random cacophony of forest sound was nearly omnipresent. The wind
blew through trees and bushes, large insects buzzed around sounding like downshifting
trucks, the waterfall splattered against rocks. The pachys were running around
headbutting trees for fun, or maybe they were marking territory. In any case my chopping
wasn’t nearly as noisy as I’d feared compared to the other sounds around me. 

I still didn’t allow myself to relax. I kept an eye out for my camouflaged friend, as
well as anything else creeping through the forest. The idea of other adbuctees out in the
world made me excited, but also trepidatious. A group of people pooling their knowledge
and abilities would have an easier time surviving, but in any situation like this, someone
was going to try and play warlord.

By the time I got the sapling down to the basic shape I wanted, my hand was aching,
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By the time I got the sapling down to the basic shape I wanted, my hand was aching,

but the stone axe head held its edge better than I’d expected. The plant now looked like a
reasonably menacing club. The main trunk formed the handle, which was about three
inches thick. Not ideal, but hopefully I could improve the ergonomics with my Enhance
skill. The base of the plant was now the head of the club, and it was roughly eight inches
across. It was covered in nasty, jagged knobs where all the low sprouting branches had
been chopped off from the clustered base. It was almost four feet tall, which was a bit
much. I debated cutting it down a bit, but I wanted to give my hand a rest and see if there
was a better rock to use as a knife. 

I set the club aside and started searching the base of the cliff for suitable candidates.
The cliff was mostly sedimentary rock, which meant there were a lot of potential
candidates to try and make a knife from, so I kept searching right up until Enhance
refreshed. 

Eventually I found some pieces I thought were quartzite. It wouldn’t be able to get as
sharp as obsidian or even a piece of flint, but quartzite was hard, and would hold its edge
well if I didn’t get overambitious and make it too thin. 

Eventually I found a quartzite rock that was thin on both ends and bulged in the
middle, roughly the shape of a football, but a third as thick. It almost looked like an
extruded triangle, and one of the edges was sharper than the others. 

I decided that edge would become the blade of my knife, so I lined it up in my vision
with the Eye-Q screen, but Nira burst out of the water struggling with a fish that was at
least three feet long.

“Little help!” she called and heaved the thing at the shore. 
The fish landed half in and half out of the water and started flopping around like a

maniac. I scrambled to grab my axe head and tried to take its head off, but it was
wriggling around so much I only nicked its back. It took three more swings before I
finally connected with it, managing to crush its head. 

“Could you have found something bigger?” I offered my hand so she could pull
herself out of the water. 

“It’s a small pond and I didn’t have any hunting tools—” she started.
“Nira, I was being facetious. These will definitely fill us up. Great work.” I gestured

to the three fish on the bank.
“Oh. Thanks. I didn’t want to shock it, I thought it would be better to get back to

maximum charge as quickly as possible, so it was able to put up more of a fight than I’m
used to.” She plopped down wetly next to me. 

I practically started salivating at seeing her wet body so close to mine. Her wet skin
looked and felt like shiny latex.

“How’s your knife coming? The tip broke off the other one I had.” She waved back
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“How’s your knife coming? The tip broke off the other one I had.” She waved back

at the pond.
“Ah, you’re just in time for the show.” I held up my mini football quartzite. “I think

this will be more durable than most of the stuff that’s fallen off this cliff.”
She nodded and watched as I activated my skill. This time I tried to visualize how I

wanted it to look rather than trying to mold it with my hands, and to my delight, the rock
started stretching and reforming according to my will. I had pictured a bowie knife, but
tried to make the spine of the blade thicker than I would if I was using high carbon steel.
No matter what kind of stone I used it was going to be much more brittle than any kind
of metal. I pushed the thought of trying to make a knife out of a giant diamond aside and
focused on my stone bowie knife. 

Stowie knife? 
Nope. Focus up. I pushed one edge out to about a fifteen degree point, making the

triangle decidedly isoscular. In the last moment I focused on the back half of the rock to
make it remotely comfortable to hold before the skill fizzled out. 

Nira was staring wide eyed at what could reasonably considered a knife. “Wow. My
instinct is to say something snarky about that kludgey looking knife, but it’s obvious how
useful your spark is, especially given that we’re starting from nothing.”

I nodded. “It’s not the sexiest blade ever, but I think my skill will work a lot better the
closer the starting object resembles the finished one.” I swished the blade through the air
a few times, then spun it in my hand and offered it to her. 

“How do you mean?” She took the knife and ran her fingertip across the blade. It was
far from professional chef quality, but the edge didn’t chip and splinter when she pressed
against it. It was about as sharp as half a pair of scissors that someone had taken to a
grindstone for a few minutes. 

She turned to one of the fish and began slicing open its stomach. Each slice took a
few passes, but it was the best blade we had at the moment. 

“I think if I had a piece of flint, I could knap it into a decent blade before I enhanced
it. Then I could concentrate on refining and toughening the edge. If I spent all ten
seconds on that, I think I’d be able to make something really impressive.”

Nira nodded absently as she finished opening up the first fish and began yanking out
the guts. “That makes sense. Are you going to try that next?”

I patted the maul by my leg. “Uh, this club will work as a weapon as is, so I can wait
to enhance it. I don’t see any flint around here, but I’d like to keep looking for another
rock that’s as close to knife-like as I can find. The one you’re using now is probably
going to be more effective at stabbing than cutting, honestly.” I gestured to the one she
was working with.

“It’s better than ripping up the fish with my fingers, but a proper knife would be
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“It’s better than ripping up the fish with my fingers, but a proper knife would be

great. In the meantime, you should set up a fire if you want to cook this.” She paused and
looked up at me. “Do you know how to do that? Start a fire, I mean? I think I do, in
principle, but I’ve never done it without a modern aid of some sort.” She shrugged.
“Actually, I’d normally just arc some amps through the kindling, but I’m pretty tapped
out right now.”

Interesting. I’d have to keep that in mind.
“I’m not thrilled about setting up a fire so out in the open, but yes, I’m sure I can get

one going. Plus, waving a lit torch in a dinosaur’s face might be an effective deterrent
while we wait for your skill, uh, your spark to recharge.”

“It definitely goes faster with a full belly.” She smacked her palm against her flat
tummy and clacked her teeth together.

“I’ll get right on it.” I picked up my club and walked to the edge of the forest to find
some dead sticks and kindling.
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CHAPTER EIGHT

 Revisiting the area around the dead suchomimus, I was again amazed at the
destruction, and a little surprised we hadn’t started a forest fire. Pumping 1.21 gigawatts
through a forest tends to do that, but it was humid and all the plants in the area had been
well hydrated. Even the dead branches on the ground had been slightly moist, but post
lightning strike, I was able to find plenty of dry branches.

I was concerned to see there were already several small scavengers picking through
the scattered remains. Nothing large enough to be a threat, but the smell of meat would
advertise the free meal until it was all consumed. 

Starting a fire was tedious, but not particularly difficult in theory. I really didn’t want
to do it out in the open, but I didn’t have a choice at the moment. Anything wandering
into the clearing flanking either side of the stream would spot it immediately. 

I built a fire ring with stones from the base of the cliff about ten feet away from the
small waterfall on the opposite side of the pond from the suchomimus buffet. I set the
driest piece of sequoia shrapnel I could find in the center, then piled moss and leaves
under a teepee of sticks. Then I planted a straight stick against the piece of sequoia and
started spinning it between my hands to build up friction. 

After only a few minutes it was clear the method was inefficient. My hands kept
sliding down the stick as I spun it back and forth, and every time I reset their position, it
gave the pivot point time to cool down. It would eventually work, but I thought of a
simple way to improve the process. 

I set the stick down and Nira asked if I wanted her to have a go, but I told her to
finish gutting the fish while I wandered back to the tree line. It would have been easy if
my remaining boot had laces, but eventually I found a thin length of vine that would
serve the function I needed. I took that and tied it around a flexible twig to make what
looked like a miniature archery bow, then returned to the fire ring. I found a dimpled
rock to hold in my hand, and set the friction stick between it and the bottom of the fire
pit, passing it through the inside of the bow. I spun the bow around once to twist the vine
around the stick and started moving it back and forth, creating a simple belt drive. The
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around the stick and started moving it back and forth, creating a simple belt drive. The
stick spun quickly and the vine didn’t slip up or down, allowing me to keep the motion
constant. 

It only took fifteen seconds to start seeing smoke with this method. Before long I had
turned the embers into a proper fire.

Nira was impressed with the design, but it wasn’t like I invented the bow drill. I just
shrugged and gave her one of my favorite adages, “Work smarter, not harder.”

We discussed the best way to cook the fish without any sort of pots or pans, and
wound up building two tripods out of sticks and vines, then hung the gutted fish across a
branch laid in between them. We spent the next few hours cooking and eating the fish,
looking for more rocks and sticks we could use as weapons, and rubbing silt from the
pond and charcoal from the burned suchomimus into my orange jumpsuit. Before long it
was a dark reddish black. There were still a few bits where the orange showed through,
but at least now I wouldn’t be running around looking like a lit flare. 

There was an increasing amount of activity in the forest beside us as more and more
scavengers showed up to claim their share of what was left of our detonated antagonist,
but we managed to make it all afternoon without being hassled by any large predators.

Traffic picked up around the stream as various dinosaurs came to drink. Most of them
gave us a wary assessment, but had no other interactions with us. The fire obviously
made a lot of them skittish, and the relatively small amount of meat we and our cooking
fish comprised was no competition for the three tons of meat a hundred yards away, and
that wouldn’t run away or fight back.

I took the opportunity to educate Nira on various dinosaurs, but as much as I knew
about them, eventually I was reduced to saying “And that’s another kind of raptor.” 

Other than dinosaur class, we kept our conversation to a minimum. As much as I
wanted to chat about her world and become Earth’s first xenoanthropologist, at the
moment, not getting eaten by some random thing wandering by took priority. 

By the time we were ready to break camp and look for shelter for the evening, I had
enhanced several items for us. One was a smaller and thinner stone that started off
roughly the same shape as a fruit knife. My theory about starting with something close to
the finished product proved to be correct, and I was able to turn the small rock into an
incredible blade. The handle was a bit short, making it a poor choice to fight with, but
the three inch blade was literally razor sharp, and I suspected it was hard enough that I
could jump on the knife without snapping it.

I had also enhanced my club into a vicious looking maul. I narrowed the handle to
make it more ergonomic, and the top was now covered in nasty looking sharp-ish spikes
where the branches had been hacked off. It weighed more than I’d wanted, and wouldn’t
be great against a humanoid opponent, but I had been thinking about larger animals like
the ceratosauruses when I made it. I was sure I’d be able to bust open a skull or break the
leg of a horse sized dinosaur with the weapon. Anything bigger and the plan was still to
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leg of a horse sized dinosaur with the weapon. Anything bigger and the plan was still to
run like hell.

Nira requested I make her a spear, so we found a good straight sapling about a
hundred feet from where the pachys were grazing, and I chopped it down with my axe
head. We gave the dinos as much space as we could, and after an initial interest in the
noise we were making, they returned to grazing.

I used the Stowie knife to hack off some errant branches and sharpen the tip, then I
stuck the point in the fire for hardening before finally turning my power on it. Given that
a spear is basically just a sharpened stick to begin with, the Enhance worked wonders.
The finished spear was perfectly straight, and the tip was hard as steel. 

It made me incredibly curious as to what was happening to the molecular structure of
the wood. Perhaps some sort of petrification? I currently had no way to test any theories
I came up with, but eventually I was going to want to try and figure it out. 

I could carry the maul in one hand easily enough if I held it near the head, but if I
needed both hands for something, I would have to drop it. I had neglected to put a notch
anywhere on the handle, so I couldn’t tie a strap to it without it quickly slipping off the
end, nor had I thought to put a hole to thread a lanyard through. 

The solution was to create a bandoleer out of some surprisingly pliable vines. I put a
loop at the top that would lay behind my shoulder. I slid the maul into it, and the
widening handle caught in the loop high enough that the spiky bits wouldn’t dig into my
shoulder. Another loop at the bottom held it against my body so it didn’t bounce around. 

I quickly realized the whole bandoleer would slowly slide down my back and I’d
have to keep hopping it back up every fifty steps or so if I didn’t hold on to it. I solved
that problem by tying another loop of vine at the bottom and running that under my leg. 

I made a similar bandoleer for Nira with some modified loops to help hold her
smooth shafted spear in place for when she stowed it. 

The next conundrum was what to do with my remaining boot. I debated wearing it, at
least then I’d have something to kick with, but I didn’t like the idea of hobbling around
the forest with a lopsided gait. That would quickly wear out my back and hips. 

I didn’t want to just leave it, either. Even if I never wore it again, it was made from
materials that weren’t exactly lying around the forest. I could think of twenty uses for
just the rubber sole of the boot off the top of my head. I eventually used the velcro straps
to affix it to my bandoleer and used it as an awkward pouch. I shoved both my socks, the
Stowie Knife and the axe head into it. Nira took the paring knife, but it was so sharp that
we had to fashion a low tech sheath for it with some folded leaves. She wound up
sticking it in her cleavage since her swim wear had no pockets. 

Before we left, I had one last thing to do. I stepped away from the waterfall and
spoke in the loudest voice I dared. 

“Hello, invisible person?” I assumed they were the Yxlyn I saw in my Eye-Q, but I
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“Hello, invisible person?” I assumed they were the Yxlyn I saw in my Eye-Q, but I
didn’t know how to pronounce the name. “If you’re still nearby, I imagine you were
taken by the same aliens that took us, and you’re scared and looking for ways to survive.
We’re in the same situation, and we could use your help, and you could probably use
ours. We left some cooked fish here by the fire. I don’t know how long it will be before
something else comes sniffing around though.” I paused but didn’t hear any response. I
spent a moment scanning the tree line, but their adaptive camouflage was so good I knew
I wouldn’t have spotted them unless they were right next to me. 

“Okay, uh, we’re going to go look for some shelter now.”
The fish Nira caught amounted to six or seven pounds of usable meat, and it was just

too much for the two of us. We could have wrapped some up in leaves and taken it with
us, but I didn’t care for the idea of walking around the forest with something that smelly
drawing attention to us.

I guessed it was an hour or two at most before dusk, but we couldn’t wait any longer
for Nira’s Spark to refresh. 

I suggested to Nira that we start looking for shelter on the side of the stream away
from the suchomimus buffet. She readily agreed and we started casing around the cliff
past the waterfall. 

While we searched I started wondering about other uses for my powers beyond
reshaping things and boosting Nira’s Spark. Could I convert sand into glass, or extract
salt from seawater? I wasn’t sure if that counted as enhancement or just skipping a bunch
of steps.

We explored the base of the cliff for the next hour, and fortunately, Nira had gotten
serious and was in hunt mode. Whether it was the close encounter with the suchomimus
or the fact that she had a proper spear in her hand, I appreciated the fact that she was
moving through the forest with stealth and awareness of our surroundings. She checked
sight lines, was conscientious of our spacing, and moved with caution. I also noticed she
checked above and behind us more than I did, which made sense if she was used to
hunting in the 3D medium of deep water.

I, on the other hand, was focusing much of my effort on not being a big baby about
walking through the forest in bare feet. I’ve always been of the opinion that women have
tougher feet than men. No man has ever taken off his shoes to walk down a gravel
driveway because it’s the more comfortable option. 

That probably says more about the state of women’s shoes than their feet, but at least
they’ve put in the miles. Most men I’ve ever met wear shoes outside all the time. Even
walking around a pool barefoot always made me feel like I had road rash. 

After about the ninth time I hissed and started hopping around because I stepped on
something remotely sharp, Nira cast a questioning look over her shoulder.

“Sorry.” I whispered, sitting down on a rock at the base of the cliff. “I’m not used to
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“Sorry.” I whispered, sitting down on a rock at the base of the cliff. “I’m not used to

being barefoot. Do seera have shoes?” I leaned on a tree root poking out of the ground
that was thicker than my torso and picked a sharp piece of bark out from my sole.

She hunkered down next to me. “Have? Like, as a civilization, have we cracked the
technology?”

It was my turn to laugh, but I managed to keep it under my breath. “Sorry, I guess
that was an insulting question.”

“Yes, we do,” she said quietly. “Mostly sandals for when we adventure inland.
Farmers and arborists probably wear them all the time, but on the city barges there’s not
really any point, and certainly not when we swim.”

“Arborists?” I brushed off my feet and stood back up.
“Yes. This translation magic might not be giving you my exact meaning,” she said,

waving her hand at my face. “People who grow and harvest trees for our city barges.”
“Oh, that makes sense. We just call them lumberjacks.” I thought for a moment.

“Actually they just cut down trees. They don’t plant new ones.”
“How do you ensure new crops?” she whispered. “Don’t you have to worry about

running out?” She looked around at the trees surrounding us. “Or is your world like
this?”

“We have to worry about deforestation, but we have tens of thousands of square miles
of forests on my world. Actually, I think some lumber companies do plant new trees
come to think of it.”

“Wow! That sounds like more land than my entire world. Ocean is ninety three
percent water, although it depends on how you measure it. Four percent of the water is
shallow saltwater swamps and marsh.” 

I stood and gingerly chose my footing. Stepping on leaves seemed to provide my feet
a scant layer of protection from potentially sharper things on the ground, but was much
louder than stepping on grassy patches that poked through the matmass of fallen foliage.
We resumed our search, moving further along the base of the cliff. I was hoping I would
know what I was looking for when I saw it. I was picturing an unoccupied cave, but kept
an eye out for other possibilities. 

“Saltwater marsh? Like right on the coast?” The moment I stopped concentrating on
foot placement I stepped on something sharp. It was just a stick with a knot that poked
my foot, but it still hurt and made me worry about getting cut and then stepping in a
dinosaur turd. 

Nira nodded. “Sometimes. And sometimes it’s just open ocean a few feet deep.
Usually there’s some trees or grass poking up out of the water. It varies with the tide,
obviously. Most of our land is small islands, atolls and archipelagos, and the most
prosperous city barges are anchored in large atolls—” She stiffened. “Hey, the forest
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prosperous city barges are anchored in large atolls—” She stiffened. “Hey, the forest

stopped.”
I looked ahead of us past the next few trees out onto a vast grassland. Possibly it was

a savanna or a steppe. I wasn’t an ecologist, but the primary feature of the new biome
was chest high yellow grass peppered with bushes and sparse clusters of trees. 

We cautiously approached the edge of the forest and looked out. There were several
easy to spot dinosaurs roaming and grazing, but the high grass made me anxious.

“More of those rapture things?” Nira asked after I voiced my concern. 
I nodded. “Raptors. That, and I bet using Castor’s Wrath out there would cause a hell

of a fire.”
“Castriel.” Nira smiled, then squatted and studied the ground. “I see what you mean

about the shift in flora on this world. This dry grass butts right up against such a verdant
forest. There’s barely any transition. It makes no sense.” She ran her fingers through the
dirt at the veritable line were the two biomes met.

I shrugged. “I don’t know what it means or if it helps us, but it struck me as odd.”
“So what’s the plan, boss?” Nira thumped the butt of her spear into the ground and

stood.
“Boss?” I arched an eyebrow at her.
Nira opened her mouth, paused, then tilted her head. “Of course.” 
“We’re in this together, Nira, I know about dinosaurs, but we need to pool every

resource we have—”
“Obviously you’re in charge.” She scrunched her eyebrows together, or at least the

area above her eyes where her dark, gray blue coloring met the white skin on her face.
The two skin tones met exactly where a human woman's eyebrows would normally be.
They even had a sexy arch. It was easy to forget she didn’t actually have eyebrows, but
as far as I knew, I had been reading all her facial expressions correctly.

“I don’t remember voting on that. Nira, we need to work together and share ideas in
order to survive this.” I had a suspicion we were stumbling down a path toward a cultural
misunderstanding.

“Of course. I will offer my opinion and give suggestions, but ultimately our course of
action must be decided by you.”

“Why me?”
Nira looked at me like I was struggling to add one and one together. “You’re…

male.”
“What? What does that have to do with—”
“Woman are obviously subservient to males… at least on Ocean.” She looked at me,
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“Woman are obviously subservient to males… at least on Ocean.” She looked at me,

confused. “Is it not the same on Earth?” She shook her head. “That’s foolish. How
would that even work? Men command, women obey. It makes no difference that we’re
on a new world or that you’re not seeran.” 

“W…what?” I tried to keep my eyes from popping out of my head as she spoke. 
“I’ll do anything you tell me. Anything at all. Obedience is the most feminine

attribute there is, after all.” Her words were suggestive, but her expression read like she
was explaining that the sky was blue. “You must have noticed I’ve done everything you
said since we met. It’s not like I would have… disobeyed you.” She punctuated the
sentence with a bark of incredulous laughter. “That’s not even a thing.”

I could barely process what she was saying. She was so flirty and gregarious that I
couldn’t accept she came from such a society. Wouldn’t such a world be a hellscape of
abuse? I struggled to make sense of the idea in my head. 

I twisted it around in my head a few ways. If it had always been like that on her
world, if everyone accepted it, would there even be the same concept of abuse? Would
they recognize what abuse was the same way I would? Or would there be a pervading
sense of guardianship over all females and duty for their care? It seemed unlikely, but
then, maybe seerans weren’t massive dicks like most humans I’d ever known. I supposed
it was possible, an alien society could evolve in totally unpredictable ways, and it would
go a long way to explain Nira’s outgoing personality. 

I thought back over the day since our arrival. We’d had some disagreements,
especially about the lifespark thing, but I certainly hadn’t ordered or even suggested that
she not argue with me. Had she done everything I’d suggested since we met? I took the
lead in some situations, and I just assumed she was going along because she didn’t have
a better idea or there wasn’t time to argue, but now I wondered if she’d felt obligated to
do as I’d said. The thought made me intensely uncomfortable. Was she my slave, or was
that my human interpretation of what she was telling me? 

And what happened if we met another male abductee?
“Nira, I’m not okay with this,” I whispered insistently as I glanced around the

tangled foliage around us. “Men and women on my world are equals. Well…” I needed
to collect my thoughts. Time for a ramble. “In theory, that’s the case. There’s a lot of
unegalitarian remnants in our society back from when women didn’t have the same
rights, like ideas about child rearing and wage discrimination…”

Nira was listening intently and patiently. And standing really close. 
I cleared my throat. “The point is, I’m not comfortable with… having a… you’re

basically a slave! We have to be equal partners in this!”
“One of us has to lead, Sam. I’m certainly not equipped to do it. I can fish and I’m

good with a spear, but I have no idea how to survive this place beyond that.” She stepped
closer to me, and I backed into the cliff behind me. “Surely there’s something you want
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closer to me, and I backed into the cliff behind me. “Surely there’s something you want

to order me to do?” She closed what little space there was between us until her body
pressed into mine. “You need to command me,” she whispered. “Because I need to obey
you.”

Her words were beyond suggestive now, and her breasts pressing against my chest
left little room for interpretation.

I was totally paralyzed. I had no idea what to say next. I couldn’t imagine indulging
her in any of this the way she wanted, except maybe to tell her to back off so I could
think. Beyond the surprise of this revelation, I was disappointed because I knew I would
never consider laying a finger on her if she didn’t have the ability to say no, and I really
wanted to lay a lot more than a finger on her.

Nira was staring at me with an expectant but matter-of-fact expression, when I
noticed a smile begin to creep into the corner of her lips. She quickly bit it back, but I
saw in her eyes that she knew I caught it.

I narrowed my eyes and huffed, and her grin returned explosively until she burst into
laughter. She tried to muffle it behind her hands, but a lot of the noise escaped into the
forest.

She stuck her spear in the ground, then put her hands on both of my cheeks and gave
me a look like I was the most adorable puppy in the window. “The look. On. Your.
Face.”

I clenched my teeth and gave her a proper glaring. “Why are you fucking with me at a
time like this!?”

She continued to laugh quietly for a moment until she composed herself. “Oh, you
cute, pink alien. I really wish I had been able to pull that off for a whole lot longer, but
your face! A perfect visage of panic incarnate.”

I angrily tapped a finger against my leg and shook my head at her.
Without removing her hands from my cheeks, she stepped closer to me until our

bodies were touching again. “Aw, don’t be mad, Sam the human. I’m sorry. Having a
little laugh is a good stress reliever, and it’s been an unusually stressful day.”

Her eyes were almost too close to mine to focus on. I was annoyed with her but I
really could have spent a long time staring into them. I could fault her timing, but not her
motivation. It would probably be better if I accepted that she liked teasing me now and
then. 

I was such a sucker for a pretty face. Threat of violent predation or no, I didn’t care to
be yanked around emotionally, but I knew I wasn’t going to hold a grudge. 

Well, maybe a little grudge.
“What if I had taken you seriously, hmm? And started ordering you around?”
Nira slowly started biting her bottom lip while her eyes shifted back and forth,
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Nira slowly started biting her bottom lip while her eyes shifted back and forth,
looking into mine. “Hmm. I wonder.”

I stared back into her nebulous eyes. Was she telling me to go for it? Was this some
test of my character? And what response would earn a passing grade? 

All things being equal, I did okay with the ladies. At least I used to, but this was an
alien woman from an alien culture and world. I had no idea what courtship was like
there. Despite her teasing just now, I got the impression her society was largely
egalitarian, which is part of what threw me so hard. That didn’t mean their women didn’t
run potential mates through any number of gauntlets to determine their candidacy for
relationships. 

No, that was dumb. It was obvious she was trying to get me to make the first move.
Unless she wasn’t. She totally was. How could she not be? Was I over analyzing this?
Almost definitely. Or not. Probably?

“You, uh…” I swallowed. If I wasn’t coming into this after a three year dry spell, I
would have had more confidence. “You ever write one of your romance novels where the
heroine escapes from, or travels to, another world where the conceit is female
obedience?” 

I wasn’t chickening out, I told myself. We were in a forest full of hungry predators.
This was about the worst place possible to start making out with the beautiful alien
woman standing inches from me.

Yup.
God damned, her body was sexy. So fit and toned and slender and feminine. 
Nira’s eyes widened and a grin almost split her face in half. “That’s where I got the

idea! One of my most popular series!” Her smile turned impish. More impish. “Probably
because there’s so much sex in them,” she whispered hotly in my ear.

My resolve over not making out with her here and now was breaking down. 
Damn it! Think about toothy death lurking behind every tree, and not about how the

nape of her neck flowed into the muscles of her shoulder in a way that practically
screamed, “Nibble here!”

“Well, sure,” I said weakly. “I guess men are the same everywhere.” The amount of
simultaneous relief and disappointment I felt at successfully changing the subject was
difficult to quantify.

Nira wasn’t holding my cheeks anymore, as she’d gotten distracted with running her
fingers through my beard. “Huh? What do you mean?”

“You know. Men are… Human males are far more interested in sex than human
women are.”

She tilted her head at me, fluttering her eyelids questioningly. Her eyes widened and
focused inward for a moment, then she double blinked, dismissing the Eye-Q screen she



Tamer: Enhancer

73

focused inward for a moment, then she double blinked, dismissing the Eye-Q screen she
had accidentally conjured.

“Okay, that’s… maybe an oversimplification, but it’s still true,” I said.
Her closeness and the attention she was giving my face was compounding the effect

she’d initiated when she’d started talking about submission and obedience. 
“I think women are just more selective about their partners,” She said.  “Seeran

women. I can’t comment on human… are your women pink too?”
I sighed. “I’m considering telling you some outrageous lie about my world to get

back at you, but saying that human women are purple doesn’t quite strike the same
chord.” I put my hands on her wrists and pulled them off my face. “Maybe we should
continue our search?” 

She tried to pull her hands back to my jaw, but I held her fast. “Woo, so strong!” she
said playfully.

I sighed and stepped back from her. “Nira, could you do me a favor?”
“Sure, Sam. Command me and maybe I’ll even obey.” Her face was going to get

stuck with that impish smile on it.
I sighed loudly and clenched my jaw. “I normally enjoy flirting with a beautiful

woman, but it has… been a while.”
“Since you flirted?” She quirked an eyebrow.
“No, since… well, that too, but it has been a long time since I have been… with a

woman. I would appreciate if you kept the flirting to a minimum until we are somewhere
safe, because it’s really distracting.”

She blinked, looking thoughtful. “Are men and women segregated on your world?”
“What?”
“You said you haven’t been near a women for a long time.”
“What? No, not near a woman, with a woman.” Also near a woman, as it happened.
She shook her head. “I think the translation is confused. I’m not hearing a difference

in what you’re saying.”
I sighed. “Sexually! I haven’t had sex with a woman in a long—” I stopped short as

her grin graduated to ‘toothy.’ 
“Are you messing with me again!?” I hissed.
“Oh, Sam!” she laughed. “When you get flustered like that, it makes me sad we’re

different species because I kind of want to have your babies.” She smiled and pressed
both of her hands to her chest.

I shook my head and stared out into the savanna. “I never thought I would be praying
to get attacked by raptors.”
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Nira folded her arms around herself and shook quietly while holding in her laughter.
I decided to try something to see if I could get her to focus. I put my hands around

her ribs, just below her breasts, then spun her around and pressed her against the cliff. 
“S-Sam?” She stiffened as I pinned her to the wall.
“Nira, do you want to have sex with me?” 
She took a deep, halting breath as her eyes widened. “Picked up on that, did you?”

She smiled, trying to cover her surprise, but I saw her pupils dilate as her cheeks flushed
that same violet shade from earlier. She paused for a moment, then laughed nervously.
“Considering my kitra, I would regret it if I didn’t.” She stared into my eyes for a
moment before clarifying. “My writing job? Mostly about women having torrid physical
relationships with sexy alien men?”

“Yes, you’ve mentioned it,” I said, trying to keep a straight face and not breaking eye
contact with her.

“You definitely qualify, by the way,” she said softly.
“Good, because I would really like to have sex with you as well.” Her momentary

self-consciousness was doing wonders to my dick. “You’re beautiful and incredibly sexy
and I haven’t been able to take my eyes off of you since I saw you on the beach.” I
pressed my body closer to hers, and her eyes widened. “I also like that you’re funny,
even if I think your timing could use some work.”

She smiled between hot breaths. Our mouths were inches apart.
“But if you’re the sort of heroine who likes to tease a guy until he throws you to the

bed and has his way with you, it’s not going to work. I need unambiguous consent. And,
while I’ve never thought of this as a requirement before, a reasonable amount of safety.
So until we have some shelter, can you please lay off the teasing, because I’m worried
that my dick will break.”

Nira laughed briefly, but her breathy arousal returned almost immediately. “That
sounds like good motivation to find some shelter.” She nodded. 

“Good, I agree.” I stayed pressed up against her for a moment longer. 
She chewed her lip and looked thoughtful for a second before speaking. “Once we’re

safe somewhere, I really will do anything you say.”
I looked at her freshly moistened lips then back at her eyes.
“Well,” she rolled her eyes thoughtfully. “Not anything anything. Mutually enjoyable

—”
“Nira?”
“Yes, Sam?”
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“I’m going to kiss you, okay?”
Nira’s eyes widened slightly, as did her pupils. She swallowed again, then nodded. 
I pressed my mouth to hers, expecting it to taste fishy. Partially because of our lunch

and partially because she was an eely dolphin woman with gills, but surprisingly, her
mouth was pleasantly neutral. A bit salty and a bit… smokey? She actually tasted like
pretzels. 

She returned the kiss urgently, and our tongues danced around each other. Her tongue
felt very human, and somewhere in the back of my mind I was surprised that kissing was
also a thing in an alien culture, but mostly I was focused on the beautiful, fit woman
pressing into my body and mouth. 

Nira let a breathy moan into my mouth and I finally broke the kiss, but stayed pressed
against her. She was flushed and gently trembling, and she held on tight to my jumpsuit.
“How much safety do you actually need?” She chewed her bottom lip as she squirmed
her thigh into my surging erection.

“Don’t…” I shook my head to clear it. “Don’t tempt me. Damn.” I looked up at the
sky. “We’re already losing light.” I smacked the cliff next to her. I really wanted to press
her up against the rock wall and fuck her this instant, but the rational part of my brain
was barely keeping the rest of me in check.

“Sam,” she whined. “I’m… ready for you.” She adjusted her boy shorts, making it
clear what she was talking about. 

“Welcome to every moment since I met you.” I smiled, then pulled her away from the
cliff and smacked her incredible backside.

She squeaked and rubbed her butt. “Hey! That is not helping!”
“Let’s find somewhere safe. I think we’ve got an hour of light left, at the most.” I

tried to inconspicuously adjust the contents of my boxer shorts when she glanced at the
sky.

Nira made a frustrated noise, retrieved her spear, then followed after me as I
continued around the cliff. “There’s nothing out there! It’s just grass!”

 The cliff continued to wrap around and away from the edge of the forest, so I stuck
to the tree line for a few minutes until we were far enough from the cliff that I could get a
better look up at the mountain I had been pressing Nira into. 

The cliff actually looked to be the foot of a mesa. I couldn’t see all the way around it,
and I couldn’t tell how large it was or if it was connected to the larger mountain range on
the horizon. 

Out in the savanna, there were a dozen buttes of receding circumference and height
dotting the landscape. They almost looked like bits of the mesa had broken off and were
drifting away into the grassland. From what I could see of the mesa’s footprint, I
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drifting away into the grassland. From what I could see of the mesa’s footprint, I

estimated the whole thing might have been two or three square mile at the base. The top
was smaller, and there were several significant insets in the strata which cut into its
circumference, forming shelves and steps. If we could get up there, we’d be able to camp
out on one of the steps, and wouldn’t have to worry about anything that couldn’t fly
coming after us.

“Sam, it's rude to tease a woman like that.” Nira came up behind me holding her
spear. “I’m going to cramp if you don’t sort me out.” 

“You have been teasing me…” I stopped and balled up a fist, as if I could crush my
frustration into a single point of nothingness, then huffed and pointed at the mesa. “We
need to get up there.”

“And then the sorting?” She stared at me intently. 
“Record breaking amounts of sorting.” 
“I will climb it with my teeth if I have to!” Nira growled.
I chuckled. “Hopefully that won’t be necessary. There’s got to be a path up there

somewhere.” I studied the base of the mesa as far around as I could see. 
There did not, in fact, have to be a path. It was sheer cliff for the first forty or fifty

feet near us where it curved away into the grassland, and I knew it was the same situation
all the way back into the forest to the waterfall. Usually mesas had ramps of erosive
debris piled at their base before shooting straight up. This seemed to be another case of
someone placing “mesa biome” haphazardly in their planet making sim. 

Way out into the grasslands near the buttes, it did look like there were ramps piled up
against the edges of the mesa, but they weren’t all the way up to the first natural shelf in
the rock face. As far away as we were, it was difficult to tell what the height difference
was. Ideally, it would be enough to deter predators from making the climb, but not so
much that we couldn’t bridge it ourselves. 

I considered a few ways to get up to the first shelf. Nira and I working together could
probably cover about ten to twelve feet just by climbing over each other. I could get on
her shoulders, then grab onto a ledge and have her climb me. If we did it the other way
around, I’d be able to push her up higher off my shoulders with a military press, but I
didn’t know if she was strong enough to hold on while I climbed up her body.

I looked at her spear bandoleer. What we needed was some rope. Vines would work,
but we’d have to pull live ones down from trees, then trim the excess foliage off.
Alternatively, I wondered how long it would take to build a ladder. 

I glanced at the cliff again. It’d have to be a pretty tall ladder, but it wouldn’t have to
be fancy. Really, just a tall pole with a wide base for stability might—  

I knew how to get up there.
“Nira, how long until your cooldown is up?” I whispered.
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“About ten minutes after you lay me down in this grass and—” she started, but when
I started to make a face at her, she smiled and shrugged. “I told you it was twenty hours
at a minimum, but I feel more charged up than I would expect back home. Still, it's
probably a few hours off before I can spark something larger than a person.”

I pulled her to me and kissed her on the mouth quickly, which elicited a squeak from
her. “Okay, the way I see it, we have a few options to try and mount our objective.” I
paused to wiggle my eyebrows, which earned me a giggle. “We can try and skirt the edge
of these grasslands at the base of the mesa until we reach the eroded material piled
against the base.” I gestured off into the distance. “We might be able to find a way up
onto that first inset from there.” 

She squinted and looked off into the savanna. “I think human vision might be more
acute than seeran at that distance, but I think I see what you’re pointing at. What are the
other options? I don’t know how excited I am about venturing out there.”

“Yeah, that would be about my last choice as well. Another option would be to wait
for Castriel’s Wrath to reset, then find one of these massive trees not too far from the
cliff, and strategically blow the trunk apart so it falls against the mesa.” I sighed as I
thought about it more. “We’d have to hope it doesn’t bounce or slide off. It requires a lot
of things to go right, and leaves us without our big gun and nowhere to go if things go
wrong.”

Nira’s face twisted as she mulled it over. “It will be dark by then. Tell me there are
other options.”

“Yeah, it’s not great either. Plus, even if it worked, depending on the angle, other
things might be able to follow us up the trunk.” I twisted my neck and popped it,
thinking. “I guess we should find a tree to camp out in tonight, and tomorrow we can
build a ladder.” I snapped reflexively before I realized it was not a stealthy thing to do. “I
should have gotten some of the teeth from the suchomimus remains. Even without
enhancing them they’d be great spikes for stabbing and climbing and… uh, hmm. I was
going to list more things, but stabbing is really the primary use for a spike, isn’t it?”

Nira started to giggle, but we both heard a twig snap behind us in the forest.
We both dropped prone then froze. Nira’s eyes were on me as I turned my head back

and forth, listening for more noises. For a moment there was nothing, then some rustling
noises came from the same direction. I didn’t wait for them to get closer before we acted.
We weren’t quite out in the open, but we weren’t well positioned either. There was a
twisted, oak-like tree about forty feet from us, and a few others further away on either
side. The forest floor was peppered with clusters of bushes, so I gestured with my chin
that we move under a hedge that butted right up against the tall dry grass of the savanna. 

Nira slithered under the shrubs in a manner that was probably not intentionally
sexual, but it did conjure images of a lady thief downward-dogging her way through a
laser maze. I followed her, which wasn’t easy with my maul in tow, but I managed to join
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laser maze. I followed her, which wasn’t easy with my maul in tow, but I managed to join

her under the bush and prayed the ground wasn’t covered in thumb sized ants.
We waited tensely while the sound continued to draw closer. Whatever was coming

through the forest wasn’t huge, rather, it sounded like a bunch of little things. Or medium
sized things. I was hoping it was the group of pachy’s, but the longer I listened, the more
I got a sinking feeling it was something else. I heard noises on top of the rustling, like
squawks or barks (squarks?), different from the whoops and honks the pachy’s made. 

Eventually I saw the source of the sounds. I heard a squark at our 9 o’clock, and
turned to see a raptor the size of a large dog step around a tree.

Followed by nine more.
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CHAPTER NINE

It almost looked more like a bird than a lizard. It was covered in white, gray and red-
brown feathers, and its stubby arms looked like vestigial wings. Its tail was flared out
with feathers, probably evolved for mating displays as much as it was for balance. The
only distinctively lizard-like things about it were its face and the hooked claw on its feet.
It was difficult to determine its species visually - everything here had more feathers than
I was used to seeing in artist renditions, but based on its size, teeth and the hooked claw
on its foot, it was definitely a raptor.

Probably a Deinonychus Anti… something. Antiroptus? Antiropterus? Not important
right now. 

Nira and I watched silently as the ten predators strutted cautiously into the clearing,
sniffing the air and chatting back and forth. 

It occurred to me that staying close to the Suchomimus corpse might have actually
been safer. Even if the smell was drawing all the scavengers in the area to it, it was an
easy meal.

The deinonychuses were milling about sniffing the air and the ground, and I cursed
inwardly. The color of my jumpsuit was no longer an issue, but now I smelled like burnt
meat. I was going to get the hang of this survival stuff if it killed me, which, come to
think of it, were the only two options. 

The hundred pound raptors were exactly the sorts of things my maul wasn’t going to
be good at dealing with. I would kill or maim if I connected, but I suspected these things
would out-nimble my swings. 

I watched as the first one I’d seen continued to stalk closer to us. It was sniffing the
air and ground, and each time it did, its course corrected straight toward the place we had
been standing before scuttling under the bush. 

We were going to have to fight them. They were going to sniff their way right up to
the bush and there was nowhere close enough to run to before they could get us. The oak
tree was even further away from our current position than when we first heard them. If
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tree was even further away from our current position than when we first heard them. If
we could get into its branches, we’d be trapped, but it beat getting cut to pieces in the
next minute. I’d rather have my back to the cliff, but it would take too long to get there
with the pack of raptors so close. 

The raptors spread through the clearing, sniffing, squarking, and picking at bits of
detritus on the ground. I heard Nira tighten her grip on her spear as the lead sniffer made
it to the last place we had been standing, then swung his head back and forth on the
ground, slowly zeroing in on our bush. I started to tense myself when it took a few steps
toward us. This situation wasn’t the same as the crazy adrenaline pumping fear of facing
the suchomimus, but the rational part of my mind knew it was just as dangerous. Even if
we survived this encounter, a single bite or gash from their karambit-shaped toe claws
could be fatal in a world without antiseptic. 

The raptor stopped a few feet from our bush and began tilting its head back and forth,
peering into the leaves, when suddenly something struck the bush, causing a loud skash
noise. The object tumbled through the branches like a pachinko ball and landed by my
hand. It was a rock about two inches across. 

An acorn I would have understood, but I didn’t know where a rock could have fallen
from. We were way too far from the cliff for it to have tumbled down from the mesa.

The raptor jumped and started looking at the top of the plant, when I saw something
out of the corner of my eye. At the edge of the clearing, another rock appeared out of thin
air and sailed right toward us. Before I realized what was happening, it struck the raptor
in front of us on the side of the face. It jerked its head and spun away from us, then
started shaking its head and squawking, rubbing its face against its wing arm.

Nira tensed as if she was about to strike at it, which would have been a good instinct
if all the other raptors weren’t looking in our direction. I quickly placed my hand on her
back to steady her. It might have been the right thing to do, but then we’d have nine more
to deal with right away. I suspected a better opportunity might present itself in a moment.

Three more rocks appeared out of nowhere, sailing at different raptors. One missed,
two bounced harmlessly off their feathered flanks, but it drew their attention from the
lead raptor standing by us. Then an even more unusual thing happened. A fallen branch
covered in white bark swung off the forest floor all by itself and cracked one of the
raptors toward the back of the clearing right in the throat. It didn’t look like a hard hit,
but all the same the animal stumbled and flopped to the ground coughing and spitting, its
clawed feet pinwheeling in the air.

The stick started to fall to the ground, but stopped a foot in the air, then sprang back
up, and a second stick floated up with it.

I realized I had watched an invisible person crouch down and pick up a second stick,
then they started waving them both in the air. I looked between and slightly below the
branches, and I saw the same pale blue eyes I had spotted in the bushes earlier that day. 

Our invisible ally was fifty yards away, and through the bushes, I couldn’t see
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Our invisible ally was fifty yards away, and through the bushes, I couldn’t see
anything else about them, besides the occasional ripple caused by their active camouflage
not quite keeping up with their movements. 

Still waving the stick, she (I assumed, based on the entry in my list of Women) made
a noise that was convincingly similar to a wounded animal. Once she had the attention of
all the raptors, she turned and raced off back the way we had come, raking the branch
through leaves and clacking it against trunks as she ran past. 

The raptors looked at least as confused as us, and glanced around at each other before
three of them raced into the woods after her. Seven remained, including the one struck in
the throat who was still kicking and choking. 

“Now!” I hissed at Nira, who smoothly lunged and drove her spear into the leg of the
one right in front of us. 

It let out a horrified squawk and tumbled away onto the ground. Nira leapt from the
bush, keeping a hold of her spear and jumped over the raptor as it rolled. She pressed her
weight onto the weapon when it was fully upright, and the spear slid further into the
dinosaur until I was sure it had come out the other side and pinned it to the ground. She
landed with one foot on the ground, and one on the raptor, then yanked the spear out and
jumped back, putting her farther from me.

The weapon had gone through both its legs so it couldn’t kick at her until she yanked
it out, but even then its injuries were so severe that it would never stand again. It made a
feeble snap at her, but missed by several feet, then flopped around on the ground, unable
to get its legs under it.

I burst from the bush and sprinted ten feet to the next closest raptor, swinging my
maul at its neck. It was focused on Nira, but jerked its attention to me as I charged.

I saw it tense, and I didn’t know if it was going to jump at me or away, so I swung
early. The raptor leapt back and I missed by a yard. The maul weighed about as much as
a sledgehammer, so I let its weight carry me all the way around as I danced another step
closer. I’m sure I looked like a child wildly swinging at his first baseball, but this time
the spiked knot at the top connected. The club almost tore the raptors head off, and its
body went tumbling over a bush into the waving grass of the savanna ten feet from us.

Nira spun her spear around, whipping the blood on the tip to the ground, then looked
to me. 

“Run back to the cliff so they can’t surround us!” I gestured with one hand and
started to jog sideways until she caught up with me, and then I picked up the pace. It
didn’t last, as I heard the pack start to run after us, and I turned around to meet them. I
couldn’t risk them leaping onto our backs and hamstringing us with their claws. We kept
moving back as quickly as we could while facing them as they spread out, forming a
semicircle around us. 

The five remaining animals did a lot of hissing and snapping, but didn’t seem
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The five remaining animals did a lot of hissing and snapping, but didn’t seem

particularly organized. We made it a dozen yards closer to the cliff before one of them
eventually chomped at Nira’s spear. She quickly yanked it back and shoved the point
into its face. She hit it on the nose, which probably hurt, but didn’t penetrate far enough
to damage anything vital. Just as she did, the one beside it leapt and tried to take a bite
out of her arm. 

I tried to punch the head of my maul straight at it, but the inertia of the club wouldn’t
allow me to get there in time. 

Nira snatched one hand back just as the raptor’s teeth closed on the haft, and the
instant later my club connected and knocked it away. The blow had some power behind
it and the raptor’s face was cut in several places from the spikes, but nothing went crack.
It rolled backwards on the ground, came back up then stumbled into a bush. 

The raptor on Nira’s far side also decided to charge, but it had more space to cover,
and I had time to swing my club at it. The one with the speared face was struggling with
Nira, and I couldn’t tell if the weapon was stuck or if the raptor was pushing into the
weapon, but either way, she couldn’t use it to defend herself from the charge. I shouted at
her to duck, and as soon as she started to drop, I leapt over her and brought the club
down on top of the raptor’s skull. It drove the predator’s head into the ground like a
railroad spike, and it died instantly. 

The speared raptor suddenly backed off, freeing Nira’s weapon, but also caused her
to stumble forward. The raptor shook its head once, spraying a semicircle of blood from
its snout, then lunged at her. 

Nira turned her stumble into a thrust and ran the spear into the creature’s throat. The
tip came out the back of its neck and it jerked and gurgled on the shaft. She twisted the
weapon as it went down and it popped lose, then jumped back to my side. 

“Good hit!” I kicked some leaves and dirt at the one on my far right, who looked
ready to leap into the fray. It jumped back and I swore it looked more confused at my
feeble tactic than startled by the gesture. 

“Thanks! I told you I’m a hunter, right?” She smiled briefly then snapped her glance
back to the raptors. 

The one whose face I had love-tapped was still stumbling away from the group, and
the last two started squarking loudly, seemingly unsure how to come at us. 

“I think we’ve got this!” I pointed to the cliff. “Let’s get our backs to the wall.” 
We were only twenty feet from it, and I was amazed that the raptors hadn’t tried

harder to surround us. They must have thought us easier prey.
The remaining raptors paced us as we backed toward the cliff, yipping and howling.

We’d only made it about ten feet when I heard a crash in the forest to our left. The three
raptors that had chased the invisible alien girl through the woods were returning. Their
mouths weren’t smeared with blood, so I could only assume they lost track of her as soon
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mouths weren’t smeared with blood, so I could only assume they lost track of her as soon
as she wanted them to. I realized the ones in front of us hadn’t been simply grousing at
us, they’d been calling for backup. 

Now we were facing five of the predators, and the one with the hurt face would
probably recover in moment, and the one the invisible girl had struck in the throat
probably wouldn’t stay down for long either. Worse still, the ones returning from their
hunt were closing quickly on our left, pushing us out into the savanna. I did not want to
face the three foot tall raptors in four foot high grass, but we didn’t have a choice at the
moment. 

The only positive to the situation was that the grasslands didn’t seem to have quite as
many sharp things for me to step on. 

By the time we got our backs to the cliff, we were pushed about ten yards into the
savanna. The ones to our left had been aggressive about getting between us and the wall
of rock, and Nira had to keep thrusting her spear menacingly to dissuade them. Every
time she took her eyes off the ones in front of her to cover our flank, one of them would
lunge at her, forcing me to cover her and take my eyes off the ones to my right. In turn,
they would close in. The fuckers were smart, and the only thing that kept us from getting
shredded was Nira’s ability with her spear. Once she warned off the ones on our left, she
would quickly switch places with me and whip it through the air like a helicopter blade,
forcing the ones on our right to back off, then she would jump back to her spot until we
were up against the cliff.

With our backs against the cliff, we had no option but to stand off against the wolf
sized predators. They couldn’t surround us, and the grass didn’t grow all the way to the
edge of the mesa as I had feared, so we could at least keep a clear line of sight on all five
of them while they faced us down. 

Having their numbers cut in half made the raptors wary, but no less determined. I had
hoped they would be routed once we hurt enough of them, but they knew we were still
outnumbered. 

They hopped around and squarked at us, trying to get in between or behind us, but we
weren’t having it, mostly thanks to Nira’s spear. 

I felt almost useless with my heavy maul. It was a devastating weapon, but the wrong
choice for these predators. It was just too slow to swing at the nimble jerks. I tried
holding the maul near the head and used it to punch out at them, but that only put about a
foot of weapon between me and their teeth. I considered pulling out the stowie knife, as
that had roughly the same range and was much faster, but I wanted a solution that kept
more distance between me and the raptors’ pointy bits. 

Eventually I turned the maul around and swung three of the four feet of handle at
them, using the head as a counterweight. I couldn’t do more than smack them in the face,
but it held them back for the moment. I knew it wasn’t going to last though. The lack of
real damage only frustrated them and the ones on my side started closing in and biting at
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real damage only frustrated them and the ones on my side started closing in and biting at

the handle. 
Nira spear was keeping the ones on our left further back, and as the ones on our right

got bolder about snapping at my club handle, the whole melee began edging back into
the forest. That was fine with me. The flat, grassy savanna and bald cliff gave us nothing
to work with. The forest might have more options.

As we were reaching the savanna boundary, the raptors on my side decided my maul
handle wasn’t sufficient deterrent, and one of them jumped at me. I leapt back and
shouted Nira’s name, and almost before I had landed, she had spun her spear around,
swept down into a crouch and thrust it into the animal’s sternum, halting its charge dead.

As before, the moment we were out of position, one of the other raptors attacked,
jumping at Nira’s exposed side. I countered with my own kick, hitting it low in the neck.
I had twice the mass of the animal, and the blow hit with enough force to keep its hooked
claws away from Nira’s arm. Its legs flailed upwards at it fell backward, trying to tear
open my leg, but I was already jumping back into position. The hooks opened up new
holes in my already tattered jumpsuit, but fortunately missed the meaty bits inside.

Every instinct I had told me to bring my maul over my head and finish it off as it
slammed into the ground, but I knew the three other raptors would be on me before I
could recover from the swing.

The raptor Nira stabbed was struggling against her spear and biting at the shaft, so
she shoved it away and popped the weapon out with a twist. The raptor was injured, but
still standing at the moment. At the rate it was bleeding, we only had a few minutes
before it was no longer a threat. The one I kicked fared better, and was back on its feet
after rolling backwards and shaking itself off. 

I was eyeing the forest for any kind of strategic advantage it might provide while
Nira watched the raptors to our right. She saw the new threat first. 

“Sam!” Nira hissed and pointed out into the grass. “More raptors, big ones!”
I looked out into the savanna and saw three new animals running toward us through

the grass. They looked like gigantic, jacked up ostriches with a hooked beaks like an
eagle, but their faces had red, fleshy skin around the eyes like a vulture. They actually
looked kind of goofy, or would have if they weren’t nine feet tall. 

“Those aren’t raptors,” I said as ice went through my veins. “They’re called terror
tirds.”

Nira’s face hardened. “Please tell me that name is ironic.”
Two thoughts struck me simultaneously. 
One, I now had no idea what time period we were in. Terror birds were extant in

Cenozoic times. Everything I’d seen so far was Mesozoic. There were at least a hundred
fifty million years between the time these things and dinosaurs like the Ceratosaurus
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fifty million years between the time these things and dinosaurs like the Ceratosaurus

roamed the Earth. 
The second, and slightly more pressing thought;
RUN.
There was no way I wanted to fight those. One kick from those legs would pulverize

us. I said as much to Nira, and she agreed, but we were still surrounded by a bunch of
surly raptors. 

The Terror Birds were at least three hundred yards out, but closing fast. I honestly
couldn’t say if I was hoping they were running at us, or away from something even
worse. Either way, we had about twenty seconds before we found out.

Fortunately the trio of nine hundred pound death ostriches were none too subtle about
their approach, and I could swear I felt their feet pounding the dirt as they charged. The
raptors noticed something was up before the Terror Birds had covered half the distance
to us. One poked its head up, jumped back from us and began swiveling its head around.
As soon as it caught sight of the trio, it began squarking at the others, and they all began
shuffling around, torn between giving up on their prey and risking becoming prey
themselves.

Nira and I took their indecision as the opportunity to start running back into the
forest. One poke with the spear was all it took to move the leftmost raptor away from us,
and we bolted, following the gentle curve of the cliff. The raptors started running too. At
first I thought they were going to make one last attempt to jump us from behind, but the
pounding legs of the Terror Birds caused them to peel away to the right in an attempt to
lose themselves in the forest. 

The huge birds reached the edge of the forest biome and a quick glance over my
shoulder showed two of them running after the scattering raptors, but one locked eyes
with me and came straight for us. There were only about fifty yards between us, but the
uneven terrain of the forest floor meant the Terror Bird couldn’t open up into a flat run. It
was still faster than us, and unless it tripped on something, it would be on us in moments.

There was nothing else for it. I slung my maul over my shoulder and pointed at a
sequoia twenty feet from the edge of the cliff. 

“Climb it!” I yelled to Nira, and leapt onto its trunk. It was small as sequoia went,
only fifteen feet in diameter and there were no branches for the first fifty feet, but the
bark was thick and ridged like a tractor tire.

I had gotten about fifteen feet off the ground when the Terror Bird reached the base
of the tree. Nira was only ten feet up and the thing tried to take a chunk out of her leg. I
reached down and grabbed her arm, then gave everything I had to yank her hundred and
twenty pounds up another two feet. 

She yelped just as the hooked beak missed her foot by only a few inches and ripped a
chunk of bark out of the tree instead. 
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“Thanks,” she gasped, wide eyed.
I nodded to her and shook my hand out, hoping I hadn’t just pulled something. That

was a lot for one arm. 
The Terror Bird let out a gravelly squawk and started jumping up at us, but we

scrambled another few feet off the ground, and we were beyond the reach of the two
legged predator. It began pacing around the bottom of the tree, hoping one of us would
fall, so we had no choice but to continue upward.  

Unlike the side of the hill we hid from the ceratosauruses on, the tree didn’t have any
horizontal breaks in the bark to grip or use as footholds. Instead, the bark was entirely
made up of vertical vanes that ran the height of the trunk. My weightlifting background
gave me the grip to hold onto the ridges, and I could sort of half-grip the ridge below me
between my feet, but Nira began having problems almost immediately. She was strong
and fit, but clinging to the side of the tree was all about pinch strength. She was built like
a human female, and her upper body strength was considerably less than mine. She
weighed only a little more than half what I did, and that allowed her to climb at least
twenty feet off the ground by herself, but I could see her trembling with effort, and she
started shaking out her hands every few feet. 

“Sam, I don’t… I don’t know if I can do this.” She looked above us to the branch
which was our destination, then panting, started looking at the ground and the giant bird
below us, like she was considering dropping off the tree. 

I climbed down a few feet until I was next to her, then fished the Stowie Knife out of
the boot strapped to my side. “Here, try using this.” 

She nodded to me gratefully and slammed it into the bark, where it provided a much
more ergonomic handhold that she could wrap her fingers around. She was still shaking
from the climb thus far, and we had another thirty feet to go before we got to the lowest
branch of the giant tree.

“I’m going to climb ahead and see if there’s a vine or something I can lower to you.
Keep climbing in case there isn’t, but try and conserve some strength.”

She nodded grimly, and I saw her nictitating eyelids slide over her eyes. 
I arched an eyebrow questioningly.
“So you don’t kick a trawler load of bark into my eyes.” She smiled weakly.
I chuckled and raced up the side of the tree as quickly as I could. It was a difficult

climb, especially with the weight of the maul on my back, but there was no way to
reposition it so it wasn’t either tugging me back or interfering with my ability to hug the
tree. I considered dropping it, but I didn’t want to risk hitting Nira, and with the way my
day had been going, I’d wind up needing it moments after ditching it. 

The higher I went, the more nervous I became about grabbing onto a rotten piece of
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The higher I went, the more nervous I became about grabbing onto a rotten piece of

bark and losing my grip, but as tiring and nerve wracking as it was for me, I knew Nira’s
slender forearms would be tiring out even faster. 

It took several minutes to reach the branch, and I was pretty spent by the time I made
it. The limb was roughly four feet in diameter where it attached to the trunk, so there was
plenty of space to stand, but I didn’t have time to relax.

Nira had climbed another ten feet, putting her about twenty feet below me. She was
breathing heavily and had slowed nearly to a dead stop. I didn’t think she was going to
be able to make it the rest of the way, even with the knife, so I looked around for options.

The tree continued up another seventy feet at least, but not every tree in this forest
was a sequoia. Others topped out between fifty and seventy feet, creating a dual canopy,
and vines draped between the two layers. One hung nearly level with the branch I stood
on, but was too far out to consider making a grab for. I scanned around and found a good
candidate gently bumping into a branch ten feet above me on the opposite side of the
trunk. 

I grunted in frustration, but quickly unhooked the maul from my bandoleer and set it
against the trunk. I shook my hands out and gripped the bark, edging my way up and
around the giant trunk. 

I heard Nira call out from below. “Sam… I can’t… my hands, I can’t climb any
further!” Her voice was tinged with exhaustion and worry.

“Just stay put. Dig in to the bark and hang on, I’ll have a vine down to you in a
minute!” I forced myself not to look down at her and instead focused on my climb. I
moved as quickly as I dared while constantly reminding myself that one mistake would
likely kill us both.

“O-okay. Just hurry please!”
It took thirty seconds to reach the opposite branch, and I quickly shuffled down to

where the vine hung. There was a breeze, but thankfully it was gentle and fairly
consistent, so I didn’t have to worry too much about lurching back and forth sixty feet
above the ground. I didn’t have a particular problem with heights, but I was respectful of
them. It helped that I was focused entirely on the vine in front of me. 

The branch was about three feet across at the point the vine bumped against it, so I
straddled the limb and started yanking on the vine. It disappeared into the canopy above
me, and I couldn’t see what it was attached to, but tugging on it only earned me a few
feet of slack before I couldn’t pull it any further. I grabbed the other side of the loop and
pulled on that, which had the same results at first, until I heard a skash of leaves and the
vine went slack. I pulled it a few more feet until it became taught, then gave it a heave,
and the vine slipped from its moorings again. 

I repeated this process several more times until I had yanked that end of the vine free
from the tangle of leaves and branches above me. It started to coil on my branch as it fell,
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from the tangle of leaves and branches above me. It started to coil on my branch as it fell,

and for a moment I thought it would make a perfect climbing rope. Then the end of the
vine fell against the branch, and instead of it being a nice, neat rope like in an old Tarzan
movie, the end of the vine was basically a scrabbly bush comprised of a dozen branching
vines covered in leaves. 

Ideally I would hack off most of the tendrils before using it as repelling gear, but
there wasn’t time. Hopefully Nira would be able to grab onto something usable. 

I walked the vine back along the branch until I couldn’t get any more slack from the
end still belligerently attached somewhere up in the canopy. I considered another attempt
to yank it down, but I looked below, and saw that the bushy end of the vine was long
enough to reach Nira. 

I quickly discovered the new problem, which was that the branch I stood on wasn’t
directly above Nira’s position on the trunk. 

“Nira! Can you climb around to the vine?” I called down to her. 
She looked up at me fearfully, then made a feeble attempt to reach over to the vine. It

was only about five feet from her, but she aborted the grab immediately and desperately
clutched the bark again. “I can’t! My hands are too tired!” She took a shaky breath, and
looked up at me. “Sam, I’m sorry. I… I think I’m going to fall.”

“No! Nira, we’re so close—”
“Maybe… I can… slide down part way and shock the bird thing.” She sounded

resigned and not at all confident in her plan. 
“No, I’ll figure something out! Just hang on! Remember all the sex we’re going to

have!” I added as motivation. I heard her laugh weakly as I started swinging the vine left
to right to try and get it over to her, but the cluster of leafy strands at the end of the plant
caught too much air and it was barely moving. 

My mind raced through every option I could think of. Maybe I could climb down to
her using the vine and have her grab on to me, then climb back up? I didn’t think that
would work for a few reasons. For one, the other end of the vine was still attached to the
canopy at least fifteen feet from the trunk, and as soon as her weight was on me, I
wouldn’t be able to hold on to the trunk any more. We would swing out into open air,
and I didn’t know if the vine itself or the anchoring roots would hold three hundred
twenty pounds. I was also pretty sure my arms weren’t strong enough to climb with that
much weight on them. Maybe if I hadn’t already climbed sixty feet and my hands
weren’t all but wiped out, but it definitely wasn’t going to happen right now. 

I thought about my axe blade. Could I climb down and chop handholds for her? That
might work but I was sure it would take a lot longer than she had. 

Suddenly an idea struck me. I only hoped it would work. I double blinked and
brought up the Eye-Q screen. Thankfully, Enhance was ready to go, so I focused on the
vine in my hand and activated the ability. A second passed, then two, and nothing
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vine in my hand and activated the ability. A second passed, then two, and nothing
happened. 

I cursed and tried again, but still nothing happened. I knew it worked on wood, what
was different now? My maul and Nira’s spear had both been freshly chopped down. The
plants weren’t dead at that point, but they were at least dying. Maybe it didn’t work on
living things?

I knew Nira only had moments left, so I quickly dug the axe head out of my boot and
began hacking at the vine up against the branch. Even if this attempt at enhancing didn’t
work, I could pull the vine up, then lower the freshly severed end. That would at least
allow me to swing it to her since it was free of brambles and leaves.

As soon as I hacked through the vine, the weight of the other end almost pulled me
over the side of the branch, but I caught myself on the trunk. The surge of adrenaline
from nearly taking a 60 foot spill rushed over me like a bucket of ice water and my sore
hands got a burst of strength. 

I straightened myself and stowed the axe head, then gripped the vine and quickly
called up the Eye-Q screen again. I had just cut the vine seconds ago, which I knew
meant very little on the cellular level in terms of the vine being alive or dead, but I hoped
that made enough of a difference to the ability, and the issue wasn’t one of volume or
length.

“Sam… please…” Nira called out weakly from below. At a certain point it wasn’t a
matter of willpower. Eventually she would burn up all the ATP in her muscles (or
whatever equivalent her species used) and she would fall to where the Terror Bird still
paced and squawked angrily.

I focused on the vine and activated the ability. I sighed in relief as I felt the changes
start immediately. I concentrated on the far end of the vine and saw the tangle of vines
and roots begin to wind themselves tighter and tighter around the main body of the plant.
It even lengthened a dozen feet and became more consistent in texture and width. 

When the power finished, I was holding what looked almost like one of those twisted
manila ropes kids climb in P.E. It was thinner, greenish brown instead of tan, and it was
obviously made from a vine and not hundreds of strands of twisted hemp, but it was solid
and flexible, and importantly, the mess of roots and offshoots at the bottom was absorbed
into the rope.

I started swinging it back and forth again, and this time I got it over to Nira on the
fourth oscillation. 

“Heads up!” I called as it swung toward her. 
She looked up at me, then over just as the rope hit her arm, but didn’t grab for it. The

next time around, she hooked it with her leg, then wrapped it around her thigh several
times. Then she sagged, trapping it in the crook of her knee, and almost slipping away
from the trunk. 
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“Ready?” I called to her as I set my footing. 
“Yes… thank you, Sam— wait! Let me get the knife!”
I backed up a step, so I couldn’t see her over the huge branch, but I wanted more

room to counterbalance her weight. I slung the vine over one shoulder and ran the short
end down my side under the opposite arm. That way I could easily keep it from slipping
by trapping it between my torso and arm, and I wouldn’t have to rely on my tired grip. 

“Okay, I’m— Eek!” Nira squeaked and the vine swung away from the trunk. 
A moment of fear washed through me as she dangled thirty feet off the ground, and I

worried that she wouldn’t be able to hang on. Fortunately her weight stayed on the vine. 
My arms were too tired to simply pull her up, instead, I dropped into a squat and just

used my arms to slide the vine across my shoulders as it briefly went slack. 
I heard another yelp from Nira, but from my crouched position, it was simple enough

to stand, pulling her up with me. Her weight barely counted as a warmup squat for me,
and my legs were a lot fresher than my arms at this point. 

I checked with her that her grip was secure, and she confirmed that she had the rope
thoroughly wrapped around her, so I repeated the drop-squat process twenty or so times
until her head poked up over the side of the huge branch. 

Her arms were wiped out, but I grabbed her hands and between the two of us, we
were able to muscle her onto the branch. The moment she was secure, we both collapsed
against the trunk. 

“Fank… fank oo, Fam,” she huffed around the thick knife, which she held in her
mouth like a pirate. She tried to take it out of her mouth, but it slipped through her
trembling fingers and plopped onto her lap. It didn’t look like she could even make a fist
at the moment.  She leaned against the trunk panting and wiping her eyes. “That was
really scary. I didn’t think I was going to be able to hang on any longer.” She sucked in a
breath, nearly covering up a sniffle. “I’m sorry I couldn’t—”

I pulled her into a hug, and she melted into me despite the awkward positioning of
our legs as we sat on the branch. 

She half-panted, half-tried-not-to-cry into my shoulder for a minute before she pulled
away to reposition her legs. 

I picked up the stowie knife and slammed it into the bark next to us, and Nira plopped
into my lap, straddling me.

Before I could say anything, she pushed her lips against mine and dove her tongue
into my mouth. 

We sat against the trunk, panting and kissing passionately for several minutes while
my erection raged to life with a vengeance. There was no point in being coy about it, and
Nira ground back against me the moment she felt me surging against her. 
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Just as I started sliding my hands up her sides to her breasts, she shifted her leg, and
the piled vine started to slide off the branch. I quickly kicked my foot to trap it, then
carefully reached down to begin gathering it up into a coil. 

“No point… in not hanging onto this,” I panted, staring into her golden crocodile
eyes. 

Her pupils were no longer tiny, and I could tell it wasn’t just because we were
running out of daylight. 

She watched me coil the rope, then leaned forward and kissed my ear, and tried to
kiss my beard, but jerked back and made a face.

I chuckled. “Hair isn’t designed to go in your mouth.”
She wiped her lips with the back of her hand. “I guess not.” She stared at me for a

moment, and I saw her mouth bend into a grimace. “Sam—”
I set the coiled vine across her lap and took her shoulders in my hands. “It’s fine,

Nira. If anything it was my fault for suggesting we climb the tree. I didn’t think about
your grip strength.”

“We didn’t really have any other options,” she sighed heavily. “If there was a better
move to make, I didn’t know what it was.” She tried to rub her trembling hands, but her
fingers were so tired she couldn’t even do that. 

I slid my hands down her arms, and she watched me as I took her hands into mine
and began massaging them. My hands were tired too, but I had enough left for the simple
gesture. “I might have been able to distract the Terror Bird while you shocked it. It was
tall, but it looked less massive than the ceratosaurus.” 

Nira shook her head. “Maybe. I don’t really think I have enough juice yet. I really
need to sleep to build it back up.”

I thought about how a standoff against the buff-ass looking super ostrich might have
gone. With a kick like a hydraulic ram, even blocking it with the handle of my maul
would be pointless. The enhanced wood might have held, but it would have been
knocked back into me so hard I’d have been lucky to limp away with crushed ribs. 

“Anyway,” I said to Nira, who was still looking shaken from the experience. “It
worked out, I got you to the top of the tree, you saved my ass a half dozen times with
your spear while we were fighting the raptors. We make a good team.”

She smiled and nodded, then looked down at our hands. Her arms were still shaking,
and her hands were trembling from sheer exhaustion. She had a few raw spots that were
likely going to make for some nasty blisters in a little while. 

She took a deep breath and weakly grabbed my hands with hers. “Sam, I know we
were planning on having sex as soon as we were safe, but…” 
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The pause was killing me. I understood if a series of harrowing life and death
experiences wasn’t the best aphrodisiac for most people, but I couldn’t say I wasn’t
disappointed. 

“But I just don’t think I’m going to be able to deliver a satisfactory hand job right
now.” She looked into my eyes seriously. “We’ll have to go straight to the oral sex.” 

I burst out laughing before I could muster a glare. “Maybe we should start with a
spanking instead.” 
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CHAPTER TEN

We made out against the trunk for a while, but before it escalated, we both decided
we needed time to catch our breaths from the climb. I was hard enough to drill my own
glory hole in a granite wall, but I wasn’t especially keen on trying to have sex sixty feet
off the ground on the branch. It was wide enough to straddle comfortably, but was still
far more precarious than I liked. 

Not up to Ewok safety standards. Weirdly, one of the only races in that galaxy to
have cracked guard rail technology. 

On top of that we were still exposed. The canopy around us was dense enough that I
didn’t think we had to worry about a giant pterosaur swooping in and plucking us off the
branch, but there had to be plenty of other flying predators on this world. 

Adding to my concern was that it looked like we had maybe half an hour till nightfall.
We were already losing light, and I wasn’t excited about trying to sleep on the branch so
high up. If there had been one or two additional branches sprouting from the same spot in
the trunk, it would have created enough of a nook that I could roll over in my sleep
without risking a six story fall. 

It didn’t seem that sequoias were really built like that. Looking up the trunk, it was
plain to see that each branch jutted out from its own spot, and didn’t share the trunk with
another nearby limb. No sleeping nooks here. 

I considered other options, like tying us to the branch with the vine, but I quickly
shuffled that idea to the bottom of the list for a number of reasons. Primarily, not being
tied to something if we were attacked. A self inflicted handicap was hardly ideal. 

I sighed mentally and shook my head. I knew ‘ideal’ was a lofty goal on this world,
but I was going to keep trying to improve our situation until I was out of time and
options.

Nira rested her hands and arms while I measured out the enhanced vine. I estimated I
had about forty feet of quality rope now, though the last few feet above where I’d held it
was still very stiff and vine like. I didn’t know if that was because I had been
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was still very stiff and vine like. I didn’t know if that was because I had been
concentrating on the other end of the vine, or if it was because it had been so freshly cut.
Once we were safe and situated, I was going to find a day to spend experimenting with
this power and really figure out all the rules.

If we weren’t staying here, I needed to figure out what our next move was. I needed
to retrieve my maul, which was on the other side of the trunk and ten feet down. I didn’t
want to do any more climbing, but unless we were staying here for the night, it needed to
happen. 

I uncoiled about ten feet of the vine, and whipped it underneath the branch a few
times until I got it to come all the way around the top. I stomped on it with my foot to
keep it from sliding back around, then knelt down and tied what I hoped was a sturdy
knot. I was hardly an expert on knots, but I managed to loop it around and under and
through enough that I was confident it wouldn’t go anywhere if I put my weight on it. 

I slung the remainder of the bundled vine around my shoulders on the opposite angle
from my bandoleer and stepped over to where Nira was resting. She looked at me
questioningly. 

I shrugged. “We’re safer up here than on the ground, but still exposed. We’re running
out of time to find shelter, but I’m going to look around until it’s dark. If I can’t find a
better option,” I gestured down where she was sitting. “I guess we can try to sleep here.”

She nodded. “Okay, be careful. I’d help, but I need to rest my hands more. I don’t
think I could even use my spear very well right now.”

“Yeah, definitely. I need to get my maul anyway.” I pulled out the axe head and
stepped next to her. The branch was almost wide enough for both of us, but I gave her
extra space by holding on to one of the ridges in the bark and leaned out a bit. Then I
started whacking at the bark with the wedge shaped blade.

“What are you doing?” She looked up at me and I could see that she had closed her
clear eyelids to keep my tree debris out.

“I’m going to try and chop a few handholds in the bark here, so we can at least
traverse between this branch and the lower one with a little less risk,” I said as I
continued to try and chop a relatively flat handhold into the bark. 

She offered to help, but I told her to rest and regain her strength. I had enough faith in
my safety vine that I wasn’t too worried about falling while I worked. The real challenge
was using the axe head without a handle on it. I’d be going at least twice as fast if I had
more leverage. Definitely a project for tomorrow.

Fortunately the bark was relatively soft. Strong enough to hold our weight to be sure,
but easier than chopping hardwood. Somewhere between pine and cork, which was
fortunate given the tools and the angles I was working at. 

I estimated it was twenty five feet around the trunk from one branch to the other,
including the difference in elevation, and I put a handhold roughly every three feet,
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including the difference in elevation, and I put a handhold roughly every three feet,
depending on the pattern of ridges in the bark. A few downward chops, then a few
straight in. After the first few, I could cut a handhold into the bark with about twenty or
twenty five good hits. 

At least now I had a handhold to grip while I worked. Instead of relying on pinch
strength, I could hook my fingers over something. It would have been a whole lot easier
if I’d had footholds as well, but that would double the amount of time and work. 

After I got five handholds finished, both arms were burning. Neither had fully
recovered from the initial climb, so I considered my options, then climbed back to Nira. I
sat on the branch in front of her and cut about seven feet off the fully enhanced end of
my vine, then began trying to tie it into a loop. I started with a simple square knot, but
Nira watched as I worked, and very politely made it clear that I was a big dummy who
didn’t know anything about knots. 

I handed her the rope and she wound the ends of the vine together in what she called
a grapevine knot. Her hands hadn’t quite recovered enough to pull the knot tight, but I
gave it a few tugs and cinched it down. She inspected it and nodded, then I went back to
work, leaving the rest of the vine coiled on the branch. I now had loop of rope I could
hook over a handhold and sit in, so there was no point in carrying the extra weight with
me. 

I trusted Nira’s knot, but not the vine or the bark, so I still used the Stowie Knife in
my right hand to create a second handhold just in case. I worked my way back down to
the last handhold I’d cut, then gave it a few more whacks so it had more of a downward
angle. I didn’t want the vine rolling out of the groove I’d cut while I had most of my
weight on it. Once I’d done that, I was able to cut the remaining handholds in relative
ease. 

It still took around twenty minutes, and by the time I had gotten around to the lower
branch where my maul still rested, the shoulder of my chopping arm was burning
painfully. At least climbing back around would be a lot easier. Footholds would have
been nice but I wasn’t up for another pass at the moment, and we were in the tail end of
dusk already. 

The ground under the forest canopy was dark with long shadows, and despite our
precarious and exposed position, I was glad at least that we weren’t down there. I
scanned around the base of the tree, but didn’t see the Terror Bird. At some point in the
last half hour it probably decided to catch up to its group. It didn’t seem like the sort of
animal that would hunker down and wait in ambush for a meal. 

I gave myself ten minutes to rest my arms, then climbed back around. Even though
my arms were still tired and sore, it was much easier going with the handholds. 

“Hey.” Nira greeted me, stretching her arms. “Get all the handholds cut?” She had
untied the vine from the branch and had it neatly coiled at her feet.

I nodded. “Yup. I guess we’re stuck here for the night. I’m not thrilled with being so
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I nodded. “Yup. I guess we’re stuck here for the night. I’m not thrilled with being so
exposed, but the lower branch is a bit wider and it faces the cliff, so if we try and get
some sleep down there we’ll be slightly harder to spot I guess?” I shrugged. It wasn’t
great, but it was the best option I could think of at the moment. 

“Okay. I think I can handle a short climb. The handholds should help a lot. Thanks
for looking out for me, Sam.” She stepped close and kissed me before I could respond. 

I ran my hands down her back and squeezed her ass, pressing her hips into me. 
She cooed into my mouth, then suddenly broke off the kiss. “Climb first, then the fun

stuff.” She patted my cheek and smiled. 
She took the safety loop when I offered it, then waited for me to go back around the

trunk with the remainder of the rope slung around my shoulders. She followed quickly,
not using the loop at all, but shook out her arms when she reached the lower branch. 

“Okay, no more climbing until…” Nira started, but trailed off as she focused past me.
“Sam, look.”

I turned to see what had caught her attention. All I saw was the cliff face and a bunch
of shadows from the massive trees around us. 

“I think I’m too tired to see the obvious right now, Nira. What are you looking at?”
She stepped next to me and pointed down slightly. “The ledge.”
The branch we were standing on actually butted up against the mesa’s face before

bending sharply off to the left. There were a bunch of scrape marks in the rock where the
wind had worked the limb against the rock. Ten feet below that was a ledge that ran
around the mesa as far as I could see in either direction. 

It wasn’t wide. A foot in some places, up to three feet in others, and it was covered
with erosive debris that made it difficult to determine the actual angle of the surface, but
it looked like we’d be able to walk on it easily enough. I was pretty sure it was part of
the same ledge I had spotted from the ground when we were at the edge of the savanna. 

“What do you think? We could tie your vine to the branch over by the cliff and…”
Nira sighed. “Climb down.”

I glanced at her. 
“It’s ten feet. I can make it.” She pumped her hands in and out of fists.
“But can you make it back up if we go for a look and don’t find any better shelter?” 
She shrugged. “With your help it shouldn’t be a problem.”
I looked at the sun through the trees. It was hard to tell its exact position through the

lower canopy, but it seemed to be halfway past the horizon. That side of the sky was
smeared with oranges and purples of an intensity I don’t think I’d ever seen before.
Above us the sky was fading to indigo, and I could already see more stars peeking
through the remnants of daylight than I’d ever seen from the ground while enveloped in
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through the remnants of daylight than I’d ever seen from the ground while enveloped in
the pervasive light pollution of a city on Earth.

“Okay, ten minutes that way,” I gestured back around the mesa toward where we’d
found the stream. “Then we’ll basically be out of light and we should probably return
here if we haven’t found anything more promising.”

Nira agreed, and I walked down the branch toward the cliff. 
Traversing a tree branch fifty feet off the ground should have been a bit more nerve-

wracking, but it was roughly the ninth most scary thing that I had done today, and my
adrenal gland just couldn’t be bothered at this point. 

I had to step around a few branches but made it to the cliff without tremendous
difficulty. The limb was still over two feet wide at this point and didn’t sag under my
weight at all. I was concerned that it hadn’t moved because it was wedged against the
cliff and it might suddenly pop loose, but there was only a  light breeze, and it wasn’t
enough to make the trunk behind me sway appreciably. 

I carefully knelt down and pulled the vine from around my shoulders, then stared at it
dumbly while trying to figure out how best to secure it to the branch. I knew another big
tangle of a knot would work, but after Nira had admonished me for my lack of knot
knowledge, I spent a moment trying to remember if I knew of any kind of knot besides
square and whatever the shoelace knot was called.

“Maybe I should do that?” Nira said behind me.
I chuckled and returned to her since there wasn’t enough space so far out on the

branch for us to move around each other safely. “I guess you’re a bit of a sailor as well as
being a hunter?”

She took the vine and shrugged. “Everyone helps out on the ships when we’re not
hunting or processing the haul.” She measured out about fifteen feet of vine and started
tying knots every foot or so. 

While she did that, I admitted that excluding a few canoes and rafts, I had never been
on a boat in my life. 

She shook her head incredulously and handed me her spear, then edged out to where
the branch met the cliff. She carefully straddled the branch, then lowered the knotted end
of the vine down to the ledge. Once it was in the right position, she quickly tied some
knot I couldn’t see from where I was. When she was done, she had the remainder of the
vine’s length neatly coiled up and lashed to the branch so it wouldn’t roll off and dangle
down the cliff. 

I told Nira she was in charge of cable management from now on, and she smiled as
she swung over the branch and easily climbed down, using the knots as handholds. She
put one foot on the ledge gingerly, then after sweeping some dirt and pebbles aside, had a
solid place to stand.
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I followed her down the rope and handed her the spear, then unslung my maul. It was
a little too heavy to carry across my shoulders up on the narrow ledge, so I opted to drag
it along behind me. 

We worked our way around the side of the mesa. Except for a few spots where the
ledge narrowed down to about a foot, we were able to move surprisingly fast. We walked
for about ten minutes, discovering only more featureless cliff face, but as I was
considering turning back, the path began widening out a little. Five minutes later and we
were standing on a six foot wide ledge that would be perfectly comfortable to sleep on.

We would still be plenty exposed to any predator in the top half of the forest, but it
was better than the branch and a massive improvement over trying to sleep on the
ground. 

It was nearly dark now, and the ledge narrowed back down to only a foot a few paces
past where we were now. I was about to suggest we hunker down for the night, but Nira
disappeared around the bend as I started shrugging off my bandoleer. 

She returned ten seconds later and grabbed my hand excitedly, then dragged me past
the narrow gap. Fifteen feet further down the ledge, and we were standing in front of an
alcove in the cliff face thirty feet long and a dozen feet deep. 

Some of the rocks above where we stood had broken away from the cliff. Some were
piled up against the rock wall, but it looked like most had tumbled over the edge. It
created an overhang that could potentially shelter us from light rain if we spent a little
time clearing out some of the debris. Even if we couldn’t, there was plenty of space to
lay down on the ledge itself. 

We moved over to the pile and started clearing some of the rocks away. I carried a
few of the larger ones to the edge of the cliff and threw them over before thinking I might
be able to find a use for them. I piled the remainder against the wall and was kicking
some dirt out of the way, when Nira uncovered a crack in the face of the cliff down at
foot level. I helped her pull more rocks away from the crack and saw that it looked to be
the opening of a small cave. 

It was just what I had been looking for. 
Actually it was a lot smaller than what I had pictured, but I wasn’t exactly working

with a real estate agent here. The opening was several feet wide, but barely a foot high. It
was going to be a hell of a squeeze for me.

“What do you think?” Nira asked as she swept the entrance with her spear, brushing
away more dirt and pebbles. 

“We uncovered it, meaning either there’s nothing living in there, or there is and it’s
very hungry.” I peered inside, holding my knife at the ready. The very last traces of the
sun cast everything in a dull orange light, but the interior of the cave was pitch black. I
really wished I had something to make a torch with. 
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While I was wishing, why not a flashlight and a revolver? 
Nira leaned forward and sniffed, then shook her head. “There’s nothing in there, alive

or dead.” Before I could object, she wriggled into the gap spear first until just her lower
half was sticking out of the wall. “It opens up in here a bit. It’s about three feet high at
most, maybe ten feet deep?”

I studied Nira’s wriggling backside for a moment. Her boy shorts had ridden up a bit
and I could see the underside of her ass cheeks. That wasn’t quite as distracting as the
curve of her tightly packaged mons nestled in between them. 

“I don’t know, Nira. It sounds good, but the view out here is extraordinary.” I
punctuated my sentence by running my fingernails down the back of her legs.

Nira shrieked and bumped her ass on the top of the cave opening, then quickly
wriggled inside. Her face appeared from the gloom a moment later. “Are you coming?”
she hissed.

“Very soon, I suspect.” I chuckled at my lame joke, but Nira looked confused. 
“What are you waiting for?” 
I exhaled and wriggled into the opening while explaining double entendres to her. It

was a tight fit, so I was able to cover the topic comprehensively as I squirmed and
scraped past the mouth of the tight cavelette.

“Oh, yeah, we have those too.” Nira waited till I scraped by her into the opening,
then she crawled halfway back out and pulled some of the rocks up against the entrance
to hide it. “I suspect the translators won’t catch most of them.” She shimmied back down
to me.

The interior of the cave was too dark to see much of anything. Only a few weak
beams of twilight streamed in through the barricaded crack. I could just see hints of
Nira’s outline as she settled next to me.

“I don’t think we’ll need to keep watch,” she said, pulling off her vine bandoleer by
the sounds of it. “If there is something living up here on the ledge, it might sniff us out,
but it will get a face full of spear before it can get in here.”

I rolled away from her, banging my elbow on the ceiling and set the stowie knife in
easy reach, then pulled off my own bandoleer and the boot attached to it.

I rolled back right into Nira, who immediately pressed into me. Her mouth found
mine and in seconds we were making out like a pair of horny teenagers who’d snorted a
few lines of granddad’s Viagra. 

“We’re safe now.” Nira panted, her hands squeezing the muscles in my arm. “That
means we get to have all the sex.”

“A fair reward for surviving a day here.” I said, kissing my way across her jaw and
down her neck. Normally I’d have grabbed a fistful of hair to pull her head back, but
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down her neck. Normally I’d have grabbed a fistful of hair to pull her head back, but
Nira’s body was completely hairless. She didn’t even know what the word meant when
I’d first said it. 

She didn’t need the guidance though, she leaned her head back without any
prompting from me and pressed herself into my lips. 

Not wasting any time, she slid her hand all the way down my jumpsuit and wrapped
her hand around my cock through the fabric, eliciting a groan from me. She sucked in a
quick breath and moved her hand up until she found the top, then back down. “How…
how tall are human women?” 

I imagined her eyes were wide, but all I could see was a hairline rim of light on the
top of her head. My aroused lizard brain didn’t understand why this was suddenly
important, but I answered anyway. “Uh, seven or eight inches shorter than me, on
average. Why?”

“Shorter? They’re smaller than the males?” she gasped.
“By about five inches on average. I’m a bit taller than the national average. Why is

this important right now?”
“How. Does. It. Fit?” she hissed while giving me a good squeeze to make it clear

what she was talking about.
Fuck. I was definitely going to set the record for ‘least amount of time spent inside an

alien woman before ejaculating.’ Come to think of it, that was going to happen no matter
how long I lasted, since as far as I was aware, I was putting up the first numbers on the
leaderboard.

“Oh, ah, hah. Uh, I may be a bit above average there as well. Just a bit, though. I’ve
never had a woman flee in terror when I dropped my pan—”

“I’m talking about the girth! You’re twice as thick as any man… a seeran male I
mean.” She looked down my body, I guessed she had better low light vision than I did
and was looking at the shape of the bulge in the fabric. “Plus, they’re tapered at the top!”
She shook my dick for emphasis.

I gasped and laid my head back. “Okay, could you not handle it like a gearshift?” 
“Oh, sorry,” she said sheepishly, then took her hand off of me so she could slide it

into the open front of my jumpsuit. She quickly wormed her way down my stomach and
under my boxers until her cool palm gripped my shaft. 

My legs were starting to tremble as she slid her textured skin up and down my length.
“Is… is that going to be a… ah! A problem? The uh, the thickness?”

“It might be, but I’ve never been so ready for anything in my life. We… probably
should start slow, even though I really want to just climb the wave at this point.” I could
hear some concern in her voice. 

I nodded, then gave her a questioning look. “Climb the wave?” My eyes were starting
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I nodded, then gave her a questioning look. “Climb the wave?” My eyes were starting
to adjust to the darkness, and I could just barely differentiate her white ventral skin from
the darker color on her back.

“Oh, it means, uh… apply vigorous effort, since swimming up a wave is really
difficult.”

“Ah. I guess that makes sense. Depends on the size of the…” I thought for a second.
“I wonder how many words your people have for ‘wave.’ I think we only have one. Well,
two. Regular waves and tsunamis. I suppose if I was a surfer I’d know some more…
terms… ah…” I laid my head back as she continued to stroke me.

“Is this what you want to talk about right now?” I heard the smile in her voice as she
ran her gently textured skin over my erection. 

“Not at all. Just… babbling I guess.”
“Are you nervous?” she asked, while continuing to stroke me.
“There’s… ah! There’s a certain amount of performance anxiety for men. Especially

when it’s the first time with someone, and especially when it… ah… comes to
endurance.”

“Really? What did your Eye-Q say your endurance is?” She gave me another
squeeze. Her hands had at least partially recovered from our tree climb.

“I really don’t think that’s what the stat is tracking!” I hissed. 
Nira started laughing. “Who knows? They’re weirdo aliens. Maybe that’s exactly

what it means.” She stroked me for another minute, obviously enjoying having me in her
power. Eventually I had to grab her arm and pull her hand off of me. 

“Nira, I told you it’s been a while since I was with a woman?”
“Yeah?” She smiled and tried to muscle her hand back down to my cock. At least I

think she smiled. I thought I saw a bit of starlight glint off her teeth.
“I’m not going to last very long if you keep that up.” I released her arm. 
She now had the same information I did. What she did with it was up to her.
“Ooh. It sounds like we need to take the edge off.” She grabbed at the collar of my

jumpsuit and pulled it over my shoulder. “Get this off.” She murmured as she quickly
pulled off the garment, along with my boxers.

I whipped off my undershirt and looked down, even though it was inky black in the
cave. I could just make out her staring at my erection wide eyed. 

“Wow. Just… well done, the both of us.” She shuffled a bit under the confines of the
low ceiling, but managed to climb between my legs. “Do human woman ever do this?”

I really wish I hadn’t just fought a bunch of raptors then climbed a giant tree, but if I
had been stewing in my own brine, Nira either didn’t notice or care. She lowered her
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had been stewing in my own brine, Nira either didn’t notice or care. She lowered her

mouth to me, then licked the underside of my cock before sliding it in between her lips. 
Somehow I didn’t explode into her mouth that instant, but my thighs started

quivering again. 
She slid her mouth down me until she had taken half of my length, and I felt myself

hit the back of her mouth. She paused, then tried to slide me down further, but was
thwarted when her whole torso convulsed. She coughed and jerked her head back,
banging it into the roof of the cave.

“Ah! Ow, damn it!” She rubbed the back of her head and grimaced at me. At least
that’s what I thought I was seeing. Her storm blue skin was impossible to make out in the
cave, but I caught flashes of her white ‘gloves’ and my mind made up the rest.

“They don’t usually do that, no.” I tried not to laugh.
She giggled for a moment. “Well, okay, normally that skill is in my wheelhouse, but

as I said, you’re a lot thicker than I’m used to, so…”
“It still felt amazing.” I paused. “You know. If you wanted to keep doing it,” I said,

glancing innocently to the side, assuming she could see my acting in the darkness of the
cave.

“Oh? You’d selflessly be willing to put up with some more of that?” She laughed.
“Could you take off your top? I want to feel your breasts on my thighs.”
“Oof, yeah, that’s sexy.” She crawled back up to me. “You do it.” She laid against

me, pressing my erection to her flat stomach.
I nodded and kissed her, sliding my fingers up her abs and sides. 
“Careful of my gills,” she said into my mouth as I slid her shirt up over her breasts,

cupping them as I went. 
“Damn, I wish I could see you,” I said, kissing between her breasts. 
“You can’t?” she asked, sounding surprised. “I keep forgetting we’re different

species.” I felt her shake her head. “Well, I don’t, but I forget that our differences are
more than skin deep.”

“I’ll leave the water breathing and low light stuff to you, I’ll handle the hearing, long
distance spotting, and pleasuring beautiful alien women.” I continued kissing around her
breasts, but not her nipples. Not just yet.

“Deal. But maybe I can help with the dark a bit.” She took a breath and stopped
moving for a moment. Just as I was about to ask what she meant, her body began to
softly glow. Not all of it, but a swirly line down her sides and the outsides of her limbs.
The pattern looked like a henna tattoo, or ivy draw by an elf.

It wasn’t a lot of light, just enough to bounce off the floor and roof of the cave and let
my night-vision-adjusted eyes see her body and face.
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“Wow,” was all I could think to say for a moment. “And I thought you were beautiful
before.”

Nira gazed lovingly down at me, running her fingers through my hair before stopping
and arching an eyebrow, which I could now see plainly. “Was that a line?”

“Yes, but I meant it.” I smiled and kissed her. “Besides,” I said into her mouth. “I
think it’s safe to say I’ve already picked you up.” I resumed the kiss fiercely, and she
responded in kind.

She moaned into my mouth while we kissed for another minute before she reached
down and frantically kicked off her boy shorts. “I’ve totally wrecked those. Damn.” 

She laid back down against me and resumed kissing, only now my cock was
squeezed in her thigh gap, the top of it pressed up against her hot, slippery sex. She
started grinding her hips slowly up and down, giving me an incredible thigh job. The
combined stimulation of her muscular legs, the almost frictionless slipperiness of her wet
skin, the wetness and heat spreading up and down my shaft, and her moaning into my
mouth all sent me racing toward the edge. 

I focused all my attention on wrestling her tongue around in our mouths and cupping
and kneading her breasts while avoiding her nipples. Having to concentrate on not
grazing them with my fingers while she undulated against me offered me some
distraction from the heat and pressure between her legs. Plus, historically, the extended
tease was one of my better reviewed moves. 

It paid off after a minute more of increasingly urgent moaning and hip grinding from
her. She started to scoot back down my body to finish what she’d started with her mouth,
but I grabbed a palm full of her breasts and finally pinched down on her nipples before
she could slide away from me. 

Her eyes popped open and her whole body jerked against me, then she slammed her
lips against mine and had what can only be described as a cataleptic orgasm. She howled
throatily into my mouth, her thighs tightened around my erection and I felt a rush of
warmth and wetness between us. The sensation nearly drove me over the edge when she
convulsed against me, but she grabbed a fistful of my hair and pulled hard. 

I allowed myself to worry that she might yank out a patch of hair, and the distraction
kept me from Old Faithfuling all over her back and the ceiling of the cave. 

That moment turned into thirty seconds or more while Nira shook against me, her
breathing coming in short, forced gasps. Curiously, her bioluminescent light grew
considerably brighter. So much so that I started to worry that I was about to get zapped. 

Thankfully, she instead released my hair and started feebly slapping at my arm. 
I finally released her nipples, and she bucked one last time before falling against me.

Her glowing sputtered and faded back to its original level as she continued experiencing
small spasms all over her body. I gently traced my fingers up and down her back and



Tamer: Enhancer

104

small spasms all over her body. I gently traced my fingers up and down her back and
kissed her cheek while she shuddered against me. 

“Sam… S-Sam… did you…” she whimpered hotly into my ear. “Enhance my
orgasm?” 

“What? No! That… that never crossed my…” I had to laugh, if only to stave off my
own orgasm. “I don’t think it works like that. Actually that sounds really dangerous -
>ahem< I mean, no way, baby. I’m just that good—” 

She interrupted me with another deep kiss, and her wet thighs slid up my erection
until the tip of my cock was nestled in her entrance. Without a word, she angled her hips,
exploiting her incredible flexibility, and pushed down.

I suspected Nira’s tale of seera men being half my girth may have been an ego
boosting fib, or at least a bit of an exaggeration, but she was fantastically tight. She was
also incredibly wet and very insistent, and she slowly pushed me inside her with a ragged
gasp. 

Being engulfed by her was indescribably pleasurable, but even though it had been a
long time since I’d had sex, I was certain Nira felt different on the inside. I couldn’t tell
exactly how she was different from a human woman, but it felt incredible all the same.

Nira was panting in my ear and making little whimpering sounds. 
I cupped her cheeks and looked into her eyes. “Are you okay?” 
She nodded. “Best I’ve been all day.”
“Me too. You feel amazing.”
She kissed me and gently undulated her hips for a moment, but her legs were in

between mine with her ankles crossed. Great for a thigh job, but despite her flexibility, it
wasn’t the best angle for actual sex. 

We quickly rearranged our limbs until she was straddling me, then we started
properly fucking. The low ceiling of the cave kept her face just above mine, so we spent
the entire time kissing while our hands explored each other.

Somehow I had gotten a second wind, and was able to last until she had another
orgasm. The intensity of it seemed to match the first one, though this time I could feel
her vaginal muscles spasm around me. Around the twentieth contraction, I was ready to
burst. I don’t know why I didn’t go when she did. I think I had been too focused on my
endurance stat.

She quivered and breathed hotly into my ear again. “You… you’re going to kill me if
you… keep making me orgasm that hard…”

“Nira… I’m ready… I’m going to cum. Orgasm. Should I pull out?” I kneaded her
taught glutes as I tried to hold back for a few seconds longer. 

“Pull… Sam, you don’t… >pant< …think you can get me pregnant, do you?” She
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“Pull… Sam, you don’t… >pant< …think you can get me pregnant, do you?” She

lifted her head from beside mine and looked at me. Her eyes were lidded and not quite
focused on me.

“N… no, but—”
“We’re different species, dummy.”
“I know!” I hissed. “It’s polite to ask, okay? It’s a reflex.”
Nira let out an exhausted giggle. “To answer your question, Sam, no. Don’t pull out.

I want you to fill me with your alien seed.” She exhaled, made a sort of growly purring
noise. “That may be the sexiest sentence I’ve ever said out loud.” 

She started tugging on my shoulders and trying to roll us over. “I want it as deep
inside me as you can put it.”

I almost came from hearing her say that. “Ah, careful, I’m at DefCock 1 over here.”
It was difficult to maneuver in the tight space of the cave, but I was motivated to position
myself on top of her as quickly as I could. 

While still holding on to my ass, she slid her legs up beside me until her knees were
almost in her armpits, then she pushed her feet against the roof of the cave. The
movement tilted her pelvis toward me and caused her to tighten even more. I knew in
two or three strokes, I would be done, but she kept a hold on my ass as if encouraging
me to hold still. 

Then she started doing something I couldn’t understand at first. I thought for a
moment she was wriggling her hips, but she wasn’t moving, at least the outside of her
body wasn’t. She had a curious look of concentration on her face, and I realized she was
doing some sort of alien kegels. It was like little fingers or tongues were tracing their
way up my cock, and it was the best thing I had ever felt.

“What… what the hell is that?” I gasped. I was over the edge and nothing could stop
it.

“Oh? I this something human women don’t do? How does it feel?”
I answered by pressing my mouth to hers and emptying my three year backlog into

her. She returned the kiss fiercely and ran one hand through my hair while the other
stayed on my ass, trying to push me even deeper into her. 

She cooed and moaned while I gasped and shuddered, then I finally lifted my mouth
off hers and looked into her eyes. I didn’t know if her culture high-fived, but she had an
expression on her face that made me think she really wanted to high five. She was
beaming wide eyed at me and chewing her bottom lip, her mouth stretched into a big ‘ol
grin.

“That was incredible.” I kissed her. “You’re incredible.” I held my hand up next to
my head. 

“Incredible doesn’t even begin to describe it.” She kissed back, then looked at my
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“Incredible doesn’t even begin to describe it.” She kissed back, then looked at my
hand. 

“High-five.” I smiled. Under normal circumstances it might have been a bit douche-
bro to prompt for a high five after sex, but I was literally inside an alien dolphin woman,
so the gesture meant what I wanted it to mean now.  “Slap your palm against mine. It
means “awesome job, well done!” That sort of thing.”

Nira giggled, which felt amazing, and slapped her hand against mine five times in
rapid succession before lacing her fingers through mine. “I notice you’re still hard as a
horn.” She squirmed her insides again. 

“That’s because you’re incredibly sexy and tight and…” I gasped. “And what is
going on in there?”

“You like that?” She squeezed herself around me and the wriggling inside her
intensified. 

“Yes, I like that very much. In fact, let’s just do this all night.” I moved my hips,
sliding out all of a centimeter before pressing fully back into her.

“Okay,” she giggled, then kissed me deeply. I returned it and we lay on the cave floor,
exploring each others’ mouths while gently counter thrusting our hips.

I had orgasmed only a minute ago, but it was obvious I was going to be breaking
several personal records tonight. After only a minute of this amazing sensation inside of
her, my curiosity got the better of me.

“Okay, seriously, what are you doing?” I asked into her mouth. 
“You mean my vaginal cilia?”
Well, there’s one question answered.
“Do human women not have that?” She stroked my beard, and the sensation inside

her faded.
“No, they don’t, and now I want to know who to complain to about it.”
Nira started laughing, causing the muscles inside her to jerk and squeeze against me.
I selfishly tried to recall every joke I had ever heard, but my dick must have been

hogging all my good thinking blood. 
“I’m not bashful, Sam. You’re welcome to take a look… and do all sorts of other

things while you’re down there, but it is dark in the cave. My bioluminescence doesn’t
make my insides glow.” She nibbled my lip as she spoke.

“Why don’t we save that for morning, then, hmm?” Normally I would be playing
with her hair, but in lieu of that, I settled for tracing my fingers down the stubby ridges
on her head.

“Okay!” She bit her lip and the feeling started up again, but only for a moment. “Ah,
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“Okay!” She bit her lip and the feeling started up again, but only for a moment. “Ah,

sorry, I need a breather. That’s not a muscle I get to flex nearly as often as I’d like.”
It was my turn to laugh. “It’s totally fine. You feel fantastic just like this. And

anyway, I bet you have suitors lined up around the block.”
“Obviously.” She smiled and stroked my face. “But you remember what I said about

women being more selective in their choice of mates.”
“Uh huh. So you never found a vaginal cilia workout buddy?” It was one of the

weirder sentences I’d ever said in my life. 
She giggled again. “On and off, but no one too recently.” She resumed nibbling my

lip, which turned into full blown kissing, and just as I was about to start thrusting into
her again, she grabbed my cheeks and looked into my eyes. “Sam. We need to fuck a lot
more.”

So we did just that. 
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CHAPTER ELEVEN

Nira lay on her back with her fingers laced behind her head. 
“That was the best thing that’s ever happened,” she sighed wistfully. “It made being

chased around by dinosaurs totally worth it.” Her bioluminescence had mostly faded,
leaving the cave almost pitch black, but I could still see the swirling lines gently glowing
down her sides like reflective stripes on a form fitting jogging suit. 

“I agree, which is good because we’re probably going to have to do it again
tomorrow, and every day after that.” I sighed. “Being chased by dinosaurs, I mean.”

“As long as each day ends like this.” 
“I can think of worse fates.” I really could.
“You know, there’s an added bonus to having sex with a weird, pink alien man.”
“Which is?” I rolled my eyes. I wonder how she would appreciate calling her a weird

blue dolphin woman. She’d probably dig it. 
“Seeran males have spiral horns on their foreheads, so you have to be careful when

you have sex or you can get poked in the chin.”
I stared at her quietly for a moment until she turned her head to look at me.
“Because they’re shorter than us,” she clarified. 
“I can’t tell if you’re messing with me again.” I traced my finger across her stomach.

I really liked the texture of her skin when it was dry. I could run my hand over her until I
didn’t have any fingerprints left. I realized I was signing my name, which was either
romantic or super creepy. 

“Why would I make that up?” she giggled. “I got one in the lip pretty bad once.” She
pointed to her kissable mouth.

“I don’t know, it’s hard to tell with you sometimes.” Might as well trace my last name
too. “So do seeran ladies go for the guys with the biggest horns? Do I seem un-virile to
you because I’m hornless?”
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She giggled some more. “Perfectly reasonable questions, but no. Their horns grow
throughout their lives after adolescence, and most guys shave them down to just a few
inches after a while. Actually a guy with a large horn is a pretty sure sign of insecurity.”

“Oh, so I must seem crazy secure to you,” I chuckled.
“Crazy secure? What does that mean? You’re so secure you’re insane?” 
“No, it’s a colloquial term. It just means ‘extremely’ in that context.” We had done

pretty well so far with idiomatic expressions, but the alien translators in our heads
obviously had some limits.

“Ah. Well, you’re an alien, so I realize your lack of horn doesn’t indicate… well…
hmm. Maybe? I don’t know. Probably not, but maybe.”

“Sure.” I grinned.
“I definitely don’t think you lack virility. You came so many times you almost

drowned me from the inside.”
We both chuckled for a moment at that. It had been an impressive performance, dry

spell or no.
“So… do the alien men in your books have horns?” I was tired, but despite all of the

stress and physical activity during the day, I wasn’t quite sleepy enough to drift off. I
didn’t know what time it was when I was abducted from solitary, or exactly what time of
day it was when we arrived here. Maybe I had alien abduction induced jet lag. 

Warp lag?
“The sexy alien men,” she corrected. “Usually, but they’re in different configurations,

like coming out the back of the head, or one above each ear. Stuff like that.”
“And can they breathe water and shoot lightning?”
She rolled onto her side and pressed her amazing body against mine. “Not always,

but it helps make them relatable. I guess they’re not really very alien, actually. And for
the record, seera can’t ‘shoot lightning.’ At most we can arc it a few inches.”

“Not always? So you wrote a book about aliens that didn’t have lifesparks?” I ran my
hand down her side, then back up, careful not to catch my fingers on her gill slits. They
were flush with her skin when closed, hard to see even in daylight, but I didn’t want to
send her into a coughing fit by accidentally jabbing my thumb into a lung.

“Uh, two different series, actually. In one, they had lifesparks, but instead of shocks,
the aliens had, uh, heh. It’s kind of embarrassing.” She ran her fingers through my beard.

“You don’t seem easily embarrassed.”
“Only because it reveals the sort of deep, dark fantasies that good girls aren’t

supposed to share.” She smiled, looking to the side.
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“I might have accepted that excuse if you hadn’t published a series of books about it.”
I gently kissed the top of her breast. “Plus, I have not once thought of you as a ‘good
girl.’”

“Aw. You’re so sweet.” 
I smiled, but stared at her until she gave up her supposedly embarrassing plot twist.
“They had hypnotic eye beams,” she admitted sheepishly.
I chuckled. “Let me guess, lots of sex in that book?”
She giggled, and I felt her chin nod against my chest.
“Your glow is fading,” I said, running my finger down the glowing path on her side.
She jerked and slapped my hand. “Don’t! I’m ticklish there!” she hissed.
“Oh? That’s very good to know.” I gave her an evil grin, hoping she could see it in

the gloom.
“So glad I’ve armed you with that information,” she said dryly as she grabbed my

hand and placed it firmly on her lower back. “I’m out of juice. I need some electrolytes.”
“What, like the salt in our sweat?” I asked. 
Nira looked at me curiously.
“Do seera not sweat?” 
“We do when we’re not in the water, but we don’t lose salt when we do it,” she said.

“It’s too important for our bodies.”
Nira looked down at me, then leaned in and delicately licked my neck.
“Oh! Wow, you’re delicious!” She dragged her tongue over my throat and chest.

“This is amazing! I’m definitely putting this in my next book!”
I laid my head back as Nira’s tongue slid over my throat, shoulders and chest, the

attention breathing new purpose into my previously exhausted cock.
“Nira, you’re getting me hard again,” I murmured. 
She looked up, smacking her lips. “This is a bad thing?” 
“Uh…” I would certainly be happy to have sex with her again, but I could also use a

few moments to recover. “No. Just wanted you to have the same information I do.”
Nira giggled and snuggled up next to me. “You really do taste good. It’s like licking a

crisp.”
“So I’m not only an excellent lay, I’m also considerate enough to bring a post coital

snack for my lady.” I chuckled and ran my hand down her back to her ass. Damn that
was a finely sculpted muscle. 
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She hummed contentedly and pressed against me, throwing one leg over mine. “I
can’t believe you just leak salt like that. That would be very unhealthy for seerans.” 

I nodded, and we lay there quietly for a while, the realities of our situation weighing
on our minds and chasing away sleep. 

“You wrote another book where the ali… the sexy alien men didn’t have lifesparks?” 
“Hmm? Oh, that one… you might find the plot offensive,” she said sheepishly.
“Is it about me, or Earth, or humans?”
“No, but—” 
“Then I think I can handle it.”
She sighed. “Fine. They hid the fact they were sparkless until it’s revealed they’re

evil vampires who suck the spark from other races and turn them into more vampires. Do
you know the word ‘vampire?’”

“We have a similar concept, though in our fiction they usually drink blood. Or life
force via blood.”

“Okay. So, yeah, it was a horror romance series. It did pretty good, spawned a bunch
of copycat novels.”

“Well, congratulations, but I don’t see why you thought I’d be offended by that.” I
rolled slightly to face her, and offered my bicep for her to lay her head on. 

“Because you didn’t know about your lifespark until the aliens unlocked it.” She
snuggled closer until our faces were practically touching.

“Well, I don’t think lifesparks are required for higher consciousness, but I get that’s
what your people believe, so I won’t argue the point. You don’t have to worry about
offending me by calling me sparkless or whatever terms your people use.” 

“I suppose we can ask that invisible person about lifesparks if they ever show their
face again.” Her glowing sides flared slightly then faded to nothing, leaving the cave
unlit. Now that my eyes had adjusted, I could see a surprising amount of light streaming
in from the night sky.

“Can an invisible person show their face?” I chuckled and stroked her hip and thigh.
She stretched languidly against me, smiling. “I could use some sashimi. It’s part of

my post-coital routine.”
“You have sashi—” I started, then shook my head.
“What?” 
“Sorry, I was surprised to hear you make such a specific reference to a food from my

world, but the translators in our heads are probably making a closest approximation
guess.”
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“It’s easy to forget we’re speaking different languages. I even see your mouth moving
to form the words I hear.” She ran her fingers over my lips.

“That’s the part I can’t get my head around. The translation, fine, but if they can
make us see each others’ mouths form the right phonemes, it makes me wonder what else
we can or can’t see.”

“What are you thinking?” she asked, moving fingers through my beard. She really
was fascinated with my hair. 

“I don’t know. Like, what if there are cameras all over the forest filming us? Or space
ships in the sky, or the alien bastards were walking around in lab coats making notes of
our behavior on clipboards.” My mind reeled at the possibilities. 

“You think they’re watching us? You think they watched us just now?” She slid her
hand down my torso and danced her fingers through my chest hair.

“I think whatever reason they had for putting us here, they’re observing the results
one way or another.” I gave it a moment of thought before coming up with a few
theories. “I bet it’s a gameshow.”

“A what?”
“It’s like… do you have televisions on your world? We haven’t really discussed our

worlds’ technology levels.” 
I felt her shake her head against my arm. “I don’t recognize that word. What does it

do?”
I gave her a basic description of the technology and she nodded.
“We have theaters and screens in town squares that can receive broadcasts. I can’t

imagine having them in every home.”
“Okay, well, a gameshow is a competition, sometimes physical, sometimes trivia or

knowledge based… it’s basically a sporting event. You could just do it in a stadium or
auditorium, but with televisions, a lot more people could watch it. I bet our abductors
gave us powers, put us here on…” I was about to say ‘ancient Earth,’ but the appearance
of the Terror Birds had really confused me. “Put us here with the dinosaurs and are
watching everything unfold. I bet there’s heavy wagering going on as well.”

“Ooh, gambling. I bet you’re right… hmm. But then we’re assuming they think
pretty much like us,” she murmured in my ear.

“I know. Their motivations are probably something we’ll never understand. Could be
weapons testing, or determining which race is worth saving, or… destroying…” I said
the last word around a big yawn. “I think today is finally catching up to me.” 

I reached over to my jumpsuit and wadded it up to make a thin pillow that smelled
like scorched dinosaur, then tried to position it so Nira could share it with me. I adjusted
the location of the stowie knife so it was within easy reach, but so I wouldn’t roll over
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the location of the stowie knife so it was within easy reach, but so I wouldn’t roll over
and stick myself in the ass, then lay there in her arms. My mind wouldn’t shut off as it
raced through dozens of questions about our abductors’ motivations, why they had taken
me of all people, and the myriad things we would need to do tomorrow to not only
survive but thrive on this world. 

At some point it all blended into a smear of dreams during which at one point I was
driving a steam powered tank crewed by beautiful alien women through the forest. My
dream’s imagination was a bit limited, because besides Nira, all the other ‘alien’ women
were either elves or klingons. Maybe one of those blue ones from the Mass Effect games.
But as dreams go, I’ve had worse.

*           *           *           *           *           *           *           *           *

“Sam?”
I opened my eyes to see the roof of the cave just two feet above me. It was still dark,

but my eyes had adjusted to the point I could make out some of the stone that caught the
starlight seeping in through the gaps in our makeshift door. 

“Are you awake?” Nira’s hand was on my shoulder. 
I tensed. Had she heard something outside our tiny cave? The rocks covering the

entrance should have hid us from casual observation, but something could have sniffed
us out easily enough. 

I lifted my head to look to the entrance of the cavelet. I could only see a few slivers
of the star filled sky outside. If something was standing still just outside the entrance, I
wasn’t able to differentiate it from the silhouettes of the forest outside the cave. Was
there a dinosaur out there? Another survivor? 

“What is it?” I whispered as quietly as I could as I slowly began to reach for the
stowie knife at my side.

“I have to fart.”
Nira’s statement took me a solid four seconds to process.
“Why are you telling me?”
“I didn’t want you to think it was a dinosaur.”
I tensed up and barely quieted my laugh. I shook up against her body for a few

moments and felt her start to do the same.
“That’d have to be a hell of a fart.”
I felt her body shake harder as she tried to strangle her laughter. “I’m serious, I didn’t

want to startle you.”
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We continued laughing as quietly as we could until I felt Nira tense briefly.
Fweeeeeeeeeeeepop.
We both started snerking and snorting, desperately trying to keep from laughing out

loud. Even though we knew nothing large could have gotten up on to our ledge, the fear
that toothy death could be lurking in every shadow was hard to dismiss after the day
we’d had.

“Surely this world’s mightiest predator!” I whispered between laughs.
“Shhh-sh-sh-sh!” Her admonishment came out in bursts as she tried to tamp down her

giggles. “I thought it would be louder!”
We both laughed quietly, our bodies shaking against each other in the dark.

Eventually our laughter subsided and we both laid in the cave quietly. We were roughly
the same height, but she had scooted down to tuck her head under my chin, and was
laying on my chest with our legs entwined. My hand was pressed against the middle of
her back, and at some point I had started pulling her against me in a subconscious
attempt to keep her still while we laughed. 

The coolness of her skin was some slight relief from the heat of this world. Even
now, probably a few hours after midnight, I was on the verge of sweating, but pressing
up against her was like laying on a cool silk sheet.

“I like that your body is so warm,” she said quietly.
“I was thinking how much I enjoy the coolness of yours.” I rubbed my hand up her

back a little to emphasize my point. “The heat here doesn’t bother you?” 
I felt her shrug against me. “I wouldn’t mind cooling down with a dip in the pond,

but it’s not so bad at night. Ideally I’d prefer it to be ten or fifteen degrees cooler
though.”

“Me too. I suppose seera are fine diving deep into cold water?”
“Not freezing water, at least not for long. Forty degrees is fine for a while. I could

swim in fifty degree water all day,” she sighed and started tracing her fingers around my
chest hair again. “I… am going to need to go back to the ocean at some point in the next
few days. The meat we’ve eaten so far doesn’t have enough salt or electrolytes in it. I’m
going to start to get weak and shaky if I don’t find a way to supplement it, especially if I
keep using my Spark.”

“You can drink saltwater?” 
“Mm hmm,” she affirmed.
“I can’t. Well, I can, but it won’t hydrate me because of the salts. But I know a few

ways to desalinate it if I have to.”
“We don’t have to stay there. A few gulps a day should keep me going.”
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I nodded. “It will be dangerous, but we’ll do whatever we need in order to survive.”
“We should make something to carry water so we can minimize trips like that,” Nira

said. “I’m not excited by the idea of getting caught out in the open by something like that
big dinosaur.”

Her hand slid down my torso to my groin. She didn’t grab my penis, but slid her
fingers into my pubic hair. That, combined with the feeling of her bare breasts pressed
against my side and her muscular body draped over me began to rouse me.

“You didn’t wake me because you had to fart, did you?” I grinned appreciatively. 
“I’m so tired, but I want to make love again,” she whined sleepily, resting her fingers

on my shaft.
“Me too.” 
We both continued to lay there, too sleepy to make the next move. Each heartbeat

sent a little more blood to my nascent erection. 
Eventually Nira squeezed it gently, moving things along in the blood flow

department, but made no other effort to engage me.
“I wish I knew what time it was,” I whispered. I lifted my head to look out at the

slivers of stars I could see through the gap in the stones. “It’s not like we have to get up
at any particular time, but the sooner we get moving tomorrow, the sooner we’ll have a
chance to get some food and water—” I blinked and turned my head, trying to get a
better angle on what I was seeing. “What the hell is that?”

I disengaged Nira’s hand from my half-mast, then rolled over onto my stomach. 
“Hmm? What are you doing?” She sounded like she had almost fallen asleep again. 
“I need to check something outside,” I said quietly as I grabbed my knife and crawled

to the entrance of the cave. I paused just behind the rocks blocking the opening, listening
for any indication there was something waiting for me on the other side. I heard plenty
of noise from the forest beyond the mesa as bugs, insectivores, and all manner of
nocturnal predation and foraging went on, but nothing sounded like it was close to our
little cavelette. 

I carefully pushed the rocks out of the way and crawled part way through the gap,
checking above and to my sides, but the ledge around the mesa seemed to be clear at the
moment. I shimmied the rest of the way out and stood on the six foot wide shelf, looking
out into the trees at the sky. The forest had two different canopies, most of the trees
stopped between fifty and eighty feet high. I couldn’t see anything going on in the
shadows on the ground, except for blinking lights, which based on their random intervals
and drunken movement, must have been fireflies the size of soda cans. 

The second canopy was formed by the sequoias, between two hundred and two fifty
feet up. Our ledge was forty or fifty feet off the ground, and the sequoias represented
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feet up. Our ledge was forty or fifty feet off the ground, and the sequoias represented

maybe one out of every eight or ten trees in the forest, so I had a semi-obstructed but
decent view of the night sky.

It was astonishingly bright, especially compared to the cave, but the absolute absence
of light pollution allowed me to see every star in a million light years. I didn’t recognize
any constellations, not that I expected to be able to. There were so many stars that I
wouldn’t have been able to pick the constellations I did know out from the background
noise, and that was assuming they would even have been in the same configuration two
hundred million years ago.

But the real reason I knew I wouldn’t see anything I recognized in the sky was what
brought me out of the cave in the first place. 

A second moon was cresting the horizon.
Nira crawled out of the cave with her spear, but set it on the ground next to her as she

sat on her heels. “What’s up, boss?” she asked quietly.
“I thought this might have been my own planet for a while. In the past. That would

explain the dinosaurs, but I started to have doubts because there are animals from
different geologic eras here. Creatures separated by a hundred million years or more, but
that cinches it.” I pointed to the horizon. “Earth never had two moons. This is a different
planet.”

We both sat quietly and considered the implications. It didn’t change our situation in
any real way, but the knowledge that I was tens or hundreds or millions of light-years
from Earth filled me with a twinge of despair. I didn’t know of a way to travel through
time any more than I knew how to build a warp drive, but for some reason the problem
of distance felt more real, and it weighed on me. 

On the other hand, I knew that returning home meant relying on our abductors, and
presumably they could return us to our respective homeworlds as easily as they took us,
but I didn’t know what I was pining for. I certainly didn’t want to go back to ADX
Florence. I really liked Nira as well, and it’s not like I could take her back with me.
Human xenophobia was bad enough when they only had to deal with other humans. I
wondered how I would fare on her world. 

Maybe I could be a landlocked homebody while the rest of her race danced beneath
the waves. I’d be okay with that actually. Give me a fully stocked workshop and kitchen
and I’d never leave the house.

I supposed it was my lack of choice in the matter that bothered me about our current
situation. That and the dinosaurs trying to eat us.

Nira recovered from her reverie before I did. Still sitting on her heels, she turned to
face me. “That doesn’t really change anything, does it?”

“Nope. Not even a little.” I turned to her, but realized I was practically pushing my
half erect penis into her face. 
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Nira looked straight at it with a wistful smile on her lips. 
There was truly only one thing to do in a situation like this. 
“Hey, Nira,” I whispered. 
“Hmm?” She looked up with an arched brow. 
As soon as her eyes met mine, I widened my own and pointed into hers with two

fingers. “Hypnotic eye beams!” I said in a quiet but commanding tone.
She missed the first beat as her eyes widened and she started giggling, but then threw

the back of her hand to her forehead melodramatically and whispered, “Oh no! I am
undone! I must remain faithful to the Duke, who is my husband by way of arranged
marriage, but I… I…” She paused to take a breath, then looked up at me with the most
genuinely adoring and submissive expression I’d ever seen. “…Must obey my Hypno-
Lord,” she said with dick hardening conviction. 

She grabbed my hips and swallowed me whole. I wasn’t fully erect yet, but her
tongue was changing that by the second. She slid her mouth back and forth several times
before taking in as much as she could and sucking hard, creating a vacuum and roughly
rubbing the underside with her tongue.

“Mmm.” I let my head roll back. “Hypnotic eye beams are the best.” 
Nira giggled and slid her mouth off of me. “Shh! Don’t break character.”
“Oh, sorry,” I laughed and waggled my erection back and forth in front of her while

the evening breeze started to cool the saliva coating it.
She followed it with her eyes like a snake getting charmed. “This is the first time I’ve

actually seen you. I can’t get over how thick it is.” She blew on it, adding to the cooling
effect, then took it back into her mouth. The sudden warmth was incredible, and she went
back to work, sliding it in and out and working the underside with her tongue. A moment
later, she withdrew her mouth and started blowing again, cooling me to contrast the
warmth of her mouth, then repeating the process. She definitely had her own bag of
tricks. 

Eventually she tried to deep throat me again, but immediately gagged. She backed
off, coughing and looked up apologetically. “Sorry, Sam, that just isn’t going to happen.
I mean, Master.”

“I appreciate the attempt, but you’re doing amazing work regardless.” I smiled down
at her and stroked her cheek.

She returned to alternating between fellating me and blowing on my saliva covered
member. It was an amazing combination of sensations, but before long I didn’t want her
to keep stopping.

“Human women have hair, too. They usually wear it a lot longer than men. At a time
like this, it makes for a great handhold.”
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She looked up at me while blowing on my cock and smiled, then took the knife
dangling loosely in my hand and dropped it next to her. She took my hands in hers and
placed them on the back of her head. “You pilot then. Just remember I can’t…” She
pointed into her mouth and made a gagging motion.

I nodded. “Put your hand around the base so I don’t accidentally push it in too far.”
She licked her lips and did as I said. Her other hand started tickling the hair on my

balls, so I guided her mouth back to my erection. 
What followed was one of the most sublime and surreal experience of my life. Being

fellated by a beautiful alien woman on a distant planet surrounded by dinosaurs from a
broad span of geologic eras, under an alien sky so crowded with stars it looked like a
truckload of diamonds had overturned on fresh asphalt. 

If some jackass at ADX Florence had stove my head in with a table leg and all this
was coma delirium, I sincerely hoped I never woke up. And if I did, I was going to shake
his damn hand. Not that I thought that was the case. Nothing that had happened since
arriving here had the ethereal qualities of a dream. Barring the possibility of being stuck
in some alien equivalent of the Matrix, I knew all this had to be real. I also knew I didn’t
want to go back, or be without Nira. 

Her current attentions aside, she was funny, if more than a little exasperating. A
skilled hunter and fighter who’d saved my life several times already today. Smart,
enjoyable company, and exotically beautiful.

Not to mention sexually adventurous, receptive, and talented.
“Nira… I’m going to—” 
Before I could finish my sentence, she redoubled her efforts, making it clear she was

okay with me finishing in her mouth. I proceeded to do so with nearly knee buckling
gusto. 

She made an exaggerated gulping noise as she swallowed, then licked her lips
seductively. “I found more electrolytes.” 

I laughed weakly as I tried to catch my breath. “I’m not sure that’s chemically
accurate, but I will definitely not try and dissuade you from the notion.”

I spent a few more moments breathing heavily before deciding it was time for some
tat.

“Lay on your back,” I said. 
“Yeah?” She smacked her lips again.
I smirked and made the eye beam gesture with my fingers. 
“Oh, right! Such a considerate Hypno-Lord!” she cooed seductively, then lay back on

the stone ledge, letting her legs spread apart naturally.
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I knelt down between them and leaned over to kiss the inside of one of her knees.
Nira let out a short squeal before slapping her hand over her mouth. 

“Damn, woman. I haven’t even gotten to the good part yet.” I shook my head at her. 
“I’m very excitable when it’s…” she paused just long enough to look very slightly

self conscious. “…with the right guy.” 
It felt like flattery but her expression made the words feel sincere. “It’s no wonder I

never found my soulmate on Earth.” Damn, that was sappy.
“Huh?” Nira tilted her head questioningly. 
“Because you were on another planet?”
“Soulmate?” She furrowed her brows. 
“Yeah, like…” I sighed. “Spark Mates? Is that a thing on Ocean? I’m the negative to

your positive or something like that?”
A flicker of understanding started to pass over her face, but she made a ‘what you

talkin’ ‘bout Willis’ expression toward the end of my sentence. “Men are positive and
women are negative, dummy.”

“How would I know that?” I shook my head. I guessed it was their version of yin and
yang.

“The symbols. Positive is…” She traced a vertical line in the air. “And negative is…”
Then she held both hands up, the balls of her palms pressed together and her fingers
apart, like a ‘V.’

“Oh. Well, those aren’t the symbols we use.”
It was a weird conversation to have while I was kneeling in between her spread legs.
“So I’m going to get back to this.” I pointed down at her sex. 
“Okay!” she giggled. 
I started to lean back in to kiss her knee, but she tensed up, then suddenly scooted

away from me. 
“Hang on! I’ll be right back!” She hopped onto her knees and scrambled back into

the tiny cave opening, emerging five seconds later with my undershirt wadded up in her
hand. She crawled back to the spot in front of me, laid down and made a show of stuffing
as much of it into her mouth as she could.

She looked at me expectantly, then pulled the shirt back out of her mouth.
“Proceed,” she said regally, then gagged herself again.
I chuckled, then spent at least the next twenty minutes testing the effectiveness of her

solution.
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It worked pretty well. 
The sounds of her muffled gasps and moans made me rock hard as she bucked against

my mouth. When she finally came, her bioluminescent swirling stripes flared up again. I
was briefly concerned the fluttering light she emitted would attract attention, but figured
the worst that would probably happen is a giant firefly might try and mate with her. 

Besides which, I found it incredibly sexy. It was like her whole nervous system was
overloading as she bucked against me and flooded my mouth with wetness. 

She lay on the stone, emitting a few trailing moans and wuffs into the shirt, then
pulled it from her mouth. 

“I may have left some toothmarks in your shirt,” she said, studying the garment.
“Then it matches my jumpsuit.” I shrugged.
“And drool,” she said sheepishly.
“I’m not really keeping track of all the fluids we’re trading.” I sat back on the rock.
“Speaking of which…” Nira eyed my erection, licked her lips, then turned around,

presenting herself on her hands and knees. 
I was achingly hard and needed no further invitation. I knelt behind her and grabbed

her hips. 
“You just came. You don’t need a moment to—”
Nira rapidly slapped her ass a half-dozen times. “Keep it going!” 
I shook my head, grinning. “Of course my alien warrior slash romance novelist lover

is multi-orgasmic.”
I pressed against her freshly orgasmed, still twitching sex. Her spasms made her

intermittently too tight to enter, but she was so copiously lubricated that I could wedge
myself into her one inch at a time. 

She made extremely agreeable noises as I did, so much so that I took one hand off her
hip to toss the undershirt to her again. She piled it into her mouth, and once she was
secured, I latched back onto her hip and hammered myself into her. 

She grunted into her gag, and I brought my hand down hard on her ass. She tensed,
and all her noises ceased for a moment while her body was locked up. I couldn’t tell if
she was having another orgasm, but she tightened around me so much it actually hurt for
a moment. 

Her leg spasmed twice, then her noises resumed in the form of a guttural moan, and
she bucked against me. 

Despite how many times she had already drained me, her enthusiasm and urgency
were intoxicating. The muffled noises she made through the makeshift gag especially had
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were intoxicating. The muffled noises she made through the makeshift gag especially had

an effect on me and she sent me over the edge in minutes. 
I kissed her neck and back while we both panted, and eventually I gingerly

uncoupled from her.
We both rolled onto our backs, and Nira pressed into my side. I wrapped an arm

around her, and we laid on the ledge looking up at the vast starfield above us for a long
time. 

Eventually I turned my head to look at her, and she gazed back with her golden
crocodile eyes. 

 “We’re going to survive this place, and enjoy ourselves in the meantime.” I squeezed
her tightly to me.

“That’s definitely a good plan,” she sighed, smiling sleepily.
A particularly loud squawk from somewhere in the forest roused us before we could

drift to sleep on the ledge. Grumbling, we managed to drag ourselves back into the cave. 
We secured the entrance and before we knew it, we were both asleep. 
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CHAPTER TWELVE

I’m not sure if I should be embarrassed about how many times we did it that night, or
if I should paint the number on my shirt and run around high-fiving all the dinosaurs, but
it was definitely a personal record. Whether it was because I was coming off an extended
dry spell, the extended flirting and teasing of the prior day, something our abductors did
to our brains, or the high oxygen atmosphere needed to support all the giant lifeforms
around us somehow wildly extending my sexual endurance, it was impossible to say. 

A combination of sexual exhaustion and the exertions of the day allowed us to sleep
soundly through the remainder of the night, despite the rugged accommodations afforded
us by the stone surfaces of the cave. 

I awoke to her fingers running through my chest hair. When she saw I was awake and
looking down at her, she moved her hand to my groin and found me sporting a morning
erection like I was fourteen again. She stroked and toyed with me for a few moments
before wordlessly mounting me. She had morning… whatever the female equivalent of
morning wood is. Morning dew? 

She had plenty of it, because I slid into her tight warmth readily, and Nira held
herself still as she started doing that thing again with her inner wiggling. The cramped
conditions in the cave put her face right above mine, and curiously, she didn’t have
morning breath. I kissed her, again finding her mouth tasting pleasantly of pretzels and
hoped mine fared at least as well. She returned the kiss with passion as she began
moving her hips, and my questions about oral hygiene were quickly forgotten. 

She finished first somehow. Last night’s endurance didn’t seem to be a fluke, despite
her incredible tightness. I rolled over on top of her and kissed her all over her face, neck
and chest while she worked her hips against me, coaxing me expertly to my finish. 

“I don’t want to go back out there,” she sighed as she lay under me. She insisted she
didn’t mind my weight, but I kept myself partially propped up on my arms. Her head was
nestled in my neck, and she rubbed her lips against my beard as she spoke.

“I would prefer to stay in here and make love all day and night,” I said, stroking her
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“I would prefer to stay in here and make love all day and night,” I said, stroking her

back. “But I am getting quite thirsty. I could hold off on eating for a while, but I
wouldn’t mind some breakfast all the same.”

Neither of us moved for a while, not quite motivated to reenter the meat grinder. 
“Are seera omnivorous? Do you eat fruits and vegetables as well as meat?” I looked

down at her. 
She returned the look with a patient stare. “I know what ‘omnivorous’ means. And

yes, we eat plants as well as animals.”
“Sorry. That was redundant,” I chuckled.
“I don’t know the word ‘froo-it’ though. Vegetables we have. Plants that grow in the

ocean and fresh water, even ones that grow underground.”
“Like carrots and potatoes, or stuff like mushrooms?”
“We have all those, or… I guess things that are close enough to the words you are

saying that the translation magic decided they were a match.” She shrugged. 
“Well, fruit is a kind of plant… it’s distinct from vegetables because…” I thought for

a minute. “Uh, actually I don’t know. I guess it’s something to do with how they… store
their seeds in the edible part of the plant?” That didn’t sound right, now that I thought
about it. What was the difference between a zucchini and a melon? They both had seeds
on the inside, and a rind of sorts. Was a melon even a fruit? It was probably a tuber or a
nut or some shit. Stupid public school education and/or botanists. “I guess it doesn’t
matter, but it’s good to know we should be able to find food in places other than
disagreeable animals.”

Nira nodded and stretched, popping several joints throughout her body. “Hnnnnnrg! I
want to just lie here but I’m thirsty too, and I have to pee now. I’m going to go hang it
over the edge.” She gestured to the mouth of the cave with her thumb. 

“Very ladylike.” I chuckled. “Be careful though—”
“I know, I won’t fall.”
“That too, but I meant, take your spear and assume there’s some dick with a crossbow

waiting for us out there.”
“Oh.” She looked puzzled. “How would a penis hold a crossbow?”
“Come on. Contextually you have to be able to guess what I mean. A jerk. A bad

person.” I arched an eyebrow at her.
She giggled and kissed me. “I’ll be careful, lover.” She shimmied out from under me,

causing her fantastic breasts to wiggle back and forth in my face. I was tempted to start
kissing them, but now that she’d mentioned it, I had to pee as well.

She grabbed her spear and crawled to the entrance of the cave, then  peered left and
right from behind the rocks we had used to cover the opening. After a moment, she
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right from behind the rocks we had used to cover the opening. After a moment, she
pushed one out of the way and waited. Nothing lunged at her and I didn’t hear anything
from outside the entrance besides the usual forest cacophony, so after a moment, she
shoved two more rocks aside and climbed out. 

I watched her amazing and unclad ass and legs as she wriggled out and started to
regret not kissing her breasts.

She informed me it was all clear, so I gave her a moment to do her business before
joining her. Only a few seconds later she called back into the cave.

“Sam?”
“Yeah?”
“Is your boot in the cave?”
I turned over and checked. It was right next to me, along with my maul, the stowie

knife and both our bandoleers. “Yeah, why?”
“Because it’s out here too. Or… I guess the other one is.”
I grabbed the knife and scrambled out of the cave. I swore it was a tighter fit than it

had been last night. I had to reach down and cup my genitals as I squeezed through the
opening to make sure they didn’t drag against anything acute.

I stood up and realized I was sore all over. My back and shoulder and neck were sore
from sleeping on the stone floor of the cave. My legs were sore from all the running, my
feet and hands especially were sore from all the climbing. Even my abs were sore from
all the thrusting last night. 

So much thrusting. 
I spent a moment twisting, stretching and flexing my hands while trying not to make

a face like an old man getting out of a recliner.
“Yeah, me too,” Nira said. She was standing, gloriously nude, a few feet from the

entrance, pointing with her spear a bit further along the path we had explored last night.
The ledge was about six feet wide in front of the cave, but just a bit further it widened to
about twelve feet, then slowly curved back toward the edge of the mesa. Before the path
continued around the side of the cliff, about thirty feet away, the wall scooped around,
creating a small alcove with several small trees and ferns that had found a small pile of
leaves and dirt to grow in. 

Sitting on the stone path halfway between us and the trees was my other boot, along
with seven very large teeth. Comparing them to my boot, I estimated four of them to be
about eight inches long, and the remainder were around five.

I quickly scanned the other way back around the path, then looked down the edge of
the cliff, then in the trees, but this didn’t feel like a trap. It had been the same with the
sapling I had turned into the maul. 
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This was an offering. 
“Our invisible friend?” Nira asked as she came to the same conclusion.
“I think so. Holy crap, my other boot! I am so glad to see it again! I wasn’t looking

forward to walking around the forest barefoot again.” I glanced at Nira’s feet. “Sorry.”
She shrugged. “I wouldn’t mind some sandals, but I can deal with it.”
I edged closer to the boot and teeth, but I knew it wasn’t a trap. There was no way to

hide a snare or anything of the sort against the bare stone. The paranoid in me forced my
eyes to the small copse of trees in front of me anyway, as that was the only possible place
to hide up on the ledge. 

I saw her move. 
It was like a ripple of water that made the stone behind her seem to slide slightly. It

disappeared when she stopped moving and her camouflage caught up, but I knew she
was watching.

I had a bad poker face, and my eyes widened as they fixed on her position. I thought I
heard her take in a soft but quick breath, but it was difficult to hear as the morning breeze
rustled the leaves on the giant trees in the forest next to us. 

“Hello,” I said gently. It occurred to me that I was a naked, muscular, bearded man
holding a stone knife, but I couldn’t change most of those things at the moment. 

I slowly crouched to set the knife down. “Thank you for—”
She was still twenty five feet away from me, but I saw one eye peeking out from

behind a tree widen as I crouched. 
I realized that to someone wary of naked, muscular, bearded men, it might have

looked like I was preparing to pounce. 
She scrambled from cover, and I saw her outline refract the sharper edges of contrast

between the cliff and the forest behind the mesa. She started scampering down the path
before crawling straight down the cliff like Spider-Man.

“Wait! I want to… Damn! Yix… Ixil…” I cursed to myself as I quickly pulled up my
Eye-Q screen and navigated to my ‘women’ tab.

“Yicks-lin!” I called, taking a stab at the pronunciation. 
I almost couldn’t see her anymore. She had crawled halfway down the cliff in the

time it took me to blink a few times, but I zeroed her when she stopped. The complex
background of the forest made her all but impossible to see, but part of the mesa wall
looked like it jutted out along the contours of her arms and legs. 

She didn’t move for a moment, then I saw just her eyes as she turned her head to face
me.
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“How… how did you… know my name?” Her timorous voice held all the gravitas of
Fluttershy.

“A fair question.” Nira eyed me suspiciously. 
“Uh, I’m not sure actually. My Eye-Q screen has a tab of assets, which includes

women I’ve… met? I guess?” I turned to glance at Nira, who tilted her head in her usual
manner and blinked her eyes to pull up her own screen.

“Oh.” Yxlyn’s voice came from below, so softly I almost missed it.
It took a moment to reacquire Yxlyn when I turned back from Nira, but eventually

spotted the slightly mismatched reflection crawling up her limbs. She was in the shadow
of the cliff, but I didn’t know if she would even cast a shadow herself.

She didn’t add anything else for a moment, so I decided to move the conversation on
my own. 

“Thank you very much for finding my other boot. I really, really appreciate it.
Searching the stream must have been dangerous.” I leaned out over the edge a bit to try
and keep a better eye on her position.

“Oh. Uh… you’re very welcome, Mister Sam.” She sounded relieved and bashful at
the same time, like she was the lonely nerd girl in the back of the class and the
homecoming king had just told her he liked the doodles in her notebook. “It wasn’t that
dangerous. I can disappear almost completely in water.”

That made sense, as water has a higher refractive index than air. I didn’t know exactly
how her camouflage worked, but I suspected those high contrast edges I used to spot her
would be almost impossible to detect if she was submerged.

“You can just call me Sam. Is it okay if I call you Yicks-lin? Is there a title or
honorific I should use? I don’t know how your language works.”

She was silent for a moment, long enough that I turned to look at Nira, who looked
back at me and shrugged.

“Go get our clothes, would you?” I whispered to her. 
She nodded and scooted back into the cave.
“Y-yiks-lin is fine.” The nearly invisible woman on the cliff said quietly. 
“Oh, I pronounced it right? Honestly I was really guessing.” I smiled, still painfully

aware I was nude.
“Um… My name is… uh… it’s pronounced ‘EEKS-lin,’ but… but you can call me

Yickslin if you want!” She added frantically on the end.
“Eeks-lin?” I said slowly to make sure I had it right.
“Y… yes?” It sounded like she was asking me permission to pronounce her name
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“Y… yes?” It sounded like she was asking me permission to pronounce her name

correctly.
“Yxlyn it is. Do you want to come back up here and talk a bit more? I meant it

yesterday when I said we need to help each other and work together to survive this
place.” I offered as Nira crawled back out of the cave. She had her two piece bathing suit
on and had dragged the rest of our stuff out with her.

“Um…” Yxlyn considered for a moment. “I don’t want to impose—”
“It’s fine, Yxlyn. We’d both like to get to know you better.” I gestured to Nira, who

walked up beside me.
“Hello Yxlyn,” Nira said. “Thank you for helping us with the raptors yesterday. You

probably saved our lives.” She handed me my clothes, which were still rolled up into a
makeshift pillow. 

“Oh. I’m so glad to hear that! You’re very welcome. I… I didn’t know what to do
when I realized they were going to find you. I was worried throwing rocks would make
them angry at you, but some of them chased me… It was scary but I was able to lose
them pretty easily.”

“I bet. You’re really fast and obviously hard to spot when you want to be. So… do
you want to come up to the ledge and talk some more?” It was awkward having a
conversation with the side of a cliff.

“Um… I guess my arms are getting a little tired.” Yxlyn slowly turned around on the
cliff and started climbing back up. How she gripped the nearly featureless rock face was
almost as much a mystery as her active camouflage. 

I quickly pulled on my boxers and undershirt while she scaled the cliff. It didn’t seem
that going up was any harder for her than going down was. She was still very wary and
kept shooting us glances while we waited for her to settle herself on the ledge. She
reached the edge, looked at us again, then quickly scrambled over the lip and darted back
behind the same tree she’d been hiding behind when we emerged from the cave earlier.
One uncloaked eye peered at us from behind the tree.

I glanced at Nira, who shrugged. That was becoming her go-to move. I couldn’t
blame her though. We were all just guessing our way through this world.

“She seems shy,” she said wryly. 
“Yes,” Yxlyn said timidly from behind the tree. “My people are… not bold.”
“You don’t say?” Nira laughed quietly.
I turned to her quickly. “Her culture is obviously very different than ours.” I placed

my hand on her shoulder. “It’s going to take us a while to get used to each other.”
Nira pursed her lips, then sighed. “Yeah. Sorry Yxlyn. If you’ve been following us

then you know I can be a little… well, bold, I guess.”
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“Yes, I… I think it’s very admirable. I could never be like that.” Yxlyn picked at the
bark of the tree while she spoke. “Thank you very much for the fish you left yesterday. I
was so hungry.” 

“Oh, good! I’m glad it helped you,” I said. “I don’t suppose you’d like to come a
little closer to talk?”

“Um… n-no thank you,” she said, more softly than usual. 
“Alright.” I suspected as much. “I’m going to come gather up my boot and the teeth.

Is that okay?”
“Ah… yes?” I saw her eye the edge of the cliff again as she spoke.
“You know I won’t hurt you, right? Even if you came all the way over to us?” I took

a few steps forward and stooped to gather up the boot and the teeth.
“I know that.” Her voice was still trembling. “You both seem very nice actually. It’s

just… we… I mean, my people, we’re always cloaked.” She paused to take a steadying
breath. “You can probably imagine a society full of invisible people could present
certain… challenges. We… well, we all wear clothes that cover us from head to toe. With
masks? They’re supposed to reflect our personalities, but a lot of people make them
very… ah, ostentatious? I guess?”

“Ah, I think I see where you’re going with this.” I nodded to her.
“When I was put here… the monsters… I mean the dinosaurs… I couldn’t hide from

them… while I was… ah…” She was breathing quickly now. 
“What? Did her mask make her sexually attractive to the dinosaurs or something?”

Nira asked, obviously getting exasperated with Yxlyn’s timid narration.
To my surprise, Yxlyn started laughing. “Not quite… heh heh heh.”
I turned to Nira. “No, she had to ditch her clothes to hide from the dinosaurs.”
Nira double blinked at me, then waved her hands in disgust as she quickly dismissed

her Eye-Q screen. “So? So what?”
“A society that covers themselves head to toe, including their faces? You don’t think

they might have some issues with public nudity?” I gestured toward Yxlyn with one
hand. 

Nira threw her hands up. “What does it matter?! She’s invisible!”
“It obviously bothers her!”
Just then, a half dozen large birds flew past us along the edge of the forest. I thought

they were probably pelagornises, as they looked like giant seagulls with teeth in their
beaks, and I estimated their wingspans were between fifteen and twenty feet. 

They definitely saw us, but thankfully didn’t seem to have any interest in stopping for
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They definitely saw us, but thankfully didn’t seem to have any interest in stopping for

a fight, and continued around the curve of the mesa.
We all froze for a few moments after they passed, until Nira finally spoke.
“Yxlyn? If we hid behind you, would we be invisible too?” She asked, gripping her

spear and scanning the forest.
Yxlyn started laughing softly again. “How would that possibly work, Miss Nira?”
Nira started laughing as well. “Just Nira is fine Yxlyn.”
“Okay. Thank you both for allowing me to address you by your given names. It

makes me feel like we will be good friends, I hope.” 
“Yxlyn? Do you want me and Sam to take our clothes off again so we’re all nude?”

Nira grinned.
I shot Nira a glance, but Yxlyn laughed and shook her head. At least I thought that’s

what she did. It looked like she was becoming slightly more visible. I could see some
ghostly details of her face, or at least the rock behind her warped in ways that made me
think I saw the shape of a nose and lips and shoulders. 

Yxlyn surprised me by standing up from behind her tree, then slowly edging around
it toward us. She almost looked like she was made of water. There was just some
warping around select contours, and it made her really hard to see when she wasn’t
moving. 

She had one arm wrapped around her chest and the other hand was in between her
legs, even though I wouldn’t have been able to make out the finer details of her body
anyway. She was still twenty feet from me, but I estimated she was five foot three or
four. She looked especially skinny because the edges of her body broke up into her
surroundings. The effect reminded me a bit of bad greenscreening. Beyond that, I
couldn’t see her well enough to describe what she looked like. 

She glanced shyly at the both of us, trembling like a wet cat. The alien eye in my
head had excellent vision, 20/10 at least, and Yxlyn’s large eyes were easy enough to get
a good look at. They were a bright blue, much lighter than mine, nearly to the point of
being white. As she glanced between us, I realized the corneas were at least partially
reflective, much like her skin. At certain angles I could see her eyes, at others, they
vanished, reflecting the rock behind me. Otherwise, they looked quite human. 

I felt obligated to say something before she lost her nerve. “Yxlyn, would you like to
wear my undershirt? It, uh, probably doesn’t smell too bad yet.” I resisted the urge to
take a quick smellfie to test the statement. Nira’s teeth actually had left some toothmarks
in it, but was still more modest than her current ensemble. 

“Um.” Yxlyn was still covering her nearly invisible body with her hands. “That’s
very generous, Sam, thank you. But then I won’t be able to hide.”

“You can always take it off if you need to.” I shrugged.



Tamer: Enhancer

130

She stood still for a long moment then nodded. Maybe. Hard to tell. “Yes, thank you,
Sam. Thank you.”

I pulled the undershirt off my shoulders, causing Nira to stare appreciatively. “Do
you want me to set it here and you can come get it?” I held the shirt out in front of me.

“Thank you for being sensitive to my… um… timid nature. But I think…” She took
a step toward me. “…if we’re going to be friends…” Another step. “…I should get used
to being near you.” She paused her staggered march. “If… if that’s okay with you.”

Before I could reassure her, Nira piped up. 
“Of course it’s okay, Yxlyn! Being near Sam is great!” She punctuated her sentence

by smacking me loudly on the ass. 
I grimaced, but kept eyes on Yxlyn, fearful Nira’s antics would make her bolt again,

but her only reaction was to open her already large eyes to a truly comical width. 
“I don’t blame you if you want to run,” I whispered loudly to her.
“Hah!” Nira barked. 
Yxlyn began giggling. The moment of levity seemed to relax her, and she haltingly

stepped the rest of the way over to me. She stood just out of reach for a moment, looking
me over timidly. I thought she might have been trembling, but even at this close range it
was difficult to see the details of her body. I thought she might have been covered in
glass-like scales, but I couldn’t decide if it looked more like I was seeing through each
one, or if they were reflecting the environment around her. Maybe it was a combination,
and whatever the case, it was very effective. 

I tried to remain pleasant looking, and considered squatting down, but I didn’t want
to make any sudden movements. Her eyes shifted from me to the offered garment, then to
her arms, which were still wrapped around herself. 

“I don’t think I thought this all the way through,” she giggled nervously.
Nira rested her chin on my shoulder and reached out to take the undershirt from me.

“Yxlyn? One woman to another, may I help you?”
Yxlyn’s eyes traveled the circuit between Nira, the shirt, and me several times before

she swallowed audibly, then nodded. 
Nira bumped me with her elbow. “Turn around perv.” 
I rolled my eyes at her and turned around, walked back to the entrance of the cave

and sat down to fish my socks out the boot I had used as a side saddle. 
“Okay. Ready!” Nira called out as I pulled the second one on.
I tugged the socks on, and stood to be greeted with what would have been an odd

sight twenty-four hours ago. The unusual was increasingly common on this world. My
undershirt was hovering in mid air, like it was placed on a tiny, invisible mannequin. It
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undershirt was hovering in mid air, like it was placed on a tiny, invisible mannequin. It
took me a second to reacquire Yxlyn’s outline and her eyes. Even now that I knew what
to look for, if she was holding still, she was almost impossible to see.

My shirt hung off her like, well, like every shirt of mine worn by any of my
girlfriends. The shoulder seams fell almost down to her elbows, and the bottom hem
came to just above her knees. The billowing garment didn’t tell me much about her
proportions, but I could make some guesses from the width of her shoulders. She wasn’t
quite as anemically skinny as she first appeared, thanks to her sporadically visible sides,
but that wasn’t to say she wasn’t just one step above a stick figure. I couldn’t help but
notice the shadow cast by her small, pert breasts. I tried to focus on something else like a
gentleman, but unfortunately there was literally nothing else to look at. 

“Well, that looks, uh, roomy.” I smiled as I walked back over to the pair of them. I
stopped a few steps behind Nira as I didn’t want to crowd Yxlyn. I knew I could be a bit
intimidating looking without trying.

Yxlyn giggled and gave a twirl. “Thank you again for letting me borrow this. I wish I
hadn’t lost my clothes and my mask, but the monsters… the dinosaurs started chasing me
as soon as I arrived. I had to throw them away so I could hide, and I ran so far I don’t
know where they are anymore.”

“Ah, well, that answers my next question. Actually, how long have you been here, if I
may ask?” I sat down on the shelf and gestured the two women to join me. 

Nira sat, and after a moment of nervous consideration, Yxlyn joined us. The sun had
risen on the other side of the mesa, but we all had plenty of shade. Based on the shadows
the cliff and trees in the forest were casting, I guessed it was roughly 10 am. 

“The nightmare creatures took me nine days ago. Um, ten now, including today,”
Yxlyn said softly. “I spent most of that first day running and hiding and being…
terrified. So… scared out of my wits. I’ve always been timid, but I’ve never been scared
like that.” She sniffed a bit then continued. “I spent most of the second day hiding in a
tree, but eventually hunger and thirst drove me to explore. I found a pear tree, but I ate
all the fruit on it in two days. I couldn’t find any food the day after that, and I was too
scared to try and hunt. I found some yucky tasting long green vegetables on vines the
day after that. That was, um, the fifth day. There were only three of the vegetables. I
haven’t eaten since then, until you left the fish for me. Thank you again. So much. Thank
you.”

“Of course. I’m glad we could help,” I said. “I bet you’re still hungry, though, right?”
“I… I-I don’t mean to sound ungrateful, but…”
I held my hand up. “Yxlyn, I wasn’t trying to imply anything. I simply meant that if

you were running a five day deficit, you could probably still use a bit more to eat.”
“Yes. Sorry.” Yxlyn murmured, and I saw my undershirt make a quick bow. “My

society is… we’re used to being very circumspect and indirect in our interactions. It’s
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society is… we’re used to being very circumspect and indirect in our interactions. It’s

supposed to keep anyone’s feelings from being hurt, but instead it’s made us very
sensitive to veiled criticism. Which… Oh no! I didn’t mean to imply—”

I laughed and shook my head. “Yxlyn, it’s fine, I didn’t think you were being catty.”
I was about to explain what ‘catty’ meant, thinking the word might not have

translated, but I thought I saw Yxlyn’s eyes bob as she nodded. 
“T-to answer your earlier question, I had been planning to follow you again today and

helping if I could, and hoping you would leave me some more food.” 
“You arrived by yourself?” Nira asked. 
She nodded - maybe. Again I wasn’t quite certain. 
“Yxlyn, you’re very difficult for us to see without your mask. Did you just nod?” I

asked. 
“Yes. Sorry. I’m sorry. I’ll try and remember.” The invisible girl nodded rapidly.

“Yes, Nira. I arrived by myself.”
“Wow, I can’t imagine how terrifying that must have been.” Nira reached over to

place her hand on Yxlyn’s thigh, but the small invisible woman gasped and froze. Nira
stopped her hand just over Yxlyn’s leg, hovering it in place. “Sorry. I just meant to offer
you some comfort, but I should have asked if you’re okay with me touching you.”

“It’s… I-It’s… nothing against you, Miss Nira. Nira. You’re right, my people don’t
—”

“Say no more.” Nira withdrew her hand. “Our cultures are obviously very different.”
“Thank you. Thank you both. I-I just need some time.” 
“Sure, Yxlyn. Just let us know if we’re doing something that makes you

uncomfortable. I think Nira and I come from very similar worlds, sociologically,
anyway.”

“I will. Thank you. I’ll try not to be the obly’pu’urp, but you two do talk very frankly
about things that, in my culture, are highly taboo. Even if I think they’re very funny,”
Yxlyn whispered the last part, which considering how quiet her voice normally was, I
was surprised I picked it up at all.

“Uh—” I started.
“Ahh! If we meet anyone else from my world, please don’t tell them I said that!”

Yxlyn quickly added, and scrunched her head down as if to bow.
“I’ll let them know you’re a model citizen. But I don’t think I quite caught that ‘oblee

burp’ word. I’m guessing from context it means ‘party pooper?’” I asked.
Whatever it was I said, Yxlyn and Nira both found it incredibly funny and started

laughing louder than I was comfortable with. 
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“Hey! Shhh! Quiet down, there are still carnivorous super predators about!” I knew
we were probably fairly safe this high up, but there was no need to advertise our
presence if it could be avoided.

They both clapped their hands over their mouths and kept giggling, so I reviewed my
last sentence in my head. 

“Okay, I get it. The translator must have made it sound like I meant someone who
literally defecates at a party.” 

Both girls’ laughter redoubled, confirming my guess. “I meant someone who is a
stick in the mud… no, wait, how do I explain this without resorting to idiom?” I thought
about it for a moment. “Wow, English has a lot of idiomatic expressions now that I think
about it,” I sighed. “Someone who cares more about the rules than if anyone is having
fun?”

Yxlyn nodded at me while her laughter wound down. “Yes, Sam, that’s what
‘obly’pu’urp’ means, but in an authoritative capacity.”

“What, like, literal fun police?”
“Hmm. I suppose they could be described that way.” Yxlyn giggled a bit.
Nira wiped her eyes and slapped me on the arm. “Sam and I arrived at the same time,

maybe only five hundred yards apart. I would have definitely died if not for him.”
“We both would have.” I nodded at Nira.
If this whole ‘being abducted by aliens and made to survive on a world full of

dinosaurs’ thing didn’t work out, I could easily get a gig doing stand-up on either of their
worlds. 

Yxlyn’s face was starting to fade into view. It was still incredibly difficult to make
out, her skin was maybe only five percent opaque, but she looked young-ish, perhaps
nineteen or twenty in human years. She actually looked younger than that, but I was
trying to take her large eyes into account. She seemed very pretty in a ‘girl next door’
sort of way, and I could see the mirrored scales all over her face and neck like freckle
sized sequins. Her hair was still too indistinct to form any opinions. 

“Have you seen anyone else here? Any other people like us trying to survive?” I
asked, trying to get a better handle on the world around us and perhaps some idea of why
we were here.

“N… no. Well… sort of. I see the beams of light that brought us sometimes. I think
it’s every three or four nights, but I… well, I could be missing them when I sleep. I saw
some on the third night, but they were very far away—”

“How many? Sorry to interrupt.” I asked.
“Oh, i-it’s fine. There were, uh, two, several miles from me, and, uh… four others,

maybe five, further away, but way off in the distance there were probably two dozen or
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maybe five, further away, but way off in the distance there were probably two dozen or
more.”

“Wow, we must have been the last to arrive yesterday. The only other beam I saw in
the sky was yours,” I said to Nira. 

“I didn’t even see yours. I was too disoriented.” The dolphin woman frowned. 
I nodded to Yxlyn and asked her to continue.
“On the sixth day I saw a beam maybe… half a mile from me? Uh, there were other

beams in the sky as well, but I don’t know how many in total. I was focused on the one
near me. Sorry, Sam.”

“That’s fine. Whatever you can tell us might help.”
“I tried running to the beam, I thought it might be a way out of this terrible place, but

I think… I think maybe the dinosaurs have learned that the light brings…” Her voice
quavered and she shuddered, or at least I saw my undershirt shiver. “…food.”

She sniffled before continuing. “I couldn’t run full speed because some dinosaurs
were running to the light and I didn’t want them to hear me. By the time I got there…”
Yxlyn paused and sniffled again, then wiped her transparent face with her transparent
hand. “You two are the first people I’ve spoken to since I arrived. I was so surprised
when I heard you speaking my language, but as you say, there’s there’s some sort of
translation magic?” She looked to Nira.

“Well, not actual magic,” Nira said. “But whatever technology the… uh, nightmare
aliens put in our heads.” She pointed to her eye.

“Speaking of which, Yxlyn, may I ask what your stats and skill is in the Eye-Q
screen?” I gestured to her. “Actually, do you know ours? How long have you been
following us?”

“Uh… since… the, uh… since the large dinosaur attacked you.” What little I could
see of her face faded from view, leaving me only able to see her eyes and fragments of
her outline where she intersected with the area behind her. Maybe that was how her race
blushed. 

“You lead it to us?” Nira asked quietly. 
Yxlyn was silent for a moment, and she was fidgeting, maybe wringing her hands.

“I’m so sorry!” she whispered, her voice sounding ashen. “I don’t know how it was
chasing me. Maybe it could sense my heat, or my scent, or it was just chasing the leaves
I kicked up as I ran, but I didn’t mean to… I didn’t… I’m so sorry!” She jumped onto
her knees and kowtowed to us.

“Whoa, Yxlyn, it’s fine. We’re still both here.” I reached out to touch her shoulder,
but stopped myself just before I did. 

“It’s not fine. It was the most scared I’ve ever been in my life.” Nira grumped.
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“But Yxlyn obviously didn’t do it on purpose, right? Please, sit up. De nada. There’s
nothing to forgive.” 

Yxlyn looked up at me, then Nira, who was sitting with her arms crossed. “Please say
you forgive me, Miss Nira.”

“It was probably coming to investigate our light beams, just like the ceratosauruses,”
I said to both of them, but looked at Nira. “Yxlyn crossed its path and it started chasing
her. It probably would have found us anyway.” 

Nira sniffed and looked to the side, not making eye contact with either of us for a
moment, but her huff was short lived. “Okay. Fine. I forgive you, Yxlyn. I know you
didn’t do it on purpose.”

“Oh thank you Miss Nira!” Yxlyn kowtowed twice to the dolphin woman. 
“On the condition you just call me Nira. We’re good friends now, right?”
“Yes! Yes, yes! Thank you—” Yxlyn stopped short when she saw Nira holding her

hand out. 
“I’d very much like to hug you right now, Yxlyn, but I know that would make you

uncomfortable. Will you at least touch my hand?” Nira asked gently. “My people are
quite physical.” 

Yxlyn stared at the offered hand like it was a live wire. Considering Nira’s Spark, it
potentially could have been, but I very much doubted she planned on electrocuting our
timid new friend.

“You’re so bold, Nira. I really admire that.” Yxlyn reached her hand out, which was
shaking like a porn starlet’s leg mid-orgasm, and held it a few inches from Nira’s. After
several seconds, she slowly reached forward until their fingers touched. Yxlyn gasped
like someone had pressed an ice cube to the middle of her back. Slowly she slid her
fingers past Nira’s until they were touching each others’ palms. 

Nira reached up with her other hand and placed it on top of Yxlyn’s. “There. That’s
nice, isn’t it?”

Yxlyn’s eyes were as wide as I’d ever seen them. “Oh my. Oh my oh my
ohmyohmy.”

Nira chuckled, then gently withdrew her hands. “Okay, don’t want to overload you
there.”

Yxlyn stared at her own hand like she had just used it to raise the dead.
I told Yxlyn Nira’s and my own Eye-Q stats and prompted her to share hers. 
She blinked twice. “My strength is two…” She paused, then whispered, “Sorry.” 
“What are you apologizing for?” Nira asked. 
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Yxlyn winced. “I… I don’t want to be a burden…” 
“It’s fine, Yxlyn. It is what it is. We’re a group now, we can cover each others’

deficiencies. Nira can breathe underwater and is great with a spear, but I seem to have
better hearing and vision.” I glanced at Nira. “But I bet Nira can see much better
underwater.”

She shrugged and grinned. “Probably.”
“Please, continue, Yxs,” I gestured to her.
“Okay. Thank you, Sam. My stamina is four, my movement is nine, and my special

skill says Camouflage level three.”
“Wow, I knew you were fast, but that’s incredible!” I said.
“Hey, why does she have three more points than us?” Nira set her fists on her hips.
“That’s a good thing, Nira. She’s our friend.” I gestured to Yxlyn. “If we meet

someone with fifty more points than us, and they’re on our side, that’s good!” 
“Hmm. I suppose.” Nira gave Yxlyn a look that told me my argument hadn’t quite

convinced her.
“My uh… my movement and Camouflage have gone up a point each after I arrived. I

guess because I haven’t stopped running and hiding the whole time.”
“So we can improve our stats. That’s good! I wonder what I’ll be able to do with

Enhance Level 2— Oh!” I popped to my feet, causing Yxlyn to jump back two whole
yards like a cat startled by literally anything. “Sorry! I didn’t mean to scare you, I just
realized I should be enhancing things! I need to use it as soon as it comes off refresh so I
can enhance as much stuff as possible for us.”

I had set down the teeth Yxlyn had collected with the rest of our gear near the cave
entrance, so I walked over and gathered them up. “These are from the suchomimus?”

“Yes, Sam. I gathered them last night. There are still a lot of scavengers around the
corpse, but there’s not a lot of meat on a lower jaw. I guess something already ate the
tongue, so nothing bothered me while I got them.”

“Well, thank you. These will make great weapons and tools.” I turned one of the
longer teeth over in my hand. “I guess I should make one of them a handheld spike,
but… hmm. Maybe I could make a pickaxe or… maybe a curved blade? What do you
guys think?”

“Guys?” Nira looked between me and Yxlyn. “You have ample evidence to the
contrary.” She was sitting with her legs crossed, but leaned back on her arms and
languidly crossed her legs the other way over, Basic Instinct style.

“Sorry, ‘guy’ is a casual word meaning ‘male,’ but also ‘people in general,’ especially
when referring to a mixed group.” I explained. “English, my language, English has a



Tamer: Enhancer

137

when referring to a mixed group.” I explained. “English, my language, English has a

male gender bias, I guess. Probably more than a bit, depending on who you ask. As a
man, I tend to notice it less than I should, unless it’s pointed out to me.”

Nira stared at me for a moment. “Some stabby spikes and pickaxes would be great,
Sam.”

I chuckled. “I guess language lessons are a bit extracurricular given our
circumstances.” I returned to our little powwow circle and sat down. Four big teeth and
three small ones. The large ones were about eight inches long, and would make great
slightly curved spikes. They even had a built in handle where the tooth rested inside the
mandible. I studied the shape closer. They weren’t quite conical, they were rounded on
the front and sharper in the back, like a teardrop extruded into a cone. I was sure I could
make the inside edge into a decent blade like a karambit or a hawkbill. 

I decided to start with a simple spike for now. A curved blade would be good for
skinning stuff, but a spike might be better for killing stuff. I pulled up my Eye-Q screen,
thought for a moment about how I wanted the final product to look, and activated the
power. 

Fortunately, the tooth was almost exactly the right shape to start, so like the stone
paring knife I’d made Nira, I could concentrate less on reshaping the tooth, and more on
hardening it and improving the tip and grip. 

Yxlyn and Nira watched in fascination while I worked, and when it was done, the
tooth was a fantastic four inch spike with a very sharp point and a four inch ergonomic
handle that even had a small finger guard on it. Again I had forgotten to put a hole in the
pommel for a lanyard, so we’d have to figure out a way to carry it. 

“Yxlyn, would you like this?” I turned it over a few times in my hand to study my
craftsmanship, then offered it to her. 

“Oh! Uh… thank you Sam, but anything I carry with me is visible. Also, I’m much
better at running and hiding than I am at fighting.” 

“I’ll take it then.” Nira suggested. “Unless you want to keep it, and I can take the big
stone knife you made. I want a backup for my spear in case something gets too close.”

“Sure. It’s just a spike. Would you rather have that or the blade?” I picked up the
knife which was still sitting where I’d set it down. 

“Uh…” Nira sat for a moment, doubtlessly running multiple combat scenarios
through her head. Finally she shrugged. “I don’t know. The knife isn’t terribly sharp, and
I have the other blade you made. I guess the… spike?”

Okay.” I chuckled and handed it to her. “We’ll eventually have a whole cutlery set, so
it won’t matter in a few days.”

“Before you go making more of those,” Nira started, “I think you need a spear. That
club you made will probably have its uses, but—”
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“Yeah, it was a bad weapon against those raptors. I totally agree.”
“Okay, so, what’s the plan for the rest of the day?” Nira asked. 
“Well, like I said, I think I should keep making stuff as often as possible. Any time

my Enhance ability is sitting idle is time we’re not making better tools for ourselves.” I
scratched my beard as I thought. 

“But we should have one in the tube for when we go back down there in case
something big attacks us. My Spark is definitely ready to go by now.” Nira blinked twice
to confirm it. She studied her screen for a moment before her brow furrowed. 

“What is it?” I asked.
“My skill. It… it still says Castriel’s Wrath even though you’re not touching me. And

it’s still on cooldown!”
“What? Are you sure?” I scooted over to her and touched her arm. “What about

now?”
“Ooh, the little dot filled in. I guess it’s ready to go.”
I took my hand off her arm. “What about now?”
“It still says Castriel’s Wrath, but it’s back on cool…” Nira tilted her head. “Wait…

the circle looks different. It was…” She held one finger in the air. “The other dot was
filling in this way.” She swept her finger clockwise. “But this one is full, except for a
sliver at the top. It’s like it’s filling in backwards, but it’s almost full.”

“And it says Castriel’s Wrath, not Spark?” I scrunched my eyebrows.
“Yup.” 
“Hmm.” I thought about that for a moment. “Maybe it’s not on cooldown. Maybe it’s

counting down how long you can use Castriel’s Wrath before your skill changes back to
Spark.”

“Maybe you charged her up?” Yxlyn suggested. “Since you were s… sleeping next to
each other? If you were… t-touching each other all night, I mean.” 

“Oh! Yeah, Nira, do you think it might be emptying, not filling?”
“Maybe. I’m watching it but it hasn’t moved since I’ve been looking. It’s about an

eighth empty now.” Nira’s eyes were slightly crossed as she focused inward on the
screen. 

“Well that’s weird, though it’s great news that I don’t have to touch you for you to…”
A new thought occurred to me. “Huh.”

“What?” Nira focused on me.
“I uh…” I glanced at Yxlyn, then back to Nira. “I kind of… am touching you. Sort

of?”
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Nira looked at the ground. There was at least a foot between us. “How do you
figure?”

“My uh… genetic material?” I whispered the last part, even though Yxlyn was sitting
right in front of us and would obviously still hear.

“What?” She blinked and looked at me.
“My, uh…” I cleared my throat. I actually didn’t know if her civilization knew what

DNA was. “My… heritable traits?” I widened my eyes meaningfully at Nira, mentally
begging her to understand me so I didn’t have to say it out loud in front of Yxlyn.

“What do you— Oooooh.” Nira’s eyes widened. “Semen!” she exclaimed. 
I slapped my hand to my face as Yxlyn turned almost completely invisible.
Nira self-consciously put her hand on her tummy. “You think it works like that?”
“I don’t know, but it’s either that or Yxlyn’s idea is correct.” I shook my head at my

alien lover, exasperated at her tactless obliviousness. 
Yxlyn was fidgeting and pretending not to listen. 
“Anyway,” I said. “I guess keep an eye on that timer and have a guess at how long

that, um… charge is going to last.” 
“You mean, how long until I need a recharge.” Nira smiled coyly. 
“Hah hah, yeah. I guess it shouldn’t be too hard to figure out the, uh…” I looked at

Yxlyn again, who was pretending not to listen really hard now, then back at Nira. “The
charging mechanism.”

I glanced to our invisible friend. “Yxlyn, may I touch your hand so we can find out if
my skill can enhance yours as well?” I extended my hand to her.

“Um… y… yes.” She reached halfway toward me, then suddenly withdrew her hand.
“No charging though, right?”

I laughed and so did Nira. “No! No charging unless all parties involved are okay with
it.” I glanced at Nira, conscious that I was basically hitting on Yxlyn right in front of her,
but she either didn’t notice or didn’t care. She was too busy laughing and looking at
Yxlyn like she was an adorable kid sister.

Yxlyn put her face in her hands and laughed for a moment. “I can’t believe I said
such a bawdy thing!”

Nira smiled broadly at her. “I guess we’re a bad influence on you, Yxlyn.”
“Like I said, Nira, I admire your boldness very much.” Yxlyn gingerly moved her

fingers toward mine. Again she hovered them just shy of touching mine. She paused,
drew a deep breath, then pressed her fingertips to mine. She jumped when they touched,
then gazed in wonder where our fingers met. She glanced at me, then ducked her head
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then gazed in wonder where our fingers met. She glanced at me, then ducked her head

sheepishly. “Sorry, this is all very new for me.”
“I understand. Did your skill change?” I smiled at her.
“What?” She blinked and looked up at me. Her eyes had been on our hands. “Sorry.

I… I’ve never touched a man’s bare skin before.”
“Oh,” I said, smartly. “I hope it’s… nice?” I glanced at Nira and grimaced. 
She just shrugged unhelpfully.
“I was asking if your skill had changed.” I looked back at Yxlyn.
Her eyes focused inward and then widened. “It says Vanish now!”
“How is vanishing any different from camouflage?” Nira asked.
“I don’t know,” I started. “I can still see little bits of, uh, overly refracted light around

her edges sometimes. Maybe Vanish lets her disappear completely?” 
“Hmm, seems like a far less dramatic enhancement than what happens with my skill.”

Nira frowned.
“We’ll have to test it when my skill resets.” I looked to Yxlyn. “How often can you

use Camouflage? What’s the cooldown?”
“I think my skill is different than yours,” Yxlyn said, withdrawing her hand. “My

body is always hidden. Even before I came here. All my people are hidden all the time.
It’s just the way our skin is.”

“Huh. You said your skill went up a point? So it started at two. Did you notice any
difference when it increased?” I asked.

“It’s hard to say since it’s difficult to observe myself, but I think my ability to blend
in when I move has improved, and I think my fuula’ulla’ei have become smaller.” She
held up her hand and took a deep breath. “If I hold very still, you might be able to see.”

I leaned in to look at her skin, and at first all I saw was a watery sort of bulge  in the
scenery behind her, but when I got really close, I saw that her hand looked like it was
covered in what appeared to be a medium res LCD screen. 

Each ‘pixel’ was a scale or freckle about five millimeters across, and it looked like
they transmitted light from the other side of her body.

“The uh, faloola loola ay, you said? Those are the scales that reflect light?” I asked,
hoping I didn’t slaughter the word too badly.

Yxlyn giggled, but didn’t correct my pronunciation. “Yes. They reflect light, or pass
it from the other sides of our bodies, depending on which one helps hide us better. The
smaller they are, the better it is to hide when predators are up close, and better hide our
edges when we intersect with high contrast areas.”

“That’s interesting. So when the skill improved, it physically changed your body?”
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“That’s interesting. So when the skill improved, it physically changed your body?”

Nira asked.
“Um, I suppose, but that happens to us anyway as we practice hiding.” I saw my

undershirt shrug. “I was always very good at it. Very advanced for my age. My parents
urged me to compete in the stealth games, but I was too embarrassed because all the
competitors have to be… ah… well, undressed.” Yxlyn paused and fidgeted again.
“Thank you again for letting me borrow your shirt.”

“Of course Yxlyn. If you need to take it off to scout or hide, I’ll keep it for you, but
you can consider it yours now.” 

She nodded and, I imagined, was about to start thanking me again, but her stomach
let off a loud and extended growl. 

“Oh my. That was very embarrassing.” She hid her mostly invisible face behind her
mostly invisible hands. I noted that I could still see her face through her hands until her
palms pressed into the skin of her face, then the invisibility effect passed all the way
through her.

“Not at all. I’m surprised my stomach isn’t doing the same, but I could definitely use
something to drink, and I still need to pee.” 

“Me as well. I’m trying not to bounce in place here,” Nira said as she leaned forward
slightly.

I stood up and stretched, then wriggled into my supremely wrinkled jumpsuit. “Okay,
why don’t we take care of that, then we can find some water and hopefully food. We’ll
probably need to go back to the ocean to get Nira some salt, unless we find another
source before then. I’m going to, uh, step around the curve of the mesa here for a
moment and I’ll let you ladies sort yourselves out.” 

They nodded and I strolled along the ledge back the way we came carrying the stowie
knife. Viewed from a somewhat safe elevation, the forest was incredibly beautiful.
Thankfully the fauna out and about was disinterested in me, but there were colorful birds
flying between the trees, insects with iridescent wings and carapaces, and even some
flowers blooming in all levels of the lush green foliage of the canopy.  

The scents of this world were amazing as well. In a single breath I caught more
scents that I could ever identify, but I definitely smelled pine and oak, maple, possibly
mesquite, as well as flowers, and crisp, unpolluted air. Thank god I wasn’t allergic to
pollen.

There were also roars and screeches in the forest below me, reminding me this was
anything but paradise. 

I had walked far enough for the pretense of modesty. I didn’t want to get too far from
either of the two alien women. I could still hear Nira talking to Yxlyn, but the timid
invisible girl’s voice didn’t carry nearly this far. 
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I unbuttoned my jumpsuit and let fly over the edge of the cliff while trying not to
waste too much brain power pondering our predicament. Anything I came up with would
be speculative at best, and none of it would help defend us from dinosaurs. 

Dinosaurs! And on a planet that looked like it had been slapped together like puzzle
pieces from different boxes. I shook my head and myself before buttoning my jumpsuit
back up. 

Even as I tucked myself back into my boxers, my mind drifted to my activities last
night with Nira. 

I didn’t know if the aliens that took us did more than put new eyes in us, or if it was
the extra oxygen in the air, or if it was just the memory of Nira’s body from last night,
but my penis seemed to think I was fourteen again and sitting in math class behind Stacy
Kent. She always wore wide collared shirts and I could often see one of her bra straps. I
shuddered at the memory of more than a few inconvenient and spontaneous erections.

Don’t think about Nira’s body, or the way she felt inside, or her moans in my ear…
I sighed. Those were definitely the wrong things to not think about. I started walking

back along the ledge to the alien women, hoping my erection would fade before then. I
tried to distract myself by making a list of things we needed to do today. Water, food, a
spear, tooth knives, a pouch for carrying things, a handle for the axe head, bedding?
Clothes? Armor? Bows and arrows? We really were starting from scratch. 

“Hi Sam.” Nira greeted me as I rounded the corner. Her eyes flicked to my crotch.
My erection had not faded. 

“This is your fault.” I grinned. 
“Of course it is!” She pumped her fist in the air. “Hey, listen, Yxlyn tells me we’re

only about ten minutes from the waterfall and the pond if we keep going around this
way.” She gestured around the mesa past were we had explored. 

“I think the path continues around from here to the waterfall. It might be more than
ten minutes, but it should be faster than picking through the forest.” Yxlyn pointed as
well. Or at least my shirt did. She was still hard to see unless I was standing next to her.

“Okay, let’s start there. We’ll get something to drink, maybe get a fish or two?” I
looked at Nira, who nodded.

“We won’t be able to rely on that place for long,” she said. “The pond isn’t very
large, and we’ll fish it out quickly.”

“Sure, we’ll definitely need to secure other food sources. Haven’t figured out how
we’ll get down from our ledge just yet. Jumping off a forty foot cliff into a ten foot deep
pond would be about my last choice, and I’d prefer to be able to return here easily. I
guess I’ll have to save a few enhances for some more rope vines.”

“I can get the other one you made if you want.” Yxlyn volunteered. “You can go
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“I can get the other one you made if you want.” Yxlyn volunteered. “You can go

ahead to the ledge above the pond and I’ll catch up.”
“I would prefer not to split up, but you are the most capable of surviving this place on

your own, I think.” I nodded to Yxlyn.
“How did you know about the rope?” Nira asked. 
“I saw you both run from the big bird thing and climb the tree. I heard what Sam said

about its kicks, so I didn’t know how to help you. After you got onto the ledge, I climbed
up and found the cave you hid in.” She paused and traced one of her feet around on the
ground. “If… if you don’t mind me saying, you’re both very easy to track. You leave
footprints everywhere, and by your… your s-scent.”

“Ah.” Nira frowned. “I guess you would be the expert there. Part of not being seen
involves more than just not being seen.”

“Yes. Covering evidence of one’s passing can be just as important.” Yxlyn nodded.
“So… when did you get the teeth and Sam’s boot?” Nira asked.
“When I knew where you were intending to sleep, I returned to the body of the big

dinosaur. It only took a few minutes for me to get there from here, and I can easily climb
the cliff. Finding the boot took longer. I came back to place them here on the cliff, but
you were… uh…” Yxlyn swallowed. “You were… w…watching the stars.”

“Watching the stars?” Nira arched an eyebrow. 
“Y… yes.” Yxlyn had faded to almost total invisibility.
“Yxlyn? Did you watch Sam and I have sex?” Nira crossed her arms and an amused

smile spread across her face. 
There was a telling pause, then my undershirt flew up into the air. When it came

down, no one was in it. I heard Yxlyn scramble by me so fast that if she had been visible
she still would have been a blur. 

“I’llgettheropedon’twaitup!” she called, already around the bend of the mesa.
I shot a glance at Nira, who was obviously chuffed. 
That smile had broken loose all over her face. “I’m going to take that as a hard yes.”
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN

“Was that necessary?” I asked. 
Nira was very pleased with herself.  “I don’t mind being watched,” she shrugged.
I gathered up my maul and started weaving the remainder of the unenhanced teeth

into my bandoleer. “Yes, but Yxlyn obviously minded getting caught watching.” I
couldn’t help but chuckle a little.

Nira shrugged. “I’d say she didn’t have to watch us, but really, we’re both very
attractive, so maybe it wasn’t her fault.”

I shook my head and grinned. “Well, okay, but promise me you won’t tease her about
it if she ever shows her face again. Or, uh, doesn’t show her face. You know what I
mean.”

“Sure, sure. Her culture is obviously very introverted. I won’t give her a hard time.”
Nira waved me off like a teenager dismissing their parent’s advice.

I had to admit, the bandoleer looked pretty cool with seven huge dinosaur teeth
woven into it. I fiddled with them until I was satisfied they wouldn’t slip out the first
time I bent over or jumped. The axe-head was a different problem. I no longer had a boot
to use as a saddlebag, so I tied my undershirt like I was a girl trying to show off her
tummy, then nestled the dull side of the wedge in the sling created by the knot. It wasn’t
a great solution and the stone blade would probably slip out if I had to run, but it was all
I could do for now. 

We headed out and we began walking around the side of the mesa. Sure enough, the
ledge continued around to the waterfall, and we reached the spot above the pond after
about ten minutes of carefully navigating the occasionally treacherous path. The ledge
had narrowed down to a foot or two in most places, and the width of my shoulders forced
me to shuffle along it with my back to the cliff, but it beat dodging predators on the
ground. There were a few spots where the path had broken away or was too angled to
safely step on, which made for at least one harrowing jump, but none of them were
impassible until we reached the waterfall. The ledge continued on past the waterfall, but
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impassible until we reached the waterfall. The ledge continued on past the waterfall, but
under it, erosion had cut a three foot gap through the path. 

The coiled vine sat in a pile on the ledge, but there was no sign of Yxlyn. It was
incredible how fast she could move. I could only imagine the confused look on
dinosaurs’ faces as a coil of vine raced past them in the forest.

We could see the pond below us, as well as half a dozen scavengers taking a break
from gorging themselves on what was left of the suchomimus. I caught a whiff of it on
the air, but the mesa was still casting a shadow over the whole area, and the morning sun
hadn’t begun to heat up the corpse. By this afternoon, the whole place would start to
stink.

It occurred to me that large dinosaur bones could probably be very useful for a
number of things, but that project could wait. I needed to figure out how to get down
from the ledge right now. The vine was barely thirty feet long after I had cut off my
safety sling including Nira’s handhold knots. They were fine to keep as they would make
the climb back up a lot easier, but they still ate up another foot or two of its length. The
biggest problem was there was nothing to attach the vine to on the cliff or the ledge. 

“Do you think one of those teeth would hold if we hammered it into the cliff?” Nira
asked as we pondered the problem. 

I pulled one of the large teeth from my bandoleer and tried to snap it with my hands.
The tooth was probably as thick around as my humerus, so it unsurprisingly weathered
the assault with ease. “I don’t know. Your weight maybe. Not sure I would trust all my
weight on it.”

“What about two teeth?” 
“How do we distribute the weight? I can think of a few ways if I had something to

hang between them…” I started engineering solutions in my head, but Nira interrupted
me. 

“Oh dear, you really don’t know anything about knots and ropework do you?” Nira
smiled patiently at me. 

“I guess knot?” I started to smile at the dumb pun, but realized there was no chance
the word play would carry into her language. “Before we do that, though…” I turned and
called out into the canopy. “Yxlyn? Are you here?” 

A few of the scavengers at the pond paused their drinking and looked up, but there
was no response from our new translucent friend.

“We’re not upset.” I waited for a moment but I didn’t hear her voice over the general
din of forest noises. Unless I missed my guess, some of those noises were scavengers
starting to fight over the remainder of the suchomimus corpse.

“I guess she’s still embarrassed,” I sighed and cracked my neck, then turned my
attention to the rope vine. “The vine will come up ten feet short. I can handle the drop,
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attention to the rope vine. “The vine will come up ten feet short. I can handle the drop,

but I’m not sure my vertical is up to the task of getting me back up. We’ll have to prop
something up against the wall. Probably not a big deal, but I’d prefer not to complicate
our escape route if at all possible.” 

Nira studied the cliff wall beyond the waterfall. “There’s vines and foliage growing
down from above us on the other side of this.” She slapped her hand against the wet rock
under the waterfall. “If we got over there, I bet we could climb halfway to the ground
before it thins out too much, then tie the vine there.”

The waterfall had carved vertical vanes in the rock face, so trying to climb across
would be another exercise in pinch strength. Only this time instead of having to climb
fifty feet up, it would be ten feet across wet rock with ten gallons of water per second
smashing us in the head. 

“I guess we should try that.” I said, leaning over the edge a bit to look down at the
pond below us. We were still forty feet from the ground, and that was a hell of a lot
higher than any diving board I’d ever jumped from. “I’m not really sure these
unenhanced teeth would survive me whacking them into this rock with the maul. Do you
think you can make the climb?” I gestured to the other side of the waterfall. 

“This will probably be easier for me than you. My fingers get extra grippy when
they’re wet.” Nira pushed her hand in my face and made a pinching motion. I noticed the
skin on her fingers stuck to her thumb for an instant before snapping apart, almost like
she had microscopic velcro or suckers in place of fingerprints. 

“Too bad the tree last night wasn’t wet,” I grinned. “Of course, that would have made
it almost impossible for me to climb.”

She smiled and shrugged. “It worked out. At least if I fall from here, I should be able
to push away from the cliff far enough to hit the deep part of the pond.”

“By ‘deep part’ you mean ten feet? Can you safely hit the water from this high and
not smash into the bottom?” I scrunched my face with concern. 

“Sure. Just tuck as soon as you hit.” She made a scooping motion with her hand. “I
might thud my back into the sediment, but, so what?” She shrugged. “If it was just me up
here, I’d have already jumped, but… eh. Having the vine to get back up will be helpful. I
should cross with you because you’re just hopeless with knots.”

“Fair enough,” I laughed. 
Nira was in front of me, so she scooted to the very edge of the waterfall. She waved

one hand under the water to get it wet, then slapped her hands together and carefully
began to cross under the water. 

She made it across the waterfall without too much difficulty. She hugged the cliff,
and most of the water hitting her splashed off the back of her head and shoulders, which
didn’t threaten to pull her off the wall. 
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The rope was going to add weight and drag to my climb, so I spent a few moments
turning the end of the vine into a close approximation of a monkey’s fist knot. After three
attempts, I swung the end of the rope across the gap to where Nira could snag it with her
spear. She pulled it across and began coiling it up as I attempted to cross.

If I fell, I fell. It would hurt hitting the water from that height, but I’d live - if I could
kick away from the cliff and not land on the pile of rocks directly under the waterfall.  

Climbing across wasn’t nearly as hard as I’d feared. I hugged the cliff like Nira had,
and my back got soaked, but I was able to straddle the eroded gap with my legs. The
vertical channels in the stone were deep enough that their slickness barely factored in.
The only real challenge was overcoming the extreme soreness in my hands lingering
from yesterday’s harrowing tree climb. 

Once I crossed, Nira and I walked another ten yards from the waterfall until we found
some decently thick clinging vines growing down from higher up on the mesa. They
pooled on the ledge and grew down the face of the cliff for another fifteen feet. From
here I could see part of the tree we had knocked down. I could tell that the buffet was
still open from the various barks and growls as scavengers warned others off their claim.

“This may be less safe than yesterday,” I said as I listened with concern. “Anyone
who doesn’t get their fill will be looking for a meal, and there’s probably going to be
more traffic around the pond.”

Nira nodded and thought for a moment. “What about building a bigger fire? That
should keep almost anything away.”

I nodded. “That could work. It’d be nice if I had a proper axe though.” I scratched
my beard as I considered possibilities. 

“Well, why don’t I fish for a while, you scrounge up some small vines and a handle
for your axe blade, then use your next Enhance to whip up something you can use for
lumber as well as defense.” Nira gestured down to the pond. “I think I left most of the
sticks I gathered yesterday down there anyway. If something comes at us before you
have a fire built, we can, uh…”

“I can’t hide in the water—” I smiled at her.
“I know!” She cut me off. “I was looking for a tree to climb. Something with more

branches on the trunk. You’re right about it being a bad place to get stuck though.”
I smiled at her as I had a thought. “This might sound crazy, but if it came down to it

and we did have to jump in the water again, could you inhale water, then exhale air into
my mouth?”

The beautiful dolphin woman cocked her head at me with an exasperated expression.
“What? No. Why would you think that?”

“Because you can… breathe underwater?” I said, as if that was new information to
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“Because you can… breathe underwater?” I said, as if that was new information to

her.
“But you don’t see me exhaling bubbles do you?”
“Well, no.” I realized my question was prompted more by movies with mermaids in

them than anything I knew about fish.
“My gills pull oxygen directly into my bloodstream, and push carbon dioxide back

into the water when I exhale…” She trailed off, looking thoughtful. 
“Although…” She continued after a moment. “My gills back up to my lungs. They

share the same capillaries…” Nira took a deep breath and held it, making weird faces as
she tilted her shoulders around and twisted her torso into different poses.

“Look, don’t try and force it. I don’t want you detaching a gill or something. I should
be able to climb back up the rope. If I’m too far from that, there’s an oak tree on the
other side of the pond. Lots of low branches. I think there was a pine next to it. If we can
get from one to the other, I might be able to get back on the ledge. I can’t see it from
here, so it may involve climbing higher then jumping down.”

Nira exhaled, seemingly giving up on her experiment. “I’m less excited about
climbing since yesterday.” She kneaded her forearms with a dour expression on her face.

I cast a glance up the cliff. The vines growing down the face of the rock looked at
least as sturdy as the ones below us we were about to traverse. “I wonder if there’s
anything worth exploring on top of the mesa?” 

“What exactly is a may-za?” Nira asked as she started climbing down off the ledge,
carefully giving each vine a few tugs before trusting it with her weight. “We have
mountains and volcanoes on Ocean, but I’m not sure how a may-za is different from a
mountain.” Ten feet down she reached a point where the vines began thinning out, and
she reached her hand up to me. I lowered the end of the rope without the handhold knots
to her, and she set to work tying it to the vine.

“Well, I can’t see the top of this thing since we’ve been so close to it all this time, but
I didn’t see a huge mountain from the beach, so I assume it’s a mesa. They’re basically
mountains, but someone came along and chopped off the top half.”

“I assume you mean that figuratively.” She finished her knot then tested it with a few
yanks. She climbed down to the ground and quickly pulled her spear off her back before
I followed her. The rope was about seven feet shy of the ground, but we were both tall
enough to reach it without having to jump. 

“Obviously.” I said quietly and unslung my maul. “They start as flat ground, then
everything else around them gets carved out by rivers or glaciers which then dry up. The
point is, they’re flat on top, meaning we could have a few square miles of land to
ourselves without any large predators hassling us.”

“But birds and other things?” she asked quietly. 



Tamer: Enhancer

149

Several smaller scavengers had watched us from the edge of the pond as we
descended the cliff. I suspected they were sizing us up as potential threats more than they
were assessing our caloric value, but there was no point in attracting additional attention
with loud chatter.

“Right. For all I know there are venomous snakes and other small animals up there,
but probably nothing that can bite us in half.”

We quietly stalked over to the pond by the waterfall. The fire ring was still there, but
had been trampled a bit, I guessed by something rooting around for leftover fish and
other drippings. My bow drill had been kicked into the edge of the grass. I probably
should have thought to bring it with me, but I really needed something to carry gear in,
like a rucksack or a vest with a bunch of pouches. I started designing things in my head,
but wasn’t sure what material I could make it all out of.

“You want me to stand guard while you get the fire running again?” Nira asked,
eyeing the small dinos coming and going between the pond and the buffet on the other
side of the tree line.

“Hmm? Oh, yeah, good idea.” I shook myself out of design mode and set about
rebuilding the fire ring. As helpful as a simple shoulder bag would be, I wasn’t sure I’d
be able to make anything very useful out of a big leaf and some little vines or grass for
thread. Unless I Enhanced it. 

I was becoming frustratingly reliant on that skill, but in some ways it was like having
a portable tool shop with me. I didn’t have a lathe or a forge or an anvil or even a
damned hammer. I needed to fix that, but I also needed to worry about surviving the next
hour, then the hour after that and so on. 

The fire was harder to start this time around as I didn’t have access to lightning dried
wood, but eventually I got an ember going. Some hanging moss and fallen leaves helped
it catch so I could build a teepee shaped pile of branches over the flame. The wetter
leaves and wood produced a lot more smoke than the first fire, but I had no way of
knowing if that was a bad thing. I didn’t think dinosaurs would be attracted to a column
of smoke, but other abductees might be, and that could be all sorts of good or bad. I got
the impression from speaking with Yxlyn that the abducted arrived in a totally random
pattern, and many of them didn’t survive the first hour on the planet. The fire would keep
the very real dinosaurs away from us, and that was more important than avoiding a
theoretical encounter with a pissed off abductee.

I made the assumption that new arrivals would mostly be freaked out and would be
willing to cooperate to survive. An individual who had been here for a while and
managed to survive this environment might see the value in having more hands to help,
but they might be real assholes, too. 

A group of people surviving this place would eventually need leadership, and I
wasn’t sure an anarchosyndicalist commune would thrive here. My mood soured as I
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wasn’t sure an anarchosyndicalist commune would thrive here. My mood soured as I

thought about it. 
This place would breed warlords. 
I had experience with people and groups like that, and now that I’d had the thought, I

knew it was going to make me paranoid. It didn’t mean everyone we met from now on
should be treated like an enemy, but we needed to be cautious.

“You okay?” Nira poked my shoulder with the butt of her spear. 
“Yeah, sorry. I was just thinking about all the things we need to do just to survive the

day, and about other abductees we might meet. Not all of them will be timid wallflowers
like Yxlyn.” I quickly scanned the tree line, looking for her. “No offense Eeks, if you’re
still with us,” I said in a slightly louder voice. 

Nira looked thoughtful, then nodded. “Yeah. We might be overdue for some heavy
duty antagonism, narratively speaking.”

I chuckled at her literary framing and shook my head. “Nah, we’re heading into a
montage of fishing and tool building.”

Nira laughed quietly at my comment. “Fine, but I bet you a shael the next person we
meet blames us for being abducted and tries to fight us.”

“Hah! I wouldn’t take that bet even if I knew what a shael was.” I smirked as I added
some more branches to the fire. It was growing, but it wasn’t going to scare away
anything large.

“Unit of currency.” She shrugged. “I’m going to go fish. I’m hungrier than I thought,
and I bet Yxlyn would like something more to eat as well. What are you going to work
on?”

“I need to make this fire bigger, but before you disappear, I need a better weapon.
Something faster than the maul.” I produced the axe head from my shirt pouch. “I want
to make a proper axe, but before I do that, I just need a simple bat or something.”

“The sticks I was carrying yesterday—” Nira started, but I shook my head.
“I don’t want to get that far away from the fire yet.” I guessed it was eighty yards to

where the suchomimus had burst through the tree line and started chasing us. “Hang out
for five minutes while I lop a branch from that.” I gestured twenty feet from us to an
alder tree. 

“Sure,” Nira smiled. 
I walked halfway to the alder tree and stopped dead.
“Change of plans,” I grinned like a maniac and pointed to a sapling just behind the

larger tree.
“That looks nasty,” Nira grimaced. 
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“It’s called a sandbox tree.” 
It was about three inches around and the trunk was absolutely covered in centimeter

long spikes.
“Besides the obvious spikes, the sap is not only poisonous but caustic, and when the

fruit is ripe, it explodes, scattering the seeds and rind shrapnel at 160 miles per hour.”
Nira stared at me. “Your world sounds terrifying, Sam.”
“You don’t have those on Ocean?” I laughed. 
“Thankfully, no. Could we at least eat the fruit before it explodes?” She eyed the tree

wearily.
“This one is far too young to produce any. Besides which—”
“The fruit is also poisonous? I’m shocked,” she said after she saw my nod. 
“You mean you’re shocking?” I smirked.
Nira rolled her eyes. 
I chuckled, a little surprised the word play carried through the translators. “Maybe we

can harvest some sap later when we get around to making arrows.”
“Yeah but… aren’t you going to chop it down?” She arched an eyebrow.
“Right,” I grinned. “I mean, if there’s one, there’s likely to be others, and this one is

too small to get much of sap from.” I pulled out the stone axe head. “Honestly, the sap is
good for paralyzing small fish. It might slow down a two hundred pound raptor, but
nothing larger.”

It took more than five minutes to cut down. Chopping through a few saplings and
branches had been unpleasant enough yesterday, but all the climbing left a soreness right
down to my bones.

I had to keep shaking out my fingers and switching hands, and it didn’t help that once
I started digging into the trunk, I slipped a few times and a thorn got me. But fifteen to
twenty painful minutes later, I held a piece of trunk roughly three inches around and two
and a half feet long. 

We quickly moved back to the fire where I used the stowie knife to strip the spikes
from the bottom ten inches of the club. The stone hunting knife was sufficient for
knocking thorns from the bark, but it wasn’t quite sharp enough to properly whittle the
wood, which I wanted to do to shape the handle before I started enhancing it. Nira’s
paring knife was up to the task though, and another ten minutes of work and I was ready
to activate Enhance.

Since it started off as a straight, bat shaped stick, I spent most of my time hardening
the wood and spikes, and just a little bit of effort on ergonomics.
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When I was done, the club has almost the exact dimensions of a baseball bat. The
wood was iron hard and the top twenty inches were covered in needle sharp conical
spikes.

I guessed it weighed around three pounds, making it a much faster weapon than the
maul, and something I could swing around with a single hand. 

“There we are,” I gave the bat a few test swings and flipped it in the air once. “Now I
don’t feel totally defenseless against smaller dinos.”

“I think you should have made another spear,” Nira spun hers over in her hand. “But
that looks horrifying. I certainly wouldn’t want to get hit with it even if a guy with arms
as big as yours wasn’t swinging it.”

“I’ll make myself a spear after I turn this thing into a proper axe.” I hopped the axe
head in my other hand. 

“Sounds good. Neither a hatchet nor that club will put a lot of distance between you
and something mean. Also, this spear is great,” she thumped hers against the bank of the
pond. “But if it does break, we don’t have much to fall back on.”

“Yes ma’am. We’ll have plenty of weapons by the end of today.” I stepped up to her
and put a hand around her waist. 

She responded with a passionate kiss that left us both wanting more, but she stepped
back into the pond, then with a smile that promised things to come, slipped into the water
and swam gracefully into some nearby reeds where I lost sight of her.

I turned and walked to the tree line, gathering branches and anything else I could find
that looked burnable while I started to think of all the weapons and tools I needed to
make. An unbidden image of a video game inventory screen popped into my head, and it
drove home the point that we couldn’t stomp around the forest dragging a pile of gear
with us. 

At a minimum we each needed backpacks or saddle bags, and ideally we needed a
base of operations where we could start stockpiling tools and supplies and building
permanent shelter. The cavelette was a great find, but it wasn’t going to be a long term
home. 

I was too close to the cliff to see the top of the mesa, but I looked up and activated
my Eye-Q screen. There was still nothing listed in the Structures tab. Apparently the
cave didn’t count. Maybe building a certain number of structures was part of the game
our abductors had us playing. If I built ten permanent shelters, did I get a supply drop?
Or maybe a point to spend on one of my stats? 

I quickly checked the Women tab to see if any other names had mysteriously
appeared, but it still just listed Nira and Yxlyn. Why just a Women tab? Why not
something that encompassed both genders like Abductee or Survivor or Player? Did I get
a prize if I met ten women? Or twelve if the aliens used a duodecimal system? Probably
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a prize if I met ten women? Or twelve if the aliens used a duodecimal system? Probably
not, but then why the list?

I continued to think about it while I juggled a pile of branches in one arm, and
realized my vicious looking bat had a problem. I had to carry it in one hand. I wouldn’t
be able to tie a vine to one end and let it swing around my legs. The spikes were as sharp
as the thorns on a rosebush, and thanks to my enhancement, they were rock hard. 

It kept getting caught on bushes and tangled up in tall grass, and I decided I was
going to have to build some sort of scabbard for it. A cylindrical sheath like a quiver, and
I’d have to enhance it so the spikes didn’t work their way through after a few seconds of
jostling. 

I realized I had gotten lost in my own head when the bushes rustled in front of me. I
dropped my bundle of sticks and jumped back, bringing the bat up defensively. 

Or I tried to. The club’s thorns had again gotten snagged on a bush, this one covered
in a shoelace thick vine. 

The noise in the forest was almost on me, so I stepped back and yanked the club free,
just as a dozen knee-high eoraptors burst from the undergrowth. 

Each was a foot high and barely three feet long. They were covered in muted gray
feathers and all had orange faces, but three had blue crests that ran down the back of their
necks. 

They probably weighed twenty five pounds each, and while I thought I could
probably easily kill them individually, they could still do a lot of damage if I got
surrounded and started jumping on me from every angle. 

I raised my bat and prepared to start swinging, but they surprised me by ducking their
heads and running around my legs. I turned and watched them form up and quickly run
along the cliff behind the waterfall. 

“Well that’s probably not good,” I turned back to a new crashing sound from the
forest as four coelophysises, each twice the size of the eoraptors, burst from the tree line. 
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Like nearly every predatory dinosaur, these coelophysises looked basically like
raptors. They lacked the hooked toe claw though, and were much skinnier than raptors,
with longer necks and faces. 

Their shoulders came about to my waist, and were each about nine or ten feet long
including their tails. They were covered in mostly dark gray feathers with tan undersides,
but the leader of this pack had a blue snout with a patch of red feathers on the back of his
head.

They skidded to a halt when they saw me, and after throwing a glance at the fleeing
eoraptors, decided that I was the easier meal.

The male (I assumed) with the blue snout stared me down while the three others
quickly began circling me. 

I started to backpedal toward the pond, but it was still twenty feet away when one of
them got behind me.

There was no way Nira would know I was in trouble unless I could get to the water’s
edge.

“Alright,” I said to the alpha. “I guess we’re doing this.”
Before they could make the first move, I leapt at the alpha, my spiked club held high.
Like the raptors Nira and I had faced earlier, this pack worked as a team. The alpha

jumped back, and the ones at my sides and back leapt in, only this time, I had expected
it.

My left foot came down and I immediately lunged to the right, spinning my club
down at the dinosaur jumping toward me. 

The club connected just below its jaw, and the results were horrifying. I didn’t take its
head off, but I felt its neck snap, and all the meat at the point of impact was ripped away
in an instant, leaving an apple-sized chunk of muscle stuck to the club.
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It dropped stone-dead as I continued my spin and danced back, leaving the two who
had jumped at me to nearly collide with each other.

The three remaining dinos stared at their downed packmate and hissed at me. 
I pulled the chunk of meat off the club and tossed it to them in what I thought was a

pretty boss-ass move, but was surprised when one of them snapped it out of mid-air and
gobbled it down.

“Gross, wasn’t that your sister or something?” I wrinkled my nose as the second
female snapped at the first. 

The alpha was unamused and lunged at me. I swung the club at his skull, but he
surprised me by ducking his head, then jumping on me before I could bring it back
around. 

I managed to get my forearm under its jaw, which barely prevented his teeth from
snapping shut on my face. His breath left much to be desired.

I was surprised when I felt his stubby hands grab onto my jumpsuit. He had short
claws, but it snagged the fabric instead of my skin. It still prevented me from pulling
back and kept my right arm and the club tied up.

The two bickering females turned their attention toward me while the alpha continued
to snap at my face. I pushed back against the coelophysis and realized the bird boned
predator couldn’t have weighed more than forty five pounds. 

I quickly dropped the club into my left hand and threw it at the approaching females.
One of them saw it coming and dodged, but the club raked the second one across the side
of the face, leaving a dozen bloody gashes. 

She screeched, which drew the attention of the other female for a split second. It was
all I needed. 

I bent to my left and snaked my right arm around the coelophysis’s neck. He snapped
at me and slobbered in my hair as he tried to bite the back of my head, but I quickly
tightened my arm and locked him down. I planted my left hand on his sternum and lifted.

Then, in a moment that should have been immortalized on the cover of a golden age
comic book…

I suplexed a dinosaur. 
He screeched the whole way over and slammed into the stone riverbed with a bone

rattling thud. 
He jerked and started scrambling, but I never gave him the opportunity to get up. I

held on to his neck and kicked my legs up, rolling myself into a cowboy position over his
torso. 

His rear legs kicked into my back, but he didn’t stand a chance against my nearly two
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His rear legs kicked into my back, but he didn’t stand a chance against my nearly two

hundred pounds. Neither did his neck. It snapped like wet balsa wood.
He spasmed once, then flopped bonelessly in my grip. 
I quickly stood to face the two remaining females. One was shaking her head and

twisting it to the side to wipe blood on the back of her hand like a cat. She didn’t seem to
be interested in the fight, but the other female had lowered herself into a crouch and was
hissing at me. 

I didn’t have a weapon anymore. I’d left the axe head over by the fire ring since it
was too awkward to try and juggle it, the club and firewood all at the same time. 

Surprisingly, I wasn’t concerned. I was feeling pretty chuffed after dropping the
alpha, so I threw out my arms in the ‘come at me bro’ pose and stepped toward her.

“You want some more?” I shouted. “You can run away or you can be my food!” 
The messaging was less important than the delivery. In this instance my orange

jumpsuit would have served better had it still been bright and clean, but the dinosaur
jumped back as I approached. One loud clap and a shout sent the two darting into the
woods. 

I quickly dashed into the bushes to retrieve my club. Several tugs freed it from the
foliage, and I darted back to the edge of the pond to listen for anything else lurking in the
forest.

I gave it a few minutes, and once my adrenaline had subsided, I went back to the tree
line to retrieve the pile of kindling I had been gathering.  I dumped them next the fire
ring, then walked over to the alpha’s body and dragged him over. 

I considered grabbing the dead female as well, but I didn’t want to draw a bloody
trail in the grass leading up to the fire, so I lifted her forty pounds, walked a few steps
into the tree line and tossed her another ten feet further in. 

I returned to the fire ring and sat down with my back to the cliff, then busied myself
with stoking the small fire as my adrenaline and heart rate subsided to normal levels. 

Turning the fire into a predator deterrent suddenly felt like a priority. 
“Are you okay?” Yxlyn’s soft but concerned voice came from above me.
After my triumph against the coelophysises, my ego was displeased at how high her

voice made me jump.
“Geeze! Yxlyn, you gotta give a guy some warning!” I said, uncurling my fingers

from the club.
“S… sorry,” she whispered.
“I’m fine, Yxs. Thank you for asking.” I scanned the cliff above me, but I couldn’t

spot her. The mottled composition of the rock let her hide almost perfectly.
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“Did you see the fight?” I asked, still watching for movement. 
“N-no. I was climbing to the top of the mesa,” she murmured. 
I was a little disappointed that no one saw my dope wrestling moves.
“You said you wanted to see what was up there. But I heard the dinosaurs hissing at

you and came back down as quickly as I could.” 
I saw a sliver of movement. It looked like I was staring at one of those magic eye

posters and suddenly focused on the shape within the pattern. 
She moved again and I found her eyes. She was looking to the side as though

embarrassed, which made it much harder to get a fix on her.
“I heard the start of the fight, and came back down to see if I could help, but…” she

trailed off in her usual manner before continuing. “I’m… so sorry, Sam.”
“It’s okay, Yxlyn. I managed to fend them off—”
“I’m so very very embarrassed by what I did, Sam! I’m so ashamed! Can you forgive

me? I’ll owe you a fooli’goob’ata, I’ll do anything to make it up to you, I swear it!” She
edged closer to the ground, but stayed at least ten feet up. 

It took me a second to switch gears. “Ah… It sounds like you need to forgive
yourself, Yxs. I’m not upset with you, and Nira said she didn’t mind being watched at
all. I don’t know what a ‘fooly gooly ah’ is, but from context, I’m going to guess it’s
some sort of social debt, or a favor that you owe someone?”

Yxlyn giggled briefly but quickly bit it back. She nervously descended to the ground,
but didn’t come any closer. “That’s very magnanimous of you, Sam, but I wouldn’t feel
right until I repay the… ‘fooly gooly ah,’” she giggled again, pronouncing the word like
I had. “I like it when you speak words from my language. Your accent is… very
charming.”

“I’m sure I’m slaughtering the pronunciation.” I smiled at her. I could see her edges
as she squatted where the grass met the cliff. “I probably would be unintelligible if I tried
to say a whole sentence.”

“I suppose that’s true, but I would like to hear you try it sometime.” 
I thought I saw her fidgeting, but she seemed to be more invisible when she was

embarrassed. 
“Unfortunately I hear you speak English unless you say something without an

equivalent concept in my language.” I gestured next to me. “Would you like to come
over by the fire?”

Yxlyn sulked by the wall for a moment, then picked a blade of grass and played with
it before she answered. “It was so unforgivably invasive, and during the most… private
of moments.” I thought I heard her sniffle. 
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“It’s not unforgivable, Yxs. I’ve already forgiven you.” I put another branch on the
fire. I had enough to keep it going to another ten minutes, but I needed to gather some
larger logs soon.

Yxlyn continued to fidget by the wall, then spoke so quietly I barely heard her over
the crackling fire and the waterfall. “I didn’t know… it was like that.”

“What was?”
“It looked…” she trailed off for so long I almost prompted her to continue. “…very

enjoyable.”
“Ah…” I wasn’t quite sure how to respond to that. “It, uh… it was.” In fact, it had

been the most enjoyable thing that had ever happened to me. 
Yxlyn stood, then began a cagey shuffle toward me. “I still feel as though I owe you

a fooli’goob’ata, Sam. You and Nira. I should wear a mark of my shame and…” 
I shook my head. “That’s a concept for a timid world, Yxlyn. We have to be bold here

to survive. Come sit with me and warm yourself by the fire.” 
It was already a little warm in the day to be sitting in front of a fire, but it did a good

job of blasting away the humidity.
“That’s very generous of you, Sam. Thank you. I can’t tell you how much I

appreciate your friendship.” Yxlyn timidly minced up to the fire but remained standing
several steps away. “I… the fire… I can’t blend in if I sit between it and something
looking this way. It’s too bright.”

I was sitting with my back to the cliff so I could keep an eye on the animals coming
and going at the pond. I patted the ground next to me. “Then sit next to me. Would you
like my undershirt again?”

I could see Yxlyn’s eyes, and a fair bit of the contours of her body as she stood near
the flames, some of which reflected off her scales. Her hands were keeping her modest,
which is why I offered her the shirt again. 

She looked at the spot next to me like I had told her to come sit in my lap. “I, uh… I
shouldn’t wear anything when the monsters are so close, but thank you for offering.”

I could see her breathing hard, then she closed her eyes and whispered to herself, “Be
bold, be bold.” I don’t think she intended me to hear, but I already knew my hearing was
better than Nira’s. Maybe humans heard better than Yxlyn’s race as well. 

I would have guessed that a race of invisible people would have hearing that bordered
on echolocation, but Yxlyn had mentioned earlier that Nira and I had been easy to track
by scent, so maybe she had an amazing sense of smell instead. That, or it was Yxlyn’s
way of telling me that I smelled like a well done bronto burger.

She took a step toward me, then another, then stood two arm lengths away, staring at
the ground. 
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“You know I don’t really have hypnotic eye-beams, right?” I smiled.
Yxlyn’s breath caught, but she didn’t fade any further. I suspected she was already as

transparent as she could get. 
“Ah, I’m sorry,” I quickly added. “That was a joke. I didn’t mean to remind you of…

uh… you know.” 
“I… uh… I wasn’t really sure what the context of that was,” she said softly, staring

intently at the ground. “But Nira’s… um… acting made it obvious that you two were just
playing.”

“It was a reference to a book she wrote.” I shrugged. I thought Nira’s acting was
surprisingly convincing. Well. In two second bursts it was. “What I meant to say was
that I won’t bite. Or, uh, hurt you. If you come closer.” I patted the ground next to me.

“I… I know. I-I just need to muster,” she murmured, then sat on her heels, halving
the gap between us. She was ramrod straight, still holding one arm over her chest and
staring into the fire. Most of her body was still invisible, but her front was reflecting the
fire well enough that I could get a better impression of her body and face.

She sat still for a moment, then glanced at me with just her eyes before snapping them
straight ahead again. She took a deep breath, swallowed, then inched closer. This
sequence was repeated until she was about a foot away. She sat there, conspicuously not
looking at me for a few ticks, ‘blushing’ until all I could see of her were her eyes and
licks of flame reflecting off her scales. 

It looked like someone had rendered the specular map of a 3D model but forgot to
check the box for the base geometry.

“I like the nickname you gave me,” she said softly.
“I hope it’s okay,” I smiled. “I wouldn’t want to, uh, breach your social protocols and

make you uncomfortable by being too familiar.”
“It’s…” She darted several bashful glances at me out of the side of her eyes. “…

nice.”
I suspected that nicknames on Yxlyn’s world were something very intimate, but I

didn’t press her for details. 
“I don’t think I’ve ever been this close to someone for this long before,” she said,

chewing her wet and shiny but otherwise invisible lip. I realized her teeth and the inside
of her mouth didn’t seem to have the ability to blend in to the environment. 

“Your buildings must have very wide hallways in them.” I joked, but Yxlyn quickly
nodded. 

“Personal space is something we take quite seriously.” She finally looked at me, but
glanced away quickly. “Is it okay that I’m this close to you?”
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“Of course, it’s fine. I would normally give you a reassuring squeeze, but I know you
don’t like being touched.”

“I like it!” Yxlyn said a little too quickly, then froze. She was already as invisible as
she could get, so if she ‘blushed’ any harder, I couldn’t tell. “Ahh! I-I mean… I… I…”
she panted for a second, but before I could think of something reassuring to say, she
whispered, “I… I liked touching both of your hands earlier. Y-yours and Nira’s. It was…
very new.”

“Well, good. I’m glad I could help.”
We sat quietly by the fire for a while longer. It was going to need more fuel before

long, but I didn’t want to disrupt this moment with her. 
Some scavengers smaller than the eoraptors carefully picked their way from the

treeline about fifty feet from us. They glanced in our direction, but decided we were
neither food nor a threat and kept to themselves as they got drinks from the stream.

“You, um…” Yxlyn’s voice was so soft and delicate I thought she would be a perfect
choice for ASMR bedtime stories. “You said you would… like to give me a reassuring
squeeze?”

“Yes?”
“What… What would that be like?” She was shivering despite the heat of the fire.

Actually she sounded like she was moments away from hypothermic organ failure. 
I smiled pleasantly at her, but I knew she didn’t see it as she was staring straight

ahead. “Would you like me to give you a hug, Yxlyn?” I imagined this was like third
base on her world. Or ninth.

“Yes!” Her voice broke in the middle of the word and it came out much louder than I
would have guessed she intended. 

I slowly lifted my arm, and tried really hard not to laugh as she started practically
hyperventilating. I didn’t want to embarrass or insult her in any way, so I took a deep,
calming breath and hovered my hand over her shoulder.

“Ready?” I asked in the most reassuring tone I could muster.
“N-no… b-b-but please do it anyway,” she panted. 
“Okay. Tell me if you want me to stop and I will. You’re completely safe. Well,

except for the dinosaurs and threat of disease and starvation.”
She laughed with a slightly hysterical edge before nodding rapidly, and I rested my

hand on her shoulder. She was surprisingly relaxed, in much the same way an I-Beam is
relaxed. Actually, a tuning fork might have been a better description considering how
hard she was shaking. 

I squeezed her shoulder, then gently pulled her against my side. She squeaked and
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I squeezed her shoulder, then gently pulled her against my side. She squeaked and

somehow tensed even more, leaning stiffly against me for a long moment before her
panicked panting began to slow. 

She was surprisingly warm, but that may have been because she was sitting near the
fire. I had expected her skin to feel like I was touching a snake, cool and slippery but
textured, but her skin was perfectly smooth. 

I guessed her chameleonic scales were subdermal, and the top layer of skin was clear,
to prevent highlights and shadows from appearing at the edge of every individual scale.
That or what I thought of as scales were really just fancy color-changing freckles. 

“You doing okay?” I asked as I felt her slowly relax. She was still as tense as a
suspension bridge.

“Y… yes. It’s still very… Ah… p-please don’t take my anxiety as any sort of slight,
but—”

“But it’s all new and exciting to you? I understand.” I smiled, mentally trying not to
compare befriending Yxlyn to the process of taming a feral chihuahua.

“Yes… Mm-hmm.” She swallowed nervously.
I thought I noticed her gyrating her hips slightly. Probably just shifting her feet as we

sat on the stone. Definitely not anything else. 
I was suddenly acutely cognizant of the fact that she was nude, even if I couldn’t see

anything… Well, no, I could make out the details of her body quite well as pinlights of
fire danced on her scales. I could even see the swell of her breasts as she squeezed them
modestly under her arm, and at that moment I noticed her invisible hair smelled of
flowers.

Fuck. I couldn’t imagine what her reaction might be if I got an erection right now. I
wouldn’t normally have to worry about such a lack of control, but the atmosphere of this
world seemed to contain one part per million of Viagra.

“Would you like me to let go now?” I asked, hoping to avert an incident. 
“N-no! I mean… it’s… it’s nice. I can feel your heartbeat. I’ve never felt someone

else’s heartbeat before.” 
“You can put your hand on my chest if you like.” I thumped my sternum. “My heart

is… well, probably in the same place as yours, given that we’re both humanoid.”
Yxlyn sat very still for a moment, then whispered, “That’s very intimate…”
“I don’t want to make you uncomfortable, I just thought you might like it.”
“You don’t think Nira would get mad at me again, do you?” she asked quietly.
“She never was mad at you, Yxs, and I think your idea of intimate and Nira’s are very

different.” I chuckled gently.
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Yxlyn giggled softly. “You’re probably correct.” She adjusted her arms to protect her
modesty with just her right arm, then slowly slid her left hand across my chest until it
rested on my sternum. “Your heart is so strong. It almost feels like it’s trying to bump my
fingers off your chest.”

She relaxed even more, putting her tension level on par with Sofia Vergara’s bra
straps. For Yxlyn, that was the equivalent of melting right into me, and thinking about
Sofia Vergara wasn’t helping my own situation. 

I realized my pulse had quickened as Yxlyn’s delicate fingers slid across my chest, so
I took a slow, deep breath to try and calm myself. Mostly all that accomplished was
giving me a nose full of her flowery scent.

Shit. It moved. Time to end this. 
Let’s see, “sure is warm. Don’t want to sweat on you…” 
Lame, but it was all I could think of.
Fortunately I was saved by something leaping out of the pond. I thought for a second

it was some amphibious creature coming to chomp at us, but quickly realized it was just
a regular fish on the end of Nira’s spear.

Yxlyn jumped, but her ‘maybe ninety pounds soaking wet’ body and Strength: Two
registered in my grip about as much as a hiccup. 

Nira landed on the bank with her catch and smiled at me. “This one looks tasty…
why are you sitting with your arm like that?” Nira peered at me and had to refocus her
eyes before she noticed Yxlyn.

“Yxlyn! Hey girl! I’m so glad you joined us! Thanks for getting the vine!” Nira
dropped the three foot long fish on the ground and pinned it with her foot. The fish was
run through its middle, but it still had some fight left. Nira yanked out the spear and
pistoned it through the head with an expert strike.

Yxlyn jumped again with the killing blow, but didn’t seem to be trying to squirm
away. I gently released her shoulder, hoping she wouldn’t bolt into the forest. She
glanced at me, then scooted a few inches away and bent into a kowtow. “Nira! I’m so
sorry I was peeping on you and Sam! He already forgave me but please please please, I
need you to—”

“Whoa whoa whoa, slow up there Yxlyn. It’s okay. Sam and I are both very
attractive, who could blame you?”

Yxlyn jerked her head up. “R-really?”
“Absolutely! Just look at how attractive I am!” Nira ran her hands up and down her

sides, which got a laugh out of both of us. 
“You’re… you’re really not upset?” Yxlyn asked hopefully. 
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“Of course not. But if you want to watch us again, maybe you should ask first.” Nira
grinned.

“Oh, of course!” Yxlyn’s eyes widened and she glanced back and forth between us.
“I… I don’t… I mean… I-I… uh…” She trailed off, not sure how to respond. Instead
she swallowed loudly and nodded.

“So…” Nira pursed her lips and looked at us after a moment of awkward silence.
“You two were looking cozy just now.”

Yxlyn was already at maximum blush-slash-transparency, but her eyes widened even
more somehow. 

“Nira, remember we talked about you being sensitive…” I tilted my head at Yxlyn. “I
was just giving her a hug.”

Yxlyn looked back and forth between us while Nira sighed. 
“Yeah, fine,” she said as she thumped her spear into the ground. 
“Oh! Please don’t feel you have to change anything for me,” Yxlyn said. “I’m so

timid, but I know I have to toughen up to survive on this world. I don’t want to be an
imposition on… on either of you…” She trailed off, glancing between us.

Nira set down her spear and knelt right in front of Yxlyn. I could feel the invisible
girl tense, and I half expected her to bolt, but she surprised me by staying put. Nira held
both her hands out to Yxlyn and said, “We are going to survive this place, Yxlyn. You,
me and Sam. Together.”

Yxlyn looked at Nira’s hands, then slowly placed hers in them, sucking a breath as
she did. “Y-yes? Yes. Together.”

Nira squeezed Yxlyn’s hands and held them up a bit higher. “We’re sisters now, you
and I. We’re going to look out for each other.”

Yxlyn’s eyes opened wide as they filled with tears. She shuddered, then started
quietly crying. “Th-thank you,” she sniffled. “Thank you, Nira! So much. Both of you!
This place is so awful.” She took a halting breath. “I’m so happy I found you, and
you’ve both been so kind to me!” 

I risked putting my arm around her again, and she surprised me by falling against my
side and started to sob properly. Nira placed her hand on each of our shoulders, and we
gave Yxlyn a few minutes to cry herself out. Her sobbing eventually subsided to a lot of
sniffling, but was interrupted by a loud rumble from her stomach. 

The little invisible woman froze against me for a beat, then asked, “So, uh… H-how
is lunch coming along?”

Nira and I both laughed, and Yxlyn sat back, wiping her eyes and giggling. “I’m
sorry, that was very presumptuous of me.”
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I smiled at her and reached over to poke the fire with a stick. “It’s fine. I need to get
this fire going first. Actually, Yxlyn, can you help me out with something?”

“Oh yes! I’ll help out in any way I can!” Yxlyn sat up straight and pressed both her
hands together while still covering her chest. “Anything you need! I-I won’t be a
burden!” 

“Great, I need to make a proper axe out of this.” I grabbed the axe head off the
ground. “I need a stick about, hmm, the length of my forearm I guess.” I held up my arm
for reference. “Nira had a bundle of good sized sticks yesterday, but I think she dropped
them when we started getting chased by the suchomimus.”

Nira nodded, and pointed back to the gouge in the treeline where it had broken
through. “Yeah, they’re probably scattered somewhere over there, assuming they didn’t
get dashed into splinters.”

“Can you try and gather them up, or find something similar around the area?” I asked.
“Oh yes! I can do that!” She hopped to her feet, forgetting for a moment to protect

her modesty. My eyes instinctively swept over her body, but her nearly transparent form
was more tantalizing than salacious. 

“Be safe though! I know whatever you carry is visible, so don’t draw any attention to
yourself. There’s a lot of scavengers around now. No stick is worth getting a bite taken
out of you.”

“I will, Sam. I’ll be very careful, and I’ll also be careful not to draw anything back to
you this time.” She scuffed a foot against the ground.

“So, Sam.” Nira pointed her spear at the dead coelophysis laying ten feet behind us.
“What’s going on there?”

I shrugged. “I got jumped while gathering firewood. I couldn’t make it back to the
pond to rally you for help but I took care of it. There’s another one at the edge of the tree
line as well.”

Nira scanned the shrubbery, but wasn’t able to spot the dead female since I had tossed
her. I was pretty sure she saw a trail of bloody leaves extending into the forest though. 

“Wow. I’m sorry… Sam… You’re okay?” she asked with genuine concern in her
voice. 

“Yeah. This club is brutal,” I lifted it up to show her that half of it was splattered with
blood. “But I think I need something with a blade. This keeps getting tangled up in
leaves and branches.”

She surprised me by kneeling down and throwing her arms around me. 
“Sam! Don’t play it off like it was nothing! You could have gotten killed and dragged

into the woods and I never would have known what had happened!” Her arms trembled
as she squeezed herself to me. 
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I hugged her back and kissed her neck and shoulder until she looked up at me. 
“I wasn’t trying to downplay it, Nira, but I took care of it and I’m okay.” 
She pressed her forehead to mine. “I need you, Sam. I can’t… I wouldn’t want to

survive this place without you.”
I smiled and gave her a deep kiss that was almost immediately interrupted by a gasp

to our side.
We both glanced over at Yxlyn, who was staring at us with dinner plate eyes. 
“I… I-I wasn’t… I mean…” She quickly turned around. “I-I can… go, um…

away…”
“Yxs, it’s fine. Nira and I weren’t about to have sex.” Even as I said it, I realized just

seeing two people kiss on her world was still probably hugely invasive. 
“Says you!” Nira barked. 
I chuckled and turned to her. “As much as I would enjoy that, maybe we should

prioritize survival and make some lunch first?”
Nira huffed, then glanced at the dead dinosaur behind me, then at Yxlyn, who was

peering back over her shoulder. A slow smile spread across Nira’s face and I wondered
what inappropriate thing she was about to say.

“You’re saying you’d rather be elbows deep in those guts,” she nodded to the
coelophysis. “…than balls deep in these guts?” She ground her hips hard against me as if
she thought I wouldn’t pick up on her meaning. 

I rolled my eyes and glanced at Yxlyn. The confused tilt to her head told me the
innuendo had flown miles over her head. 

“Well, when you put it like that, not really. But we’re all hungry, and will clearly
need a lot of energy for later.”

She considered my logic. “Hmm. Fine. I’ll gut that fish now if you gut this fish later.”
She squeezed my ass at ‘this fish’ as if, again, I might somehow miss her rapier-like
subtlety. 

“Deal.”
“Should… um… should I leave or not?” Yxlyn asked nervously.
I released Nira and laughed. “Nira’s going to start lunch, and I’m going to gather

some more wood for the fire. Can you please gather up some good branches for handles
like we had discussed?”

“Of course, Sam!” The translucent girl nodded vigorously. “You please be careful as
well.”

I smiled at her. “Don’t worry, I’m not going far.”
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“Yxlyn?” Nira pulled the paring knife from her cleavage.
“Y… yes, Nira?” 
“You owe me a hug, sister. So be careful.” Nira grinned toothily.
Yxlyn nodded as her eyes started watering. “I promise.”
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN

The next few hours were very productive. I got the fire going large enough to keep
most anything from getting too curious. Nira prepared and cooked the fish, and Yxlyn
gathered several nice candidates for me to use as a handle for the axe. 

She was very skilled at moving about the clearing by the pond and stream unnoticed.
I could only catch the occasional ripple of motion when she got further than fifty feet
away, but I realized I could track her position fairly reliably by watching the ground. Her
feet pressed grass down or splashed in the water when she weaved around anything
standing close to the stream. She obviously knew that, and mostly stuck to the rocky
shoreline, but even there she had to be cautious about disturbing dirt or mud. 

The dinosaurs around the watering hole probably wouldn’t think to track her by her
footprints, but she made noise in the grass, and it was obvious some of them had
excellent senses of smell. Once, when a medium-sized raptor seemed to fix on her
position, she tossed a rock from the shore into the trees, and the animal tracked it with its
head. By the time it turned back, she had quietly scampered away. 

A trick like that probably wouldn’t work against a person, but it was no surprise
Yxlyn had been able to survive this place on her own for well over a week. 

Retrieving the sticks was a different challenge, as several dinosaurs who saw the
sticks floating in the air or sliding along the ground on their own became fascinated and
ran to investigate. She solved that problem by either throwing rocks or sticks in the other
direction or at the dinosaurs themselves, and while they were distracted, she bolted to the
water where she could ‘float’ the branch upstream. Again, it was a tactic that would draw
the attention of an observant abductee, but the dinosaurs never seemed to pick up on a
branch moving the wrong way in the water. 

Once I had a few prospective handles, I realized my theoretical axe had two
problems. For one, the axe head had been shaped to fit in the palm of my hand
comfortably. It more or less looked like a slice taken out of a wheel of cheese. The back
was rounded, leaving no obvious way to affix it to a handle. Cordage was the other issue.
Off the top of my head I didn’t know what would be best to use. I assumed plant fibers
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Off the top of my head I didn’t know what would be best to use. I assumed plant fibers
of some sort, like vines or strips of leaves. 

I am a self-confessed materials snob, and plant fibers freshly stripped from a leaf
didn’t sound very strong. At least, they didn’t until I gave it a bit more thought. Up until
the last ninety years or so, all rope, cord and twine on Earth was made from either some
plant or animal byproduct. 

I quickly realized I could probably make some very strong cord, it would just take a
little experimentation with materials and construction. I would get along just fine without
nylon zip ties and paracord once I reset my material elitism a bit.  

Additionally, I knew whatever I made could be improved with my Eye-Q skill, but I
still wanted to be able to make competent tools without them needing the power
whenever possible. Plus, the better a thing was when I started, the better it was when it
was enhanced. 

I didn’t really like over-relying on this weird power our alien abductors had granted
me. It was amazing, but I was wary of it making me lazy. 

While I thought about the problem, I used the axe head to chop down a birch sapling.
As before, it hurt my sore hands, and the impacts of each whack went straight into my
bones. Without the extra leverage provided by a handle, taking down the sapling required
three or four times as much work.

Making a proper axe was definitely my top priority after I finished with this spear.
Switching from chopping to whittling was only a minor reprieve for my hands.

Having to tightly grip the knife wasn’t giving them any time to recover.
I sat by the fire while I shaved the sapling down into a conical point, having to stop

and shake out my fingers often enough that it measurably impacted my progress.
Eventually I got the sapling shaped how I wanted, then stuck the tip in the flames to
harden it while I massaged my hands.

Once I was satisfied I couldn’t improve it any further with the available tools on
hand, I enhanced it.

Since the pointed stick was basically a perfect spear already, I concentrated on further
sharpening and toughening the tip as much as I could, reinforcing the haft, and had
plenty of time to experiment with adding some texture to the shaft. I wound up with
some nice cross hatched knurling, and even had time to add a subtle handguard about a
foot and a half below the point. 

Eventually I knew I wanted to make a spear with a big flint blade on the end and
enhance that into something a high level World of Warcraft character would wave at a
dragon. Until I got around to that, I thought this effort was pretty good. It was better than
the first one I’d made, and that was a positive trend at least. 

I presented the new spear to Nira, as she was far more skilled with the weapons. 
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Her eyes lit up and she grabbed it, then turned it over and give a few test thrusts. She
nodded with approval and we all sat down to eat the fish that had been roasting on the
rocks next to the fire. 

Yxlyn tried not to wolf down her fish, but she was still running a deficit and didn’t
have much body mass to spare.

While we ate, we discussed what to use for rope. 
My first choice would have been leather strips, at least among the options I was likely

to come across on this world for the foreseeable future. None of us knew how to tan
leather, so I set that idea aside until I had a secure location in which to experiment. Nira
suggested using tendons from dinosaurs, but Yxlyn said there wasn’t much left of the
Suchomimus corpse at this point. We decided to see what we could harvest from the
coelophysis once we hauled it back to the cave. 

For this first project, Yxlyn suggested cutting long palm leaves into strips, then
braiding the strips into cords. We could repeat the process into a triple-braid if we felt we
needed the extra strength. 

I knew rope was twisted around itself, not because I knew a lot about rope, but I
recalled seeing a relatively simple hand cranked gear system that automated all the
twisting. I had been far more interested in the mechanical aspect of the device than the
rope it produced, and I started designing a similar device in my head using local
materials. 

I mentioned the twisting, and that seemed like the best bet given our situation, so we
gathered up some large leaves and began cutting them with Nira’s paring knife. 

Yxlyn and Nira worked on the cords while I restoked the fire to predator-deterrent
levels, then I went looking for a new rock. 

I had decided that the axe head just wasn’t well shaped to try and affix to a handle. I
poked around the bottom of the cliff without luck, then began digging around the bank
of the pond. The big dinosaur teeth Yxlyn procured helped a bit, and I eventually found a
flat rock embedded in the bank roughly the shape of a guitar pick. It was a bit bigger
than my outstretched hand, which made it heavier than I wanted, but I hoped to knap
some notches before I enhanced it, so it would lose a bit of mass. 

I joined the ladies and began working on the stone. I didn’t want to mess up the
guitar pick stone, so I practiced trying to chip away at some other river stones first. None
of them were flint-like, and I knew just banging away would probably result in
compromising cracks. 

The original axe head came in handy as I experimented. Enhancing it had definitely
increased its toughness, and I eventually found a very oblique angle to strike the rocks to
chip away fingernail sized slices of stone. Twice I got impatient and hit the rocks at too
steep an angle. One split in half, the other developed a fault that ran halfway through the
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steep an angle. One split in half, the other developed a fault that ran halfway through the

stone.
Satisfied I had some idea what I was doing now, I went to work on the big guitar-

pick-shaped stone. All I needed to do was to chip off enough of an inset behind the wide
part of the rock to hold cordage in place. As I worked, I thought about how exactly to
affix it to the handle. I originally envisioned splitting the top quarter of the stick, shove
the head in the crack, and tie it all up with leaf cord. The issue with that was every time I
smacked it into a tree or skull, the head would be pushed further back into the crack and
eventually the handle would split. 

The solution to that was either to put a bevel around the midpoint of the head to keep
it from slipping back with each hit, or use extra cordage to tightly tie above and below
the crack. I stopped working the rock while I went into engineer mode. There were tons
of other solutions, but most of them required tools or materials I didn’t have. Cutting a
hole through the handle would give it a lot more structural integrity than splitting it from
the top. 

What I wouldn’t give for a drill and a jigsaw. 
Or a bottle of Glenfiddich 18 and a rack of baby back ribs. 
I started thinking about what sort of tools I could reasonably make with the Enhance

power. A drill didn’t seem likely, neither did a saw of any sort without access to metal. A
chisel though, that I could make out of a solid piece of stone. I could use that to chop a
nasty looking hole in the handle. 

“What’re you thinking about there, lover?” Nira’s voice caught my attention. 
“Oh, just trying to figure out how to actually construct this thing,” I said, holding up

the rocks. “I used to build stuff all the time, but I always had access to a huge array of
tools and materials.”

“Okay. You stopped working and were just staring off into space.” Nira smiled. 
“Yeah, I do that sometimes. I was in engineer mode.”
“Come up with any good blueprints?” she asked. 
For a moment, I thought it was curious that her race had also taken to drawing

engineering schematics in blue ink, but then I reminded myself the translator in my head
was giving me the closest approximation it could to whatever word she used.

“I kind of hate to do it, but I think I’m going to Enhance this axe twice.” I held up the
stone and the handle. “Once to get the head sharpened and shaped right, then we’ll affix
it to the handle, and I’ll enhance that to make sure it stays put.”

Nira nodded. “Makes sense.”
“You… you want to stay here for two more hours?” Yxlyn looked past the fire

toward a group of three dinosaurs that were eyeing us. I mistook them for utahraptors at
first due to their pony like size, but their necks were longer and their heads smaller. They
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first due to their pony like size, but their necks were longer and their heads smaller. They
had no toe talons and hardly any feathers, so I eventually pegged them as
herrerasauruses. They were just as carnivorous as raptors though. 

“I think we’ll be okay as long as we keep the fire going. The vine is only a little ways
away and we have two spears now if someone gets too bold,” I said as I nodded at the
three dinos. “And it won’t be two hours. I can enhance the stone I’m using for the blade
now.” I called up my Eye-Q screen to confirm it. “Oh, that reminds me, Nira, have you
been keeping an eye on the cooldown for Castriel’s Wrath? Or the, uh, remaining
charge?”

“I have. I would estimate it lasts about four hours. I think I have about half an hour
remaining before I need a recharge.” Nira leaned into the word as she leaned toward
Yxlyn. “Maybe it only works like that when someone watches us,” she whispered.

“Nira!” I groaned.
Despite being nearly invisible, the reflection of the fire on her scales made it easy to

see as Yxlyn hid her face in her hands. She laughed nervously, then muttered something
I couldn’t hear over the fire.

“What was that?” Nira leaned closer, and muttered something to Yxlyn. 
Yxlyn turned her head toward Nira and muttered again. They went back and forth

several times, and Yxlyn stiffened. Nira placed her hand reassuringly on Yxlyn’s
shoulder and said something else. 

I was about to ask what they were conspiring about when Nira’s eyes widened. 
She tilted her head, then looked at me. “She would be okay with that.”
“As a matter of experimentation!” Yxlyn lifted her head and added quickly. “We need

to know everything we can about our powers here. To survive. And… and… a-a-a-and
you said you were okay… you both said…” 

“I said I wasn’t upset with you, Yxlyn,” I explained. “That doesn’t mean I’m used to
having an audience.” 

“I think she’s right,” Nira chimed in conspiratorially. “We should experiment and
control for all variables.”

“Then she doesn’t have to watch the next time. We already have data for when she
does… This is…” I sputtered. “What would the mechanism even be for charging
someone’s Eye-Q ability because someone else is watching them have sex?”

“What is the mechanism that allows you to shape rocks and wood with your mind?”
Nira fired back. “They’re weirdo aliens who kidnap people and give them eye powers.”

“Nightmare aliens,” Yxlyn interjected quietly.
“They can travel the stars and maybe even terraform planets with harshly bordered

biomes.” Nira shook her head. “How could we possibly understand their mechanisms
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biomes.” Nira shook her head. “How could we possibly understand their mechanisms

and motivations? The Eye-Q skills could be powered entirely by voyeurism for all we
know.”

“All right, fair point, but what exactly are you suggesting?”
“She should watch us the first time, then we should do it again when she’s not. Then

repeat that a bunch more times for a better data set.” Nira smiled broadly and nodded. “A
bunch.”

“But we already have data for when she…” I caught my breath, then sighed. “You
just want an excuse to do it a bunch of times. You’re messing with me again.”

Nira burst out laughing, not even caring there were dinosaurs nearby. “I don’t need an
excuse with you, Sam!”

“I’m sorry Sam! She made me play a joke on you!” Yxlyn buried her face in her
hands again.

“Nira! I told you—”
She held up her hand. “It’s fine, Sam, Yxlyn asked me to help her become a bolder

person.”
“Great, now I have two jokers on my hands.” I rolled my head and cracked my neck.
“Y-you’re not mad are you?” Yxlyn asked without looking up.
“No, Yxs. It’s fine. No harm done.” I looked at my lover out of the side of my eyes.

“But Nira is going to get a spanking.”
Nira’s eyes widened as her grin somehow spread even further across her face. “You

should definitely watch that.”
Yxlyn’s eyes widened and she looked at Nira. “W-what is a spanking?”
Nira ginned like a maniac. “You don’t know what a spanking is? Oh, girl, we have so

much to teach—”
“Actually, we don’t really have to stay here at all,” I interrupted, putting the

conversation back on track. “We came for food and water, and we’ve already gotten
both. We can return to our cave, I’ll enhance this new axe head there, and we can take
the handles, cords, leftover fish, and some extra palm leaves so we can continue making
cordage until I’m ready with the handle.”

“What do you want to do with that guy?” Nira pointed at the dead coelophysis. 
“Hmm.” I thought about it. “He’s lighter than he looks. I should be able to carry him

back with us, then we can prepare him at our leisure and have him for dinner.”
“Ooh, two meals a day,” Nira grinned. “We’re living like kings now.”
“That would be wonderful,” Yxlyn sighed. 
I stood and started gathering everything I wanted to take back with us. A sack of
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I stood and started gathering everything I wanted to take back with us. A sack of
some sort was the next obvious project.

“I still want to get a look at the top of the mesa at some point,” I said, looking to
Yxlyn. “I know you were climbing up there earlier, but there’s no rush quite yet. Maybe
after dinner if you’re up for it?”

“Of course, Sam! Anything at all I can do to help!” she chirped happily.
“What’s your interest with the top of the mesa?” Nira asked, standing and dusting off

her knees. 
I watched as she stepped under the waterfall and opened her mouth. I thought she was

taking a last minute drink, but was momentarily surprised when water started gushing out
from under her arms. 

“What?” she asked when she noticed me smiling at her. 
I chuckled and shook my head. “I think it will be our best bet for setting up a

permanent home. It will take large predators out of the equation.” I gestured to the
herrerasauruses. “We’ll still have to worry about carnivorous birds, pterodactyls and
things like that. The point is we won’t necessarily have to live in a cave or build a
fortress capable of withstanding things larger than the suchomimus.”

“I can’t believe there are bigger things than that here.” Nira shook her head. “It was
larger than any land animal on my world. Maybe except for cholyopses, but they’re
amphibious.”

“I’ve seen several.” Yxlyn said quietly. “One that looked like the sucho… uh,
suchomimus? But with a shorter snout. It was at least twice as large.”

“Twice?!” Nira exclaimed.
“Could have been an allosaurus or a T-Rex,” I suggested.
“There was a lake several miles away where I saw ones that were twice as large as

even those,” Yxlyn added.
“How is that possible? What would they eat?” Nira gasped. 
“I believe they were herbivores. They had fat bodies and very long necks and tails.”

Yxlyn spread her hands wide as she talked. I thought for a moment it was curious that a
race of invisible people had many of the same body language and gestural cues as Nira
and I, but then I remembered that her people usually clothed themselves head to toe. 

“Probably a brachiosaurus.” I handed most of what I was holding to Nira and walked
over to the coelophysis. I figured I could snake its neck under my vine bandoleer for the
climb back up. “Let’s get back to the cave and we can plan out our week.”

“Thinking ahead, Sam?” Nira began looping the cordage she and Yxlyn had worked
on through her bandoleer. There wasn’t much of it yet, only a half dozen strands the
length of my forearm. 
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“We’ve just been reacting since we got here. We need to start planning ahead. Figure
out the most optimal use of my Enhance powers so we can have the best tools and
weapons when we need them. This water seems clean enough, but we need to secure
long term food supplies, and better shelter.”

“Plus, I’ll need my Spark enhanced again soon.” Nira’s face was going to cramp from
all that grinning, and Yxlyn was going to blush/fade away into nothingness at this rate.

I had to admit Nira’s enthusiasm was a bit contagious. “Well I don’t want to put
Yxlyn out, but that’s definitely the most fun thing on our to-do list.”

“W-whatever we need to do in order to survive this place is fine by me.” Yxlyn said
quietly, then spoke up as she looked like she’d just realized something. “Wait, um, you’re
planning on always having Castriel’s Wrath charged?”

“Yeah, obviously,” Nira said. “It could kill anything that comes after us I’d think.
Even the larger dinosaurs you said you saw.”

“So, you’re planning on having… s… s-s… uh… r-relations… with Sam? Every four
hours?” Yxlyn glanced between us. 

Nira shot a look at me before erupting in giggles. “Oh! I hadn’t thought about that!”
“I don’t know about your worlds, but that seems like rather a lot to me.” Yxlyn

tittered bashfully.
I smiled at the pair of them and shook my head. “Well, Nira’s so damned sexy it

won’t be a problem.”
Nira’s giggles faded and her face adopted something of a smitten schoolgirl look.

“Now that was a good pick up line.” She set down all the gear she’d gathered up and
stepped into my arms. “It also might be the sweetest thing anyone’s ever said to me,
Sam. A little dirty, but still sweet.” She kissed me deeply. 

I put my hands on her hips and returned her kiss passionately.
“Should, uh… I be watching this as well?” Yxlyn said sheepishly, but her voice held

a note of humor. 
Nira broke off the kiss and knelt, stretching her arms out to Yxlyn. 
The nearly invisible girl froze for a moment, then gingerly stepped into Nira’s arms. 
Nira gave her what looked to be a fairly crushing hug, causing the smaller girl stiffen

and squeak.
“It doesn’t count unless you hug me back,” Nira said as she rubbed her cheek against

her victim. 
Yxlyn swallowed audibly, then timidly wrapped her arms around my lover. “This is

nice,” she said softly after a few moments.
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Nira held the hug a while longer, then released her. She slid her hands down Yxlyn’s
arms until they were holding hands. “At some point, we’ll have to figure out how Sam
enhances your ability.”

Yxlyn nodded. “Yes, of course.” 
“And if it’s worth keeping charged all the time, he’s going to be a very busy boy.”

Nira’s smile was equal parts reassuring and lascivious.
“Nira!” I hissed at her. 
Yxlyn froze again, staring wide eyed at Nira. Her eyes darted to me, then away, then

slowly back, then away again.
“I agree we should figure out what her enhanced ability does, but, Yxlyn, you need to

know that you have no obligation to do anything you don’t want to.”
Yxlyn swallowed loudly, then smiled nervously at me. “Let’s… let’s just start with

discovering how Vanish differs from Camouflage before we… uh…make… f-further
plans.” She said quietly, extracting her hands from Nira’s and wrapping them around her
chest modestly.

We all stood there for just a moment before Nira blurted out, “And an awkward
silence descended over the group…”

That broke the tension, and after we had a laugh, Nira began gathering the gear up
again. 

I saw the bow drill by the fire and picked it up as a thought occurred to me. 
“Can either of you use a bow and arrow?”
“S-sort of,” Yxlyn said quietly. “That is to say, I’ve used them before, but only at

camp and a few other times.”
Nira shrugged. “I can use them. I wouldn’t say I’m skilled with them.”
“Yeah, I’m in the same boat,” I said, looking at the small bow.
“Boat?” Yxlyn looked at me. “I’m sorry, Sam. I didn’t understand the last thing you

said.”
“Oh, it’s an expression. I meant my experience with a bow seems similar to yours and

Nira’s. Uh, our situations are the same. I don’t think the translators in our heads handle
idioms very well. I’m starting to realize my language has a lot of them.”

I stuffed Nira’s old spear into my bandoleer next to the maul. “One thing we’ll
definitely need is some kind of pack to carry essentials when we hunt and explore. I
guess I can tie this bow to the bandoleer. Yxlyn, can you hand me a long blade of grass
or something?”

“I can carry it, Sam.” Yxlyn extended her hand. “If we’re just going back to the cave



Tamer: Enhancer

176

“I can carry it, Sam.” Yxlyn extended her hand. “If we’re just going back to the cave

and I’m with you two, it’s okay if I’m agla’feen’ulo.”
“Alga feen oolo?” I chuckled. “I guess that means… visible? Wait, English already

has that word.”
Yxlyn giggled and took the bow drill. “You almost pronounced that correctly! It

means, ah, it’s a state of unintentional visibility caused by objects you carry, or by things
that are stuck to you. For instance, I am almost completely invisible in the water, but
when I get out, I have to be very careful not to get any mud on me, or I will be
agla’feen’ulo.”

“Ah. Makes sense you have a word for that.” I nodded. 
“Well now I just want to give you a mud bath.” Nira grinned.
Yxlyn glanced at the edge of the pond and became very still. 
“I wouldn’t actually do that, Yxlyn.” Nira gently placed her hand on Yxlyn’s

shoulder.
“I-I know, Nira. I just… I want to… sh-show you…” She glanced nervously up at

me, then back to the pond. “Be bold, be bold,” She whispered, then walked to the bank
and knelt down. “I want to thank you both again for being so kind and patient with me.
This place… I’ve never felt so scared and exposed. But sitting here with you both,
talking and working, I feel like… like I’ve been able to take my first deep breath since
the day I arrived.” She scooped a double handful of fine, silty mud from the edge of the
pond and smeared it through her hair like she was applying mousse. I had caught the
edges of her hair before, especially when she was sitting near the fire, but now I could
easily see it was styled simply. Straight and shoulder length, swept back and held in
place behind her ears. 

 Yxlyn dipped her now visible hands in the mud again. “No one has… has ever seen
my face before.” With her back to us, she began to wipe the fine silty mud on her
forehead and cheeks.

“What?” I gasped in surprise. “How? Surely your parents have.”
“Well, yes, they have. I meant no one outside my close family. Not since I received

my first mask when I was four. We usually never share our faces until we marry, and
even then only with our spouses and children.” She finished smearing the mud around
her face and neck but didn’t turn around.

I expected the back of her head to suddenly look muddy, as if it was mirroring what
was touching the front of her body, but I realized that would make for ineffective
camouflage. She wouldn’t be able to hide if every time she touched a tree or rubbed
against a bush, she sucked the color and texture through her body like a thirsty paper
towel. 

Instead, her skin did a remarkable job of making her look like a clear, glass girl with
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Instead, her skin did a remarkable job of making her look like a clear, glass girl with

mud stuck on one side, and I could see a relief of her face under the part of her hair that
didn’t have mud in it.

“Also, once at the doctor’s,” Yxlyn barely whispered above the sound of the nearby
waterfall. “That was so embarrassing. I didn’t leave my room for a week after.” She
stood up and took a deep breath. “But we’re family now, right? That’s what you said,
Nira?”

“Absolutely, Yxlyn, and I’m so honored that you’re willing to let us see you,” she
said without any hint of the playful tone her voice usually carried.

Yxlyn folded her hands over her chest and turned to face us. I had sort of seen her
face before. She had become perhaps ten percent opaque at the cave this morning, and
fire danced off her scales while we sat and worked, but now I could see her almost
perfectly. 

With the thin mud covering her color shifting scales, she looked almost completely
human. Her large eyes made her look younger than she probably was, and her ears were
pointed, not upward like an elf, but toward the back of her head. Beyond that, she looked
like a slender co-ed with a cute button nose. She was really pretty, but I didn’t know if it
was appropriate to point that out at this moment. 

Nira had no such reservation. “Well, I have to say. It’s a shame you’re invisible all
the time because you’re absolutely beautiful!” She knelt down next to Yxlyn and put her
hand on her shoulder.

“You’re stunning, Yxlyn. Thank you for sharing your face with us.” I could only
guess whether or not beauty was a consideration for people that covered themselves their
whole lives. All I could do was give her my honest reaction.

“Th-thank you both, it’s very kind of you to say.” Yxlyn blew a sigh of relief and
smiled sweetly. “I thought it would be fair since I can see both of your faces.” She
glanced up at me, her pale blue eyes a sharp contrast to the reddish brown mud. “It’s…
weirdly intimate, and it makes me feel like I’ve known you both for a very long time.”

“Sam’s turn!” Nira stood and slapped a handful of mud onto my forehead.
Yxlyn giggled and put her hands over her mouth, leaving muddy handprints on her

now visible breasts. 
I suddenly took an interest in the top of the waterfall.
“Sam? You’re supposed to react. I just slapped mud on your face.” Nira sounded

annoyed. 
Boy, the top of that waterfall sure was neat. 
“Why are you overtly averting your… Oh.” I saw Nira’s head turn in my peripheral

vision. “Hey, Yxlyn, you might want to wash off now.”
“Huh?” I heard Yxlyn shift, then squeak, and then dash into the waterfall where she
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“Huh?” I heard Yxlyn shift, then squeak, and then dash into the waterfall where she
began rinsing the mud off with her back to us. 

Nira scooped the bulk of the mud off my face, then rinsed her hand under the water.
She stepped close to me, carefully wiping off more mud. “You’re a decent man, Sam…”
She paused. “What is your whole name? I assume it’s not just Sam.” She stroked my
muddy eyebrow, smiling.

“Sampson McAffrey.” 
“Hmm. Sampson Mac Caffrey.” 
“Mack Affrey,” I said slowly. “Doesn’t matter, just Sam is fine.” I turned to Yxlyn,

who was wiping the last of the mud off herself. “You all washed up there, Yxs?” I asked.
“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to embarrass you just then. I hope you’re not considering
running off again.”

Yxlyn laughed and shook her head, splashing water everywhere. “There are no big
dinosaurs around whose mouth I could leap into, so I guess I’ll stay put.”

I laughed. “Dinosaurs are inconsiderate that way.”
“I-it’s fine Sam. C-considering I’ve already seen…” She stepped out of the waterfall

but didn’t turn to face us. 
I wasn’t sure if she was intentionally giving me a look at her butt as water ran down

her back, but I looked anyway. 
“Showing you my face was much more difficult. I’ve been n-nude since we met, but

thank you for… uh, for being considerate of my diaphanous modesty.” She squeegeed
water off her body with her hand, effectively erasing more and more of herself. When she
was back to being nearly invisible again, she turned around and glanced up at me
bashfully.

“Okay, good.” I smiled at her, wondering briefly how important facial gestures were
in a society of people who wore masks 24/7. “Uh, I guess everyone get a last drink, and
we’ll head back to the cave to make the axe and more cordage. Oh, Nira, do you need to
go back to the ocean for some salt?”

“Hmm.” She looked down the stream flowing from the large pond at the dinosaurs
watering themselves. “I could definitely use some. This freshwater fish didn’t have a lot
of trace minerals in it. I’ll be okay for another day. I’m not eager to brave my way
through the rabble out there.”

With the exception of a few small scavengers, the rabble had largely dispersed. I
guessed the suchomimus was stripped bare by now. The only immediate danger seemed
to be the three herrerasauruses. 

“Are you sure? Because we can—”
“I’ll be fine, Sam.” She put her hands on my cheeks. “But I’ll definitely need to go

back tomorrow, otherwise it will start taking me much longer to recover when I use my
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back tomorrow, otherwise it will start taking me much longer to recover when I use my
spark. At the very least lets get that axe and maybe some other weapons ready before we
make the trek.”

“Okay, yeah. That’s a good plan.” I leaned forward and kissed her. 
“How far is the ocean?” Yxlyn asked.
“Hmm,” I thought for a moment. “Well, we ran for about ten minutes from the

ceratosauruses, then walked forty or fifty minutes before we found the pond here. Two
miles? Three, tops.”

“Yeah,” Nira nodded. “It shouldn’t be too harrowing now that we have some decent
weapons.” She pointed at my spiky club. “But you’re carrying that back, Sam. Those
spikes are way too sharp for me to hang it off my bandoleer.”

I sighed, jostling the spear and maul on my back and eyeing the coelophysis corpse.
“Yeah, I’ll figure something out.”
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN

I had to spend a minute thinking about how to haul the coelophysis up the cliff, but in
the end, an absurdly simple solution presented itself. 

I just picked it up and carried it along the cliff until I was beneath our cave. Nira
accompanied me while Yxlyn took the vine back to our cave on the ledge above us.
Making a second rope was high on the list of priorities today after the first axe was
finished. 

I was prepared to abandon the carcass if we came across any predators, fortunately
the only dinosaurs we encountered was a pack of goofy looking herbivores that seemed
to be a cross between a camel and a duck. 

They were quite large, some even bigger than the suchomimus, so Nira and I heard
them coming in time to hunker down behind a tree. They had long necks and tails, and
small heads with duck bills. They walked on their hind legs, but went down on all fours
to forage. Most were covered in brown feathers, and had a pronounced hump. I couldn’t
think of their species name until ten minutes after we had spotted them. I was realizing
more and more that a lot of dinosaurs looked pretty similar, but eventually I decided that
they had probably been deinocheiruses. 

Yxlyn lowered the rope to us, but like at the waterfall, it was a few feet too short to
be tied off high up on the ledge. Yxlyn climbed down the cliff and took Nira’s ultra sharp
paring knife, then scampered up a tree and cut another twenty feet of vine down for us. 

Nira tied the vine to the rope, then Yxlyn took the other end up the cliff and tied it to
the tree she had hidden behind that morning. 

I secured the coelophysis to the vine, and after Nira and I both climbed to the cave, I
hauled the dead dino up after us.

I dumped my gear near the entrance to the cave and took stock of it. The spike bat
was a terrifying looking weapon, but it got tangled in everything it brushed against, and
was impractical to carry around since I couldn’t just hang it off my belt. An Enhance-
toughened scabbard shaped like a quiver would solve both problems, but until I had
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toughened scabbard shaped like a quiver would solve both problems, but until I had
something to sheath it in, I probably wouldn’t take it out with me again. 

I was starting to think the maul was dumb to haul around as well, but I knew I’d want
it the next time something large tried to hassle us. I didn’t think I could cold cock a T-
Rex with it, but I was fairly certain I could break a toe, and that might be enough to keep
it from running us down at full speed.

Nira was right: the spear was a solid weapon choice for the environment. I was still
going to make myself some other options, though, starting with the axe.

I gathered everything I needed, but before I started, Nira gave Yxlyn and I a quick
demonstration on gutting and preparing an animal to eat. I would have guessed that
Yxlyn wouldn’t handle seeing something get sliced open well, but she was very attentive
and asked several questions during the process. 

When Nira was done, Yxlyn gathered stones, kindling and branches from the forest
below us and we set the coelophysis up on a spit over a small fire. 

After that, we got into production mode. 
Nira and Yxlyn worked on cordage, and Nira’s rope work skills came into play as she

knew how to weave multiple cords together almost seamlessly. Yxlyn sat and worked in
my undershirt, but would strip it off and bound back into the forest at the slightest
suggestion that we needed more leaves or a rock shaped a certain way. 

One time she returned with a few branches from a bush covered in three inch thorns.
She carefully carved them off and started a pile of sewing needles. Eventually we had a
nice little stockpile of supplies, including two dozen medium length feathers pulled from
the crest of the coelophysis, a rectangular-ish rock I could use to make a hammer, two
more potential axe heads, a long, diamond shaped stone that I could turn into a pick axe,
and a pile of prospective handles.

I decided to work on the axe handle first, so I would have a better idea of how to
shape the head. I started by Enhancing one of the small suchomimus teeth into a curved
karambit blade that I could use to cut a hole through the handle. I chose a stick the length
of my forearm made from ash. The hardwood would hold up to a lot of abuse, but that
meant it was that much harder to dig through using just a small blade. Fortunately the
tooth had been almost exactly the right shape when I began, so I spent the entirety of the
Enhance forming and hardening a blade on the inside curve. The result was razor sharp
and I guessed nearly as hard as high carbon steel. 

Going by the cooldown timer on my skill, it took me almost forty minutes to cut a
reasonably rectangular hole all the way through, much to the chagrin of my still sore
hands. On the plus side, when I was done, the tooth blade was still sharp enough to shave
with. I spent the rest of the cooldown cleaning up the edges and coming up with a list of
more tools I wanted to make. Files, sandpaper, a wood plane, a vice for my workbench, a
workbench, a lathe, a way to power a lathe and forty other tools I could think of. Most of
those were nice-to-haves and not necessary for survival, but once we had a dozen spears
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those were nice-to-haves and not necessary for survival, but once we had a dozen spears
and axes and other basic tools, I didn’t want my skill sitting idle. Plus, making lists kept
me engaged while performing tedious tasks. 

When it came time to Enhance the axe head, I realized I didn’t need any of the
cordage. I had Nira hold the handle up for me, then I went to work on the guitar pick
shaped stone. I started with the pointy end, narrowing and lengthening it so it would
slide into the rectangular hole in the handle. I quickly inserted it, then I worked on
thickening it back up so it filled the gap, and put a slight flange on either side to tightly
hold it in place and to compress the wood around the hole. That took longer than I
wanted, leaving me only a few seconds to shape the blade. 

I managed to put a usable edge on it, but I was disappointed with the end result. It
wasn’t quite as sharp as a stock axe blade from a hardware store. Perfectly serviceable,
but not obsessively hand ground into a post-market-edge like I’d wanted. I also worried
that the stone might not be terribly strong either, since I’d spent almost all my time
shaping the edge and the back half, and no time on the middle. 

Nira examined the axe and teased me a bit about being a perfectionist, and reminded
me how kludgey and makeshift it would have been if we’d been doing it without my
power. She was right of course, especially considering that we hadn’t found any good
rocks for knapping yet, like flint or obsidian. 

I laughed as I thought about it. Given the primitive materials and tools any other
abductee would have to work with, it was probably the best axe on the planet. 

Yxlyn said she knew where to find plenty of flint, but it was closer to where she had
arrived on the planet over a week ago. She estimated it was ten to fifteen miles from us,
and I didn’t think it was worth the risk to go looking. With the weird, tightly packed
biomes on this world, I thought there would be a good chance for us to find other sources
close by. 

While we discussed that, I tied some of the cordage around the handle above and
below the blade, as well as an X pattern between in an attempt to reinforce the handle
and keep the wood from splitting. We couldn’t get it quite tight enough to make a serious
difference, but I planned on Enhancing the whole thing one more time anyway. Mostly
the cord wrap just make it look cooler. 

We worked on tools for the rest of the afternoon, but I made a discovery about my
power when I tried to touch up the axe. I enhanced the handle and made it ergonomic
with a slight inward slant at the bottom of the grip. I added knurling, reinforced the cords
and the hole that held the head, and even remembered to put a small hole for a lanyard,
but I found out that I couldn’t enhance the axe blade a second time. I thought for a
moment it was because the power would only work on one physical object at a time, but
I had been able to alter the ash handle and the palm leaf cordage during the same charge,
so that didn’t seem to be the reason. It might have been because I hadn’t been
concentrating on the blade when I started on the handle, but I suspected that I simply
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concentrating on the blade when I started on the handle, but I suspected that I simply

couldn’t enhance an object twice. 
Nira suggested that might be a limitation of the Level 1 version of the skill, and I

agreed it was worth testing when I leveled up. In the meantime I changed how I planned
on putting weapons and tools together. Basically, we would have to do it old school. We
would make each tool as best we could with the pathetic materials we had before I turned
my power on it. 

Nira’s earlier point about needing backups for weapons carried over into our tools as
well, so I set about making a second axe. I split a branch about a quarter of the way
down from the top, shoved the rock that would become the blade into it, then Nira helped
me tie it in place as tightly as we could using the cordage. Since we couldn’t knap
notches into the river stones without risking cracking them, the blade was wobbly and
quite frankly wouldn’t have been very safe or effective. When I enhanced it, I
concentrated on stabilizing and securing the rock and sharpening the blade. 

It wasn’t quite as ergonomic as the guitar pick axe, but it was solid and sharper. Nira
volunteered to whittle the handle a bit to make it more comfortable to hold, but we
quickly discovered that it was more trouble than it was worth. 

The enhanced wood was still wood as far as we could tell, but its composition almost
seemed to resemble compressed fiberglass in some ways. It wasn’t impossible to whittle,
but Nira’s paring knife seemed too brittle to risk on the tough material. The razor sharp
karambit tooth blade could bite into the handle, but it was too difficult to guide through
the material. We wound up with one big splinter sticking out of the side of the handle
that had to be hacked off. It left a little wart that I ground down on the corner of the cliff,
but at least I got a decent little toothpick out of the attempt. 

I worked on cordage while Enhance was on cooldown, and debated how to best affix
the rectangular stone to a branch to make a good hammer. Any solution I came up with
usually had the limitation of needing some sort of notches on the stone to hold it in place.

Eventually I decided that trying to reinvent the hammer was a waste of time. I could
make one just like a modern, metal hammer by putting a hole through the stone, then
fitting the handle into that.

I measured the handle I wanted to use, then whittled a peg into the top two inches of
the wood. This created a shelf to keep the stone from sliding down the handle, and made
the hole I needed to form in the stone a bit smaller. That was important because putting a
hole through something took a lot more effort than just making it harder or a bit sharper. 

Once Enhance was ready, I measured everything one more time, then activated the
power. As I created the hole, I moved that mass into the surrounding stone to
significantly toughen it up. For a moment I considered making one end pointed, but
forming the hole took up too much of my ten second charge, so I simply flattened both
sides to make it a double sided mallet. 

I set that aside and went to work putting together the pick axe. Instead of splitting a
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I set that aside and went to work putting together the pick axe. Instead of splitting a
branch, I found one with a natural Y shape and trimmed the branches down to fit the
stone. 

I secured the stone to the branch with a combination of vines and cordage, and
basically made it as good as I could without using my powers. Any other abductee would
have been perfectly happy with it, but I set it aside and waited for my power to refresh. 

I returned to helping with cordage while the girls and Nira regaled us with the plots
of several of her books. 

Once my power refreshed, I returned to the pick axe and enhanced it. I hardened and
sharpened the stone, then secured it to the handle much tighter than I could have with
cordage alone.

I didn’t have a specific use for the pickaxe in mind, but assumed that at some point I
would want to mine ore from something. In the meantime, it would make a vicious
weapon. It was a little heavier than the hammer, and the point was now sharp enough that
I was sure I could drive it through the skull of just about anything on this world. 

Okay, maybe not a triceratops. 
After that, we took a break to eat dinner. We finished off the fish, which Nira had

wrapped in some leaves. It kept quite well, though a few times during the afternoon we
had to chase away some curious birds who caught a whiff of it. 

We also ate some properly cooked dinosaur meat, and the coelophysis tasted a lot
better than lightning exploded suchomimus. 

“This was a good day so far,” I said, hanging my legs off the side of the ledge as we
ate. The forest provided spats of activity which served as entertainment. Occasionally I
would narrate in an Attenborough-esque voice. 

“See how the pack of gallimimuses pick carefully through the forest below. Though
they are fast predators and fearsome in groups, they know all too well that they are not
the kings of this particular jungle.” I’m not sure if the auto translation allowed Nira and
Yxlyn to pick up the change in my accent, but as far as I was concerned I absolutely
nailed it. 

The gallimimuses we were watching looked like larger, sleeker versions of the
herrerasauruses we’d seen at the pond. They had feathers on their backs and arms, and
generally looked more raptor-like, but were still missing the hooked toe talons. They
were about the height of the ceratosauruses from back on the beach, but much lighter,
with small heads and long, thin necks and tails.

“They would be dangerous to fight,” Nira said around a mouthful of coelophysis.
“Even with a spear, their long necks would allow them to strike quickly.”  

“They’re very fast. They can keep up with me,” Yxlyn said with her knees drawn up
to her chest under my billowing undershirt. “Fortunately they can’t climb.” 
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“Had some close encounters?” I asked. 
She nodded. “They might even be the same ones that chased me several days ago. As

fast as they are, I imagine their territory is quite large.”
“I’m sorry you had to go through all of that alone, Yxs.” I put my arm around her and

gave her a quick squeeze. 
She sighed and leaned into me. “It’s okay. Today has been… It’s been one of the best

days of my life, I think.”
“Oh?” I asked, a little surprised.
“It’s still very scary here, and I’m thirsty, and it would be nice if there was less

humidity,” Yxlyn said, enumerating several of my own complaints. “But sitting up here
and doing simple work on these tools? Being able to chat with friends and not having to
worry about getting killed every moment? It’s been absolutely blissful compared to my
first week here.”

“I’m glad you found us too, Yxs.” I smiled at her. 
Nira scooted back from the cliff, crawled around behind me and gave Yxlyn a big

sisterly hug from behind.
We stayed like that for a while longer, enjoying the breeze and the shade from the

massive trees above us while ate some more and debated what our next survival priority
was. 

Now that we had some basic tools and a handful of weapons, I asked the girls what
they thought we should work on next. 

Yxlyn suggested that we make pots for water. I recognized the need to store water,
but thought it was a lower priority as long as we were so close to the waterfall. Nira
seconded the motion for a way to gather water, but her argument was for the ocean water
she needed.  

I wanted to put off trying to make jugs because it would require a kiln, but Yxlyn said
there was some bamboo downstream from the pond, near where she found my boot. We
decided we would follow the stream to the ocean tomorrow, harvest some bamboo and
get Nira her seawater. 

“So what else do we need for our trip tomorrow?” I asked. “That we can reasonably
build tonight, I mean.” I looked at the two women. “I would really like some sort of
ranged attack. I think a bow would be easy enough to construct, but making arrows is
going to be very tedious and none of us are really skilled enough to justify the time yet.”

“What about a sling?” Yxlyn suggested. “I’ve seen people swing a strap of sorts
around above their heads and then release to launch a rock really fast.” 

“Huh, that hadn’t occurred to me. That’s a great idea, Yxs,” I said.
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Yxlyn beamed for a moment, then asked, “Do you know how to use one?”
I laughed and shook my head. “I don’t, actually.”
Yxlyn giggled quietly. “So it was just an okay idea then.”
I laughed again. “No, it’s still a good idea, and it’s something to keep in mind. I think

it’s just a strap like a belt with a bit of a pouch in the middle. You swing it around and
release one end at the right time. It would probably only take a few afternoons of practice
to become reasonably proficient.”

“What would we make it from?” Nira asked.
“I think it’s traditionally made from leather, but barring that, we’d probably have to

sacrifice clothing. Yxs doesn’t have any, and you don’t have any to spare.” I said,
looking at Nira’s boyshorts and sports bra top. “I could use the other arm of my jumpsuit,
since it’s lopsided anyway.” I held up my bare arm to emphasize the suchomimus’s
attempt at tailoring.

“You should do that anyway so we can see your muscles better.” Nira smiled and
leaned over onto one elbow so that she was inches from Yxlyn. “Don’t you think? I
especially like the vein that stands out on his bicep when he flexes.”

Yxlyn stared at me unabashedly for a moment before her instincts resumed and she
glanced to the side shyly. “We don’t really have much opportunity to… to see each
others’ bodies on my planet. But… I find both of you strangely enjoyable to watch. I
can’t explain it. The way your muscles move… It’s very distracting at times.”

Enhance had reset again, and I wondered how many times I would have to use it
before it leveled up, or if that was even the criteria. 

I wound up not enhancing the handle for the hammer. The ash branch I’d whittled
earlier was plenty strong, so I held the charge while I put the hammer together. I used the
new axe to split the top about two inches deep. Once that was done I pounded the top of
the handle through the hole in the rectangular hammer head, flipped it over, and used the
flat of the axe to wedge a shim into the crack, spreading the sides of the handle out just
enough to securely lock the head in place. 

Nira examined it and was impressed. With only a simple enhancement to place the
hole and toughen the head, it was the most professional, modern looking tool we had
now. 

The skill was making me lazy, which is probably why the first axe had turned out
mediocre.

Mediocre by my standards, anyway. It actually looked almost perfect, like it had been
machined, but I was going to set it aside for now because I was concerned about the
toughness of the head. The second, simpler hand axe would be more than adequate for
now. I needed to really start considering the Enhance skill as just another tool on my belt
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now. I needed to really start considering the Enhance skill as just another tool on my belt

and stop looking to solve every problem with it. 
While my skill reset, we walked along the ledge back to the waterfall to get another

drink of water for the evening. Along the way, I kept my eye out for good vines I could
pull down to make another rope. I saw plenty of candidates, but the few Yxlyn tried to
pull down were far too entangled in the canopy for someone of her weight and strength
to dislodge. 

We got our drinks and returned to the cave without incident, thankfully. The sun had
long vanished behind the tall trees of the forest, but I guessed we had an hour before it
set. 

“So let’s make a list of things we should do over the next few days.” I gestured for
everyone to sit in front of the cave and twirled my new hammer around in my hands. 

“I assume you have items you want to seed the list with?” Nira sat and leaned back
on her hands, emphasizing the line running down the center of her stomach. 

“We’re going to the ocean tomorrow… This place is always going to be dangerous,
but, Yxlyn, is there any time of day you’ve found that’s best to move about?” I pulled off
my undershirt and offered it to her.

“Thank you, Sam.” She pulled the comically oversized garment over her head. “The
mornings, I think, when the sun is still rising. The nocturnal creatures are settling down
and only some of the daytime ones are up. It… it doesn’t make a huge difference.”

“Sure, but every bit can help.” I nodded. “So we’ll do that first thing, and cut some
bamboo along the way so we can bring some seawater back with us, unless that area is
swarming with hungry whatsits. I don’t think we should fish in the ocean. There’s stuff
in there that makes the suchomimus we killed look like a tadpole. Uh, a tadpole is like
this big.” I held my fingers an inch apart. 

“I know what a tadpole is. Or, at least I’m hearing an equivalent word.” Nira
shrugged.

Yxlyn nodded, then said, “Sorry, I sometimes forget I’m not wearing my mask, and
you maybe can’t see my gestures. I know what a tadpole is as well.”

I picked up some of the cordage and tied it into a loop, then placed it on Yxlyn’s head
like a headband. “There. It’s not a mask, but we’ll be able to see you nod at least.” 

Yxlyn giggled and tilted her head in several directions. “Thank you, Sam. That’s very
considerate.”

“Before I go to sleep tonight, I want to Enhance one of the teeth into a strong spike
we can use to anchor a vine to the cliff. I don’t suppose I really need to Enhance another
vine. A regular vine should be strong enough.”

“It will become brittle once it’s cut from the trees.” Nira suggested. “After a week or
two it will be increasingly prone to snapping, especially at the tie point.”
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“Yeah, you’re right.” I scratched my beard. “I assume the enhance will make it last a
lot longer. Okay, two things to enhance tonight so we’re ready for tomorrow. I also really
want to make a pack of some kind, but I don’t know what to use to make it out of. All I
can think of is leaves, but I guess we’d need to stitch it up into a bag using something,
and then I can upgrade it so it won’t just tear apart.”

“Sam, may I take on that project?” Yxlyn held her hand up. She held a stick she had
been using to poke at the fire so we could easily see the gesture. “I know a bit about
sewing. I think I can make something using the thorns and some long grass as thread. It
won’t be very durable, but like you said, you can enhance it.” 

“Yes, that would be great Yxs. Use some of our existing cordage to make a strap long
enough to run around my torso.” I waved my hand at my chest to demonstrate how I
would wear it. 

The girls had been mostly weaving cordage while I worked, and we had about a
dozen yards of it now.

“On your back or front?” she asked. 
“Uh, back I guess, but eventually there could be some loops on the front of the strap

to attach more stuff to?” I really wanted some sort of tactical vest with a bunch of
pouches, but I guess that would have to wait.

“Okay, I’ll think about how best to build it. I’ll work on it tonight a little. Th-thank
you for trusting me with it.” I thought I saw her translucent lips smile shyly.

“You need some sleep, though, don’t you Yxlyn?” Nira asked.
“I don’t think I need quite as much as your people do, Nira. You or Sam.” She

shrugged. “Perhaps four hours a night?” 
“Oh, well, that’s handy,” I said, wishing I could get away with that little. “I feel bad

for sleeping and leaving you awake by yourself.”
Yxlyn giggled and said, “It’s okay, Sam. We’re all different species.”
“So what else do think we should work on tomorrow?” Nira asked. “We’ll eventually

need more living space.” She gestured at the cave. 
“Yes, and that’s why I want to explore the top of the mesa. We can do that tomorrow

after we go to the ocean. We’ll need room for food storage, a kiln for pottery… heck, I’d
love to set up a forge and make metal tools, but I don’t know how much access we’ll
have to ore. Either way, I’m hoping we’ll be able to set up a pretty safe permanent
settlement there.”

“W-with a garden, too?” Yxlyn asked hopefully. “I’m so grateful for the fish, but my
people need vegetable matter in our diets as well.”

“We’re the same way.” Nira added. “Well, we can survive entirely on meat, but it’s
healthier if we have some seaweed now and then.”
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I nodded. “I could live entirely on one or the other, but a mix of both is best. We
haven’t… well, Nira and I haven’t seen much of this planet at all, but we should look for
any plants we can eat, and preserve their seeds for a garden.”

“I… I didn’t think to keep the seeds from the plants I found.” Yxlyn sulked. “I was
just trying to survive from one minute to the next—”

“It’s fine, Yxs.” I stroked her shoulder. She had become quite comfortable with
casual contact from Nira and I. “If you found some, that means there’s other things we
can eat. We just have to keep an eye out.”

Yxlyn nodded. “I just feel foolish for not thinking about it. I guess I didn’t really
expect to live long enough to cultivate a garden.” 

“Well, we still might not.” I shrugged. “It’s no fun to think about, but there’s no
guarantees here.  Still, from now on, we should plan ahead as if we’ll be here
indefinitely. If nothing else, we…” I paused to sigh. “If we don’t survive, maybe the next
group of people the aliens bring here will find our tools and weapons and huts and
gardens, and they’ll have a better chance of making it.”

It was a sobering thought, and we all sat there in silence for a while, watching birds,
lizards and small mammals dance about in the forest.

“I don’t think we’ll be here forever.” Nira finally chimed up.
“Oh?” I raised an eyebrow. 
“I was thinking about that list of women you have in your Eye-Q screen.” She tapped

her temple.
“I thought that was curious too,” I said. “What are your, uh, conclusions?”
“Well, it’s got to have something to do with mating.” Nira grinned, showing her

broad teeth. “Otherwise, wouldn’t it be a list of ‘people’ or ‘allies’?”
Yxlyn’s eyes widened.
I scrunched my face. “I don’t know if that’s—”
“So here’s what I think. They take us, put us here, and we have to survive this place

for a set amount of time. Let’s say a year. But it’s not enough to survive. That’s its own
reward. In order to win their game, you have to mate with as many different alien women
as you can in that time.”

I cast a glance at Yxlyn, who was listening quietly and slowly becoming harder to
see.

“Me… specifically?” I asked, arching a brow.
“At the end of the year,” Nira continued on. “The winner gets to go home and take

their harem with them.” She nodded sagely. 
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“Is this your hypothesis or the pitch for your next book?” I asked wryly. 
“My other thought,” she continued, pointedly ignoring my cynicism. “Is that

somewhere on this planet is another member of our own species, our gender counterpart.
A human female for you,” she gestured toward me, then waved her hand between Yxlyn
and herself. “Et cetera. Maybe they’re elsewhere on this continent, maybe on the other
side of the world. We have to find and mate with them to trigger the victory condition.
The list of women in that case,” She tapped her lip thoughtfully. “I guess they would also
be your registered harem and they either get to go home or go with you, which motivates
them to attach themselves to a tribe and be helpful.”

Yxlyn was staring wide eyed at me, which was helpful, considering the only part of
her still visible was her eyes. When I looked at her, she suddenly took an intense interest
in the cordage she was weaving.

I chuckled. “You think they want us to try and circumnavigate a planet full of apex
predators starting from stone age technology, looking for another member of our species,
who might be doing the same thing, and that’s assuming they survive the first hour here?
How long do you expect this game to last? Seventy years?” 

“When someone dies, they replace them with another member of the species until
they win.” Nira suggested. “That or there’s a certain number of chances before they’re
removed from the competition and their species doesn’t get the All-Cure or maybe the
whole race gets exterminated.”

“Is this why you’ve been so even keeled since you arrived? You expect there’s a way
back built into whatever game you think the beings who took us have us playing?” I
asked.

Nira looked at me, surprised. “You think I’ve been stable and collected this whole
time?”

“You’ve had a few moments of doubt and fear, but who wouldn’t? Given our
circumstances, you’ve been remarkably upbeat and stalwart.” 

Nira stared at me for a moment as I watched a smile creep across her lips, and a
subtle violet flush began creeping on to her cheeks. “That’s a very flattering thing to say,
Sam. Thank you.”

“It’s true. I think most people would be rocking in a corner by now. I’m only keeping
it together because I have you two to look out for now, and… I really don’t have
anything or anyone to go back to on Earth.” In fact, my situation here is arguably better
than it was back home.

Nira continued her bashful smile. “You’re a big reason I’m hopeful for the future as
well, Sam. And now Yxlyn too. But yes, I think there’s a way home built into our
circumstances. We just need to figure out what it is.”

“I think your theories might be colored by your romance writing background,” I
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“I think your theories might be colored by your romance writing background,” I
smirked. She could well be right, but at the moment it was all unsubstantiated
guesswork. 

Nira beamed at me. “I am who I am. Admit it, my hypothesis fits the facts.”
“Your wild speculation - incorporates - some facts,” I laughed.
“Of course! That’s why we’ll need to perform thorough testing.” She sat up and

scooted closer to me until she was nuzzling my neck. “Thorough.”
“I think you’re making Yxlyn uncomfortable.” I tilted my head toward her.
“Oh, I’m fine.” Yxlyn said with surprising confidence. “People on my world aren’t so

forthright about discussing… m… m-mating.” She faltered on the word. “Which is a bit
of an understatement, but I’m enjoying the discussion. I’m afraid I don’t have any ideas
as to why we’ve been put here though. Other than the nightmare aliens being… d-devils
who feed on fear and enjoy creating suffering.”

“It could be as simple as that, but I like my hypotheses better.” Nira scooted away
from me about three feet, then spun on her butt and laid her head in my lap. “What do
you think, Sam?” She grabbed some strips of leaves and began weaving.

“We don’t have enough information to do anything but guess, but…” I shrugged.
“It’s probably a game show or a reality show. Either way there’s gambling involved.”

“Ooh, like who survives for how long, who mates with who, that sort of thing?” She
looked up at me. 

“I don’t know about the mating, but basically.” I rolled my eyes at her singular train
of thought.

“Then why wire our brains to let us understand each other?” Nira asked.
“What do you mean?”
“Well, how would our encounter on the beach have gone if we hadn’t been able to

understand each other?” Nira asked, her big nebulous eyes shimmering in the late
afternoon sun. “I’m not suggesting it would have devolved into mortal combat right
away, but what if I had been another big hunky male shouting unintelligibly at you?” She
squeezed my bicep to emphasize the word ‘hunky.’

“Hmm,” I considered the idea. “I think best case, I would have walked away.” I
thought about it some more. “But I probably would have been killed by the ceratosaurus
or the suchomimus in the first hour or two.”

“Right,” Nira continued. “Well, the best case would be if you and the other sexy alien
male started kissing each other while I watched.” 

Yxlyn’s eyes widened at Nira’s bawdy scenario. I couldn’t help but chuckle a bit.
“But my point is, I bet they’ve done this before without the translation magic, and the

only data or entertainment they got was finding out that nearly everyone they put here
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only data or entertainment they got was finding out that nearly everyone they put here
was dead within the first day.” She reached her foot out and poked Yxlyn with her toe.
“Certain outstanding exceptions notwithstanding.” 

Yxlyn giggled nervously and might have blushed harder if she wasn’t already totally
transparent.

“We definitely have a better chance together,” I sighed. “I just wish it was already a
week from now and we had permanent shelter and a bunch more weapons.”

“We’ll get there.” Nira started to lift a hand to my cheek, but dropped it to her mouth
to stifle a yawn. 

“You okay?” I asked as she sat up.
“Your lap is very comfortable.” She stretched wonderfully, arching her back and

cracking her neck. “Yxlyn, you should try it out.”
“Nira…” I groaned. 
“Oh! I-I… uh…” Yxlyn was down to just eyes and shirt now. “I don’t think that

would be appropriate, Nira. He is your… ah… m… m-m-mate after all.”
“But didn’t you hear my ideas about how to win the game?” Nira rolled off my lap,

crawled over to Yxlyn and stuck her face right next to her invisible cheek. 
“Y… y-yes?”
“We’ll need to share him, and you’re already on his list.” Nira glanced over at me

seductively.
“Nira, stop it. You’re obviously making her uncomfortable.” I admonished her. 
Nira’s bedroom eyes were having an effect on me, along with the fact that she was on

all fours with her back slightly arched, but I was more concerned about Yxlyn’s feelings
at the moment. “We don’t know what that list means. It’s probably just people I’ve
met…” I trailed off, not convinced by my own argument.  

“But then why does it say ‘Women’ and not ‘People’?” Nira asked.
“Because… I’ve only met women so far?” I started to speculate, but Nira jumped in

before I could flesh out the thought. 
“Maybe you’re the only male on the planet!” Nira exclaimed before turning to Yxlyn.

“Then we’d definitely have to share him.”
Yxlyn’s gaze was conspicuously avoiding mine. “Oh my. Oh my oh my.” 
“Knock it off, Nira. Stop teasing Yxs.” I leaned forward and slapped her arched butt.
Nira squeaked and hopped into a kneel to angle her backside away from me. “I’m just

looking out for my sister.” She giggled and rubbed her backside.
We worked on cordage and chatted until the sun finally set. Yxlyn told us about her

world, which sounded like a place where Puritanism had run rampant. Once, her people
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world, which sounded like a place where Puritanism had run rampant. Once, her people
were fearsome invisible predators, but it turned out that a race of people who were
invisible to each other made for some interesting challenges as their society developed. 

Their earliest solutions involved wearing paints and simple woven ropes. As the
ability to produce textiles evolved, people wore more and more clothes until a pervading
sense of body shame began defining their cultural evolution. 

Now they lived inoffensive lives and her description of her society made me think of
an extreme version of Japan. Ensconced in politeness and deferential to tradition, with a
shroud of social pressure focused on not rocking the boat. Although her world lacked the
undercurrent of shogun and the samurai spirit.

Earlier this morning, Yxlyn had mentioned that she was very good at hiding, better
even than most other people of her race. I asked how she knew that if everyone was fully
clothed at all times. She told us there were some celebrations of their distant ancestors
where people would live feral for a period of three days and compete in games of hunting
and hiding. 

I was surprised her society had such games, but she said there was a growing segment
of the population that was discontent with the repressed nature of their society, and
thought they had become too diffident and browbeaten. She was one of them, but only
privately. She’d never participated in any sort of march or demonstration, but she had
competed in the games several times before puberty worked its dampening magic on her
self confidence. She never excelled at hunting, but her ability to blend in with her
surroundings and move through areas unnoticed won her several of the games. 

She bashfully admitted to being too shy to actually accept the awards, however. 
I didn’t like my Enhance skill sitting idle, but we were out of things for me to

upgrade besides short lengths of cord. Once we had a pack we could use throughout the
day to fill with parts for tools and weapons, I would be able to maximize my efficiency. 

I settled for turning another of the large suchomimus teeth into a spike, this one
slightly barbed and designed to function as a rock climbing anchor.

The ledge seemed quite safe, but the idea of sleeping out in the open made me feel
exposed, so I slid into the cave after the sun went down. Nira joined me, and we invited
Yxlyn in, but she insisted she wasn’t tired and wanted to start work on the shoulder bag I
had talked about. We told her to be careful and to wake us if she wanted to sleep in the
cave with us, and she disappeared around the curve of the mesa toward the savanna. 

Even though Yxlyn had survived this world on her own for over a week, I found
myself worrying after her as I watched her head off by herself. 

Fortunately I wasn’t able to focus on my worries, because as soon as she was out of
sight, I was attacked by a rampant dolphin woman. 

We didn’t have the same urgency we shared the first night here, but that didn’t stop us
from making love several times before cuddling up together. I used my jumpsuit as a
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from making love several times before cuddling up together. I used my jumpsuit as a
pillow, and Nira used my arm. It was wonderful feeling her against me, and I drifted off
to sleep designing cots and pillows and firepits and a huge waterwheel I could use to
drive all sorts of mechanisms. By the time I fell asleep, I had designed a palatial estate
with working plumbing and an infinity pool that made the Swiss Family Robinson’s
treehouse look like a lean-to. 
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CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

I awoke the next day to a cool, gray morning. Nira was pressed against me, but I
didn’t see Yxlyn in the cave. Or rather, I didn’t find her when I felt around behind me.
We had pulled the rocks against the cave opening, but left enough of a gap for the
slender invisible girl to wiggle through, as we didn’t know if she’d be able to move them
herself. 

When I realized Yxlyn wasn’t with us, I quickly jerked upright and banged my head
on the low ceiling. I cursed quietly and rubbed my head, then grabbed my hand axe and
carefully disentangled my legs from Nira. She whined and curled into a ball, but didn’t
wake up. 

I pushed the rocks away from the cave entrance and quietly slid out, then crouched
and took in my surroundings. It was twenty degrees cooler than yesterday, and the
morning had brought a wet fog. It was dense enough that I could barely see the tops of
the sequoias towering above us, and there was an eerie quiet as the fog muffled the
normal morning cacophony of high pitched screeches and calls from animals starting
their day. It felt like I was up before the rest of the world, and the fog diffused light and
shadow, giving me only a vague idea that it was still early morning. 

Glancing around the ledge, I thought for a moment that a battle had taken place. It
was covered with scraps of leaves and long, yellowed blades of grass, but I quickly
realized it was the aftermath of a frenetic arts and crafts project. I glanced around and
saw an immaculately tailored shoulder bag sitting in the middle of the ledge, right where
my boot and the teeth had been yesterday.

It was so well made that for a moment I thought Yxlyn had found a shoulder bag
another abductee had brought with them from their homeworld, but had abandoned like
she had done with her clothes. As I knelt over it, I saw it had been crafted from large,
thick plant leaves quilted and stitched together with the long grass from the savanna. I
picked it up and studied it, marveling at the construction. When I had suggested crafting
a bag of some sort, I had pictured a military style rucksack with little pouches all over it
to satisfy my type-A need to sort and organize. The bag Yxlyn had created was a single
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to satisfy my type-A need to sort and organize. The bag Yxlyn had created was a single

large pouch, but it exceeded every other design expectation I’d had.
There was a flap on the top that could be tied down, and the shoulder strap was

comprised of four lengths of cordage we’d made yesterday. These in turn were stitched
together with more grass to form a broad strap. All the edges and seams had a coiled
stitch, making it look like something Frankenstein’s monster would take camping. 

When Yxlyn had told me that she ‘knew a bit about sewing’, she had been severely
understating her skill. It now struck me as obvious that Yxlyn’s people were probably
not big into self-aggrandizement. Even so, I couldn’t believe how well constructed the
bag was, especially given that she’d done it in a single night. 

Out of curiosity, I examined the small copse of trees she had been hiding behind
yesterday morning. I had to take a few steps closer, but I finally caught the edge of her
body as she breathed softly in her sleep. I quietly stepped closer to see that she was
curled into a little ball, and my first instinct was to scoop her up protectively and bundle
her back to the cave so she could nestle next to Nira. I didn’t think I could do that
without waking her, though, and she had definitely earned her rest. 

Instead I sat and studied the bag, formulating a plan to Enhance it. It looked solid, but
the fibrous plant leaves would begin to tear at the stitches when stressed, and anything
sharp would poke through very quickly. I would have to toughen it up overall, especially
where the strap was attached. The strap itself would be plenty strong, but I was worried
that it would become brittle over time as the strips of leaves we made it from dried out. 

I called up my screen and quickly browsed through all the tabs again to see if there
was any new information. Finding none, I pulled up the power, focused on the bag, and
went to work. I tried not thinking about what was happening to the molecular structure
of the bag and concentrated on improving its overall structure. I spent a little time on the
strap to ensure its longevity, then improved the point where it attached to the bag, as I
knew that would be the biggest stressor, and the remainder was focused on toughening
up the bottom and sides. 

Ten seconds later, the bag was the same size, but the sandwiched leaves had fused
into a single, thinner layer and felt much tougher. Not quite like leather, almost like thick,
waxed silk. 

To test it, I dropped my hammer into the bag and slipped it over my shoulder. There
was room in the bag for twenty stones the size of the one I used for the hammer’s head,
but I didn’t think the bag or my shoulder would be able to handle that kind of weight for
long. I jumped up and down a few times, twisted side to side, then unslung the bag and
inspected the inside. The hammer left a few discolored scrapes, but didn’t rip the material
or bust any seams. The bag had slipped a little down my back though, and I realized I
should have tried it on before Enhancing it to see if the strap needed tightening. 

Yxlyn had slightly overestimated the size of my torso. I imagined I looked huge to
the small woman. Still, the bag would be a massive help, and if I had to hop it up on my
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the small woman. Still, the bag would be a massive help, and if I had to hop it up on my

shoulder once in a while, it was a small price to pay. 
With both of the women asleep, I found myself at a loss for what to do. I couldn’t

really go exploring. I was the least capable of surviving on my own on this world. I was
the biggest and strongest of the three of us, but that counted little against multi-ton
predators. Yxlyn could move about invisibly and run and climb like a monkey with a
firecracker up its ass. Nira was more skilled with weapons than me, and could stun
anything under a ton with a touch. 

I liked my chances against a humanoid opponent, as I knew how to fight unarmed,
but that seemed to be the least likely encounter here. My real edge in any hostile
encounter would be my smarts and my equipment. With my Enhance skill, I would
probably be able to make better gear than anyone else on this world, especially if I could
start stockpiling some basic tools.

I set down the bag and formulated my tech tree while I cleaned up the leaf clippings
left over from Yxlyn’s textile maelstrom. I fantasized about rotary saws, drills, lumber
mills and dinosaur leather. It was a little awkward working in the nude, but I didn’t want
to crawl back into the cave to disturb Nira.

Fortunately she emerged as I finished cleaning up. She started to greet me, and was
interrupted by a mighty yawn. She stretched gloriously and I heard various things pop as
she twisted and bent her amazing nude body around. 

Her morning calisthenics had an immediate effect on me, and there was no hiding it
in my undressed state. Nira’s eyes walked down my body and back up, and she smiled
knowingly. She strode to me, put her arms around my shoulders and kissed me deeply,
conspicuously pressing her breasts and hips into my body. 

Somewhere in the back of my mind, I wondered why neither of our mouths tasted
like the bottom of a compost pile, but I was primarily focused on returning the kiss while
I pulled her against me. 

My erection went from incipient to achingly hard in the space of four heartbeats. I
could feel the blood pumping into it with each beat, and it wound up nestled between her
thighs, pressing flat against her mons. 

Nira was one of the sexiest women I had ever seen, but I still suspected there was
something in the air or our brains making my body so eager. 

Nira moaned and began gently rocking her hips, causing her sex to slide back and
forth over the top of mine. I could feel her rising heat and wetness, and knew all she had
to do was angle her hips right and I would slide into her.

I tilted my head to the cluster of trees next to us. “Not that I’m uninterested, Nira, but
Yxlyn is sleeping right over there,” I said quietly.

“She’s watched us before,” she moaned quietly as I grabbed her hips to keep her from
rocking against me. 
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“I said I wasn’t upset that she watched, not that I—” I started as Nira twisted her hips
out of my grip and stepped back. Suddenly my consideration for Yxlyn and my raging
erection were quite at odds.

“In the cave, dummy.” She slid her hand down my arm as she took a step toward our
shelter. “We need to keep me charged up after all…” She paused as she blinked and
focused her eyes inward. “Oh, right. I forgot it does that.”

“You’re still charged up?” I stepped closer and put my hands around her taut, slim
tummy. This time my erection was nestled between her firm ass cheeks, and I kissed the
back of her neck.

“Yup.” She squeezed my cock between her glutes. She was so fit it kind of hurt. “It’s
barely started to count down. At least…” she gasped and wiggled against my kisses. “It
did before you touched me again. Now it’s full, of course.”

“I guess that confirms that the cooldown is paused while we’re touching.” I
murmured into her neck and found just the right spot to plant my lips. 

Nira suppressed a yelp and squirmed away from me, then laughed quietly, rubbing
the back of her neck. She cast a glance over to where Yxlyn was sleeping, then gestured
to the cave and dropped to her knees. She wriggled into the opening, giving me a
generous, and no doubt intentional look at her assets. 

I quickly followed her in, but before Nira could pounce me, I grabbed my rolled up
clothes and told her to stay put for one moment. 

I crawled back out of the cave, having to press my erection flat against my stomach
with my hand to avoid any scraping, then quietly walked over to Yxyln. I unrolled my
jumpsuit and undershirt, carefully laying them over her like a wrinkled blanket. She
stirred gently but didn’t wake up, and I quickly returned to the cave and crawled back in.

Nira had crawled halfway out and was smiling as I returned. “You’re a good man,
Sam,” she said, sliding back in to make room for me. 

“It’s cooler today, and she said she preferred the warmer weather, so I thought—” I
started to say, but Nira interrupted by planting another kiss on my lips. 

I crawled on top of her as she lay back, and without breaking the kiss, she grabbed
my erection and tried to guide me inside her. 

As much as I wanted to go along with this plan, I decided on another tactic and put
one leg over hers, then rolled so I was laying beside her. 

She looked at me questioningly, and I quickly gathered her wrists in one hand and
pinned them above her head.

“Hey, what are you up to?” She struggled fruitlessly as I wove my leg around hers,
trapping her hips and preventing her from putting her legs together.

I smiled deviously as I slid my free hand down her tummy and began oh-so gently
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I smiled deviously as I slid my free hand down her tummy and began oh-so gently
teasing her clit.

Nira gasped and bucked her hips, trying to press herself into my fingers, but I
tightened my leg and pulled my hand away.

“Ah ah ah,” I taunted. “I thought we should take advantage of the fact that I’m so
much stronger than you.”

Nira’s eyes widened, then she glanced up at her pinned wrists before trying to wriggle
them free again. “We? How am I benefiting from this exactly?” she panted.

“Because your skilled and handsome alien lover is going to tease you for the next ten
minutes until you have a thundering orgasm.” I resumed tickling her clit.

“Ten— Ah! Ten minutes!” She shook her head and pulled in earnest against my grip.
“I’m already… Ah! Uh! Ten minutes! I can’t… Oh!”

Nira writhed and struggled deliciously as I teased and tickled her most sensitive spot.
She begged and panted and squirmed, and I enjoyed watching the lines of her body as
her muscles bunched and coiled with her desperate attempts to either slip from my grasp
or simply press her sex into my elusive hand. I particularly enjoyed watching the line
between her abs deepen and soften as she writhed under my ministrations.

Five minutes in, she threatened to shock me. I reminded her that unleashing Castriel’s
Wrath in the little cave would definitely kill us both. At eight minutes, her pleading took
on a particular edge of desperation, so I decided to relent.

“Please, Sam, please… >gasp< I need… >pant< I’m going to die… I’ll do
anything…” 

“Well, since you asked so nicely.” I smiled down at her, then switched my teasing
attack on her clit to rapidly strumming my finger back and forth. At the same time, I
leaned in and sucked one nipple into my mouth and roughly slid my tongue against it.

I expected her to scream, but her breath got caught in her throat as her whole body
seized and began shaking. Every muscle in her body flexed as she vibrated silently
against me. I actually started to get concerned that she couldn’t breathe, but after ten long
seconds, she bucked violently with a throaty exhale.

“GUUUUUUUUUUHHHH!” The noise came out something between a scream, a
bark and a cough. Suddenly her bioluminescence flared to life and started flickering
wildly like she was trying to turn the cave into a rave. 

I released her wrists, and her hands shot to my arm. I thought she would pull my hand
away from her, instead she pressed it tightly to her sex so I couldn’t wiggle my fingers.
She spent several ragged breaths undulating against the pressure, then leaned her head up
to mine and, I assume, tried to kiss me, but she mostly only managed to slobber on my
cheek and jaw.

Her sexy writhing and pleading, combined with her intense and theatrical orgasm had
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Her sexy writhing and pleading, combined with her intense and theatrical orgasm had

me so hard I was slightly worried I might pop a seam.
Her raspy grunting, twitching, and lightshow wound down over the course of nearly a

minute, and she flopped limply against me. 
She managed to slur out, “Guh… that… hng… guh… bastard…” 
I took it as a positive review. 
She still had my hand clamped to her sex with both of hers, and was gripping it like

she was scared to release me. 
“Acceptable?” I asked finally, and Nira burst into an exhausted and slightly hysterical

laugh. 
“Are human >pant< women always walking around >pant< in a satisfied daze?” she

asked breathily.
“Only the ones I’ve been with.” I grinned. “It’s not a racial trait.” 
It’s kind of the opposite, to hear some women talk about it.
She laughed and gingerly peeled my hand away from in between her legs with a yip,

then laid on her back, panting.
I grinned at her until she looked over at me with a goofy smile on her lips. I glanced

down at my still throbbing member, then back at her. Evidently her brain was still
rebooting, because I had to do it a few more times before she glanced down at my
erection. When she looked back up at me, I wiggled my eyebrows and she laughed. 

“Yeah. Fair enough. I’m… a little sensitive, though, so if you don’t mind, I’m going
to use my mouth.” Nira rolled onto one elbow and smacked her lips. 

“I would be okay with that.” I actually really wanted to fuck her, but it wasn’t like I
was going to say no. 

The moment her mouth descended on me, I decided that I was more than okay with
it. 

Afterward, Nira made another joke about electrolytes, and as much as I would have
liked to lay in our safe cave for a while longer, it reminded me that we needed to get our
journey to the ocean started before the carnivorous day shift was in full swing.

I gave Nira a kiss, then slid out of the cave. 
Yxlyn was awake, sitting with her feet dangling off the ledge. She was dressed in my

jumpsuit, both legs and the one remaining arm rolled up so her own limbs didn’t get lost
in the outfit. She twisted around to greet me, but quickly turned back when she saw that I
was still nude. 

Nira flopped bonelessly out of the cave and moaned about wanting to sleep in, but
gathered herself and our clothes and pulled herself the rest of the way out. 
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I pulled on my boxers and socks as Nira slid her boy shorts bikini bottoms on, then I
watched my topless lover walk over to give Yxlyn a big hug from behind. 

They whispered for a bit, and I tried not to eavesdrop, but the two of them seemed to
forget my hearing was better than theirs. I assumed Nira was just ‘girl-gossing’ with
Yxlyn anyway. 

“Good morning, Sam. Thank you for covering me this morning. I assume you would
like your clothes back?” Yxlyn stood and the jumpsuit practically fell off of her, leaving
her in just my undershirt.

“Morning, Yxs.” I waved. “I hope it wasn’t too cold for you last night. You know
you’re welcome to join us in the cave anytime. It’s a little warmer in there.”

Yxlyn stepped out of the jumpsuit and carried it over to me. “Well,” she half giggled,
“not anytime, presumably.”

“Eh.” Nira shrugged, drawing both our eyes.
“Ahhh…” Yxlyn blush-faded slightly. “Thank you both, but I want you to have your

privacy when you need it.”
“I appreciate that, Yxs, but keeping safe and warm is more important. I hope you’ll

feel comfortable enough to join us tonight.” 
Yxlyn stared at me wide eyed for a moment. 
“To sleep,” I quickly added. “Just sleep.”
She swallowed loudly but visibly relaxed. “I… I hope so as well,” she said quietly.
I picked up the bag while Nira dressed and showed it to Yxlyn. “Yxs, you said you

‘kind of knew’ how to sew? This bag is incredible!” I held it up and started showing her
how I had enhanced it. 

“Oh! Thank you, Sam! I-I didn’t want to set your expectations too high. I didn’t…
uh, I didn’t know what I would be able to make with the materials around here, but it
turned out better than I expected. I’m so glad you like it!” 

Yxlyn stood knock-kneed and pigeon-toed in front of me. It looked like she was
twisting back and forth like a schoolgirl with a crush. That or she had to pee. 

I tried not to be the sort of guy who read sexual intent into every little thing women
around me did, but I had to admit that Nira’s personality might have been tinting my own
lenses a little. 

“Wow!” Nira exclaimed, examining the bag. “This is amazing Yxlyn! How did
you… I’m guessing the stitching is grass? How did you stitch it all so evenly?”

“I used one of the thorns from the bush I found yesterday.” Yxlyn’s eyes kept darting
from the bag to Nira’s bare chest. “I cut a notch in the bottom of one to hold the grass
from the big grassland area next to us and just… did it.” She shrugged. 
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“Hmm. I bet you’re really a great archer too, aren’t you?” Nira grinned as she bent to
retrieve her top.

“W-what?” Yxlyn glanced at me quickly, probably hoping for a clue as to what Nira
meant.

“Yesterday you said you weren’t a very good archer, either. I bet you’re a real sharp
shooter!” Nira said as she pulled her top over her head, then conspicuously reached
down through the neckline to hoist her breasts into the right position.

“N-no, really! I’ve barely used a bow before, honest!” Yxlyn waved her hands in
protest. 

“Hmm.” Nira considered the small, invisible woman through narrowed eyes, then
glanced at me. “I think we should make bows and arrows and find out for sure.”

“I happen to agree, but not for quite the same reasons,” I chuckled. “Just because
none of us are good with a bow now—”

“I think I know an expert who can teach us.” Nira whispered loudly to me, prompting
Yxlyn to whine noncommittally. 

“We can all learn,” I continued. “They’re a terrific weapon against small to medium
sized creatures, and will become invaluable for defense and hunting. My only concern,
which I mentioned before, is that while the bows themselves should be easy enough,
making enough consistent and reliable arrows will be a real tedious process.” 

I started picturing a water wheel powering a series of textured rollers that would
grind branches down to a perfect thickness and length. Perhaps a lathe that turned the
branches though a series of enhanced stone drill plates. Then I started to wonder if I
could Enhance a bucket of tree sap and turn it into an amazing adhesive when Nira
tapped me none to gently on the shoulder.

“Hey, you drifted off there,” she tilted her head at me.
“Oh sorry, I was thinking of a way to automate arrow production.” I grinned and

tapped my temple. “We would need a much more powerful waterfall than the one by the
watering hole, though. 

“Anyway,” I gestured to the remains of our cooking fire and the coelophysis still on
the spit. “Let’s get some breakfast, then head out. I’m thirsty and we need to get you to
the ocean, hopefully before every other hungry thing in the forest is up.”

The fire had burned out overnight, and there were some flies gathering on the remains
of the meat. We quickly restarted the fire and gave the leftovers a quick sear to kill off
any germs. It left the meat gamey and dry, but calories were calories. It didn’t stop us
from discussing our favorite condiments, and what we thought might pair well with day
old coelophysis. 

Nira described something that sounded a lot like soy sauce to me. 
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Yxlyn liked something called gib’uloo’gluug, which was some sort of cream sauce
derived from a flower on her world. 

I thought it was hard to beat whole grain mustard on just about anything, and I started
to describe the condiment, but they were both familiar with it. Yxlyn’s world seemed to
have an almost identical plant as far as we could tell, and Nira’s had something that
produced something akin to spicy Asian mustard. 

We finished breakfast and geared up for our journey.
I slung my bandoleer over a shoulder, then the bag across the opposite one. I double-

checked the cool looking but unenhanced dinosaur teeth, and added the enhanced rock
climbing spike and the razor sharp karambit blade to the mix. 

I carefully slid my spear into the loops on the bandoleer, careful not to catch the bag.
I placed the handle of the hand axe through the bottom of the bandoleer so the blade
wasn’t bouncing against me, then affixed the pick axe with the long, diamond shaped
head to the front. My hammer went in the bag, and I decided to leave the maul and spike-
bat behind today. Each of the hand tools weighed only about three or four pounds, but
the maul was closer to fifteen, and if something big came at us, we had Nira’s lighting. 

The last thing I gathered was the enhanced rope we had used to pull up the
coelophysis. I untied the vine extension from it and looped the rope around my
shoulders.

I had gotten caught up in tool making yesterday, but when we got back from the
ocean, I was definitely making more ropes. 

“What’s the status of Castriel’s Wrath now?” I asked as we began walking along the
ledge. 

Nira blinked and checked the screen in her eye. “It’s about where it was before. It’s
barely started to count down.” 

“Hmm.” I double checked mine to make sure I hadn’t leveled up and not noticed. I
was still at Level 1, and had about ten minutes left on the cooldown. Our morning
shenanigans had taken longer than was ideal, and we were no longer heading out at the
crack of dawn like we’d planned. Hopefully the thick fog would last for a few hours
longer and help us slip past anything on the prowl. That could work equally against us,
however, unless Nira or Yxlyn could see through fog somehow. 

“Is something different with your abilities?” Yxlyn asked.
“No, it’s the same as it was yesterday,” I said. “Nira has a lingering charge on

Castriel’s Wrath, even though we hadn’t had had sex for several hours.”
“You… Um, you didn’t?” Yxlyn’s tone indicated she was at the very least listening in

as Nira and I worked off our morning arousal. 
“Well, we did, but he meant before you were awake,” Nira corrected. 
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“Maybe sex doesn’t have anything to do with it,” I pondered. “Maybe if I simply
touch someone for a long time, it will give them a charge.”

“The sex is definitely vital,” Nira giggled, shaking her head.
“Well, I agree with you there, but—” I smiled before Nira cut me off.
“I bet the charge still comes from the sex, but the countdown doesn’t start until we

stop touching.”
“You’re suggesting the aliens who took us are encouraging us to cuddle?” I grinned.
Yxlyn started laughing quietly and Nira barked a laugh before agreeing. “Definitely!”
We made it to the waterfall and crossed beneath it without incident. Maybe we didn’t

need to put up a second climbing rope on our side of the waterfall, but I didn’t like
risking the slippery rock, or getting my back and underwear wet every time we crossed,
so I knew I was going to do it eventually. 

The pond and what we could see of the stream through the fog seemed quieter this
morning. A few small scavengers remained, and I guessed there was very little left of the
Suchomimus at this point. A group of five torosauruses drank from the far side of the
pond. They were basically triceratopses, but slightly smaller, and the plate on the back of
their heads had two reddish recesses that kind of looked like bunny ears. They would
probably leave us alone if we returned the courtesy.

We climbed down and alternated drinking from the waterfall and keeping an eye on
the foggy forest. 

“Are we going to start a fire this morning?” Yxlyn glanced at the fire ring with her
arms tightly wrapped around herself. 

“I want to get to the ocean and back as early as possible,” I said. “Are you really
cold, Yxlyn?”

“Don’t… don’t worry about me, please, Sam. I-I’m just a little uncomfortable.” She
rubbed her arms as she spoke. She seemed a bit easier to see this morning. I guessed the
mist in the air was sticking to her, which gave her edges a ghostly softness.

I suspected she was colder than she was admitting. Complaining and being a burden
was probably looked down on in a society of people as timid as hers. I guessed that
squeaky wheels in her world didn’t get grease, so much as they were socially avoided
and gossiped about behind their backs.

I held my arms open to her. “Come here and warm up for a second, then we’ll head
downstream.”

Yxlyn’s eyes widened as she scanned the breadth of my arm span. “Are…are you
certain?” She glanced at Nira. “Is… is that okay?”

Nira smiled grandly and ushered Yxlyn into my hug. “Of course it is, silly. We have
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Nira smiled grandly and ushered Yxlyn into my hug. “Of course it is, silly. We have

to share everything on this world.”
“Only if you’re okay with it, too, Yxlyn.” I looked down at her. “I don’t want to

make you uncomfortable.”
Yxlyn stared at me bashfully for a moment before speaking quietly, “That would be

nice. Thank you, Sam.” She stepped into me with her arms still wrapped around herself. 
I hugged her tight and rubbed my hands up and down her back. 
She shifted slightly and put her feet on my boots to get them up off the cool stone. It

gave the moment an odd father/daughter dance feel. 
“You are cold. Maybe we should build a small fire.” 
 “I’m fine, Sam. Thank you, but we should definitely stick to your plan.” Yxlyn

squirmed herself closer to me. “Let me just warm up for a bit longer, please.”
It was weird looking down at her and seeing my arms and bits of my jumpsuit

through her skin. It looked like I was hugging a girl-shaped glass of water. 
Nira smiled and leaned over to Yxlyn. “You seem to have gotten a lot more

comfortable with physical contact.”
Yxlyn stiffened in my grasp but didn’t try and pull away. “It’s nice,” she said quietly.

“My parents told me they were married for a week before they held hands for the first
time.” 

“Yikes.” Nira shook her head. “I don’t think I would fit in very well on your world,
Yxlyn.”

“I think that is probably an understatement, Nira,” Yxlyn said over her shoulder with
a nervous grin, then looked up at me, and gently stepped away. “Thank you, Sam. I feel
much warmer now.”

“I bet you do,” Nira leered. 
“Nira!” I hissed. 
The girls both just laughed.
“Life… and death happens very quickly in this place,” Yxlyn said sadly. “I hope we

all have a long time to be with each other, but… whatever happens, a week is too long to
wait to hold hands here.”

Nira got a sad but endearing look on her face, then grabbed Yxlyn from behind in a
big sisterly hug. “I hope we all have a long time together as well.”

Yxlyn squeaked and her eyes widened, but after a beat, she relaxed and leaned back
into Nira’s embrace. I realized I could see the lines of her body relatively well, thanks to
the damp air. She wouldn’t have any trouble hiding if she was crouching in front of a
bush, but knowing where to look and what to look for, it was getting easier for me to spot
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bush, but knowing where to look and what to look for, it was getting easier for me to spot

her and read her body language.
Nira flashed me a conspiratorial look, then whispered something quietly into Yxlyn’s

ear. The invisible girl stiffened, flicked her big silvery eyes toward me, then
conspicuously glanced away. 

“Nira…” I started, but she forestalled me by holding up a finger.
“Team building,” she said. She whispered something else to Yxlyn, then released her

with a pat on the shoulder. 
Yxlyn glanced shyly at me, then turned and started around the pond. “I should scout

ahead, if that’s okay with you, Sam.”
I shook my head at Nira, who looked pleased with herself, then turned to Yxlyn.

“Please be careful, Yxs. You’re a little easier to see in this fog.”
“I will, Sam. Thank you.” The invisible girl trotted ahead of us until I began to lose

her faint shimmering in the wet air. I realized she was only easier to see up close. In the
hazy air, her slightly mismatched contours disappeared into the fog before she got fifty
feet from us. 

My instinct was still to call to her to stay close, but she had survived this place on her
own for a lot longer than Nira and I had. I had to trust that she could keep herself safe. 

It was harder to do with Yxlyn than with Nira. Nira was athletic and a skilled fighter,
but she often lacked situational awareness. Yxlyn was so socially timid that it was easy
to think of her as a helpless little kid, but she was cautious, stealthy, fast and could climb
like Spider-Man. 

If this whole thing was some alien version of Survivor, I’d have big quatloos on
Yxlyn outlasting us all.

I considered admonishing Nira for constantly teasing Yxlyn, but didn’t want to turn
into a nag. They were developing their own relationship. Besides, she teased me
relentlessly as well. It was just who she was.

We walked quietly around the pond and started following the stream down to the
ocean. Nira was hunkered down in hunt mode which I appreciated. I only hoped she
could stay focused all the way to the ocean and back.

It was slow going. The fresh water provided by the stream would be a constant draw
for predators and herbivores alike, all the way down to the ocean. Being able to only see
thirty to fifty yards through the fog made me nervous. More than it should have, really.
On a clear day, the forest was dense enough that I’d probably only be able to see farther
while looking down a well worn game trail. 

Mostly the fog just made it look creepier, but it did absorb higher frequency sounds.
We’d still be able to hear something big stomping toward us, but we might have a little
less warning from skittering leaves and snapped twigs if something small and smart was
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less warning from skittering leaves and snapped twigs if something small and smart was

tracking us. 
We made it downstream past where the suchomimus had started chasing us without

incident. A few small scavengers scattered at our approach, and I kept an eye out for
them in case they rallied their crews and got brave, but they never bothered us. I guessed
they were too full from the last few days of feasting.

We got to the end of the clearing and had to climb down a steep part of the hill. The
stream sluiced around some small trees and disappeared under some rocks at the top of
the hill. That made me nervous, as it hadn’t occurred to me that the stream might not stay
above ground all the way to the ocean. Fortunately it reemerged near the bottom of the
ledge and continued on its way, winding through the roots of a giant sequoia. 

Nira and I edged around the tree carefully. The trunk was large enough to conceal
almost any dinosaur. Fortunately there was nothing on the other side, so we continued
downstream for another hundred yards before I heard Yxlyn’s voice from up ahead. 

“Sam!” she whispered. In the complex tangle of leaves and bushes, I couldn’t see
where she was until she got about ten yards away, and that was only because I knew
where to look and what to look for. She moved quietly, staying mostly on the soft grass
on the stream’s bank. She would have made a hell of a ninja if she hadn’t grown up in a
society paralyzed by social anxiety.

“What’s up?” I asked, matching her volume as I knelt by the bank and set my spear in
the grass. 

Nira hunkered down next to me, dutifully scanning our surroundings.
Yxlyn settled down in front of us, rubbing her arms. “Sam, there are some large

dinosaurs ahead,” she whispered. “W-well, medium, I suppose. I don’t think they are
predators, but I wanted you to know in case you wanted to go around them.”

I nodded. “Let’s go take a look. If they’re dangerous, we can return here, then give
them a wide berth. Do you need to warm up first?” 

She nodded timidly. “That would be nice, thank you.”
I held out my arms as she stepped toward me, but stopped just in front of me.
“What’s wrong?” I asked, puzzled.
“Could you, uh… s-stand up first?” she asked, not quite meeting my eye. 
For a moment I wondered if there was some significance for her for one of us to be

kneeling during a hug, but with a glance at her crossed arms, I realized I was eye level
with her breasts. 

“Oh, sorry!” I whispered as I stood.
Yxlyn stepped into my arms and sighed as I began rubbing her bare back. “It’s okay.

I don’t think we quite have that sort of relationship yet.”



Tamer: Enhancer

208

It only took Nira a heartbeat before she chimed in. “Yet?”
Yxlyn stiffened, but didn’t comment or try and squirm away, so I just kept rubbing

her back and shot Nira a look.
Nira just smiled at me. “You know, I’m cold too.”
Yxlyn relaxed a little and giggled. 
I shook my head and smiled. “I’ll warm you up in a second.”
I held on to Yxlyn for another half minute, then offered a hug to Nira. I half expected

her to tell me to kneel back down, but that would actually put the tall woman’s breasts
above my head, so I just hugged her and rubbed her back. 

“He’s pretty handy to have around,” Nira said to Yxlyn as the dolphin woman
squeezed my butt. 

“Yes, he’s very nice,” the invisible girl said softly. 
“So glad I’m able to make myself useful.” I returned the butt squeeze then gave Nira

a light spank. I didn’t want to make any appreciable noise, so she got off with just a tap.
I gathered up my spear, juked the backpack up a little higher on my shoulder, and we

followed as Yxlyn guided us downstream. 
We crept along as quietly as we could, Nira and I making just a bit more noise than

our slight guide. I tried to step only on bare grass or exposed roots, but in places I had no
choice but to put my boot down on fallen leaves. Once I got my new backpack snagged
on a bush; another time I got my spear tangled up in some branches when I tried to use it
to brush them aside. Yxlyn kept glancing back with each crunch and snap we made, so I
took to gently trying to brush the leaves aside with my boot before stepping. This was
quieter than just stepping on them, but slowed our advance to a crawl. 

We were going to have to get Yxlyn to give us stealth lessons as soon as we got the
chance. 

A tense and slow-going fifty yards later brought us to a bit of a clearing with three
large-ish bone colored dinosaurs. 

“Parasaurs,” I whispered, recognizing them immediately.
The curved, cylindrical ‘horn’ on the back of their heads was an easy marker. The

smallest one was drinking from the creek, another was pulling a big leaf off a fern, and
the third, the largest one, was sitting with one leg tucked under it, the other lazily
stretched out on the forest floor. It seemed to be on guard duty as it swiveled its head
around while chewing on something. It hadn’t spotted us, and obviously wasn’t too
concerned with its surroundings. 

“I saw them eating ferns,” Yxlyn said quietly, huddling behind Nira and me. “I
assumed they were herbivores, but their bodies are built more like the predators we’ve
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assumed they were herbivores, but their bodies are built more like the predators we’ve

seen, so I thought it best to show you first.”
The parasaurs were built with shorter forearms than actual quadrupeds, but not so

anemic as to be useless. They could walk on just their hind legs, but often used their
arms as they moved about, especially while foraging. They reminded me a bit of how
kangaroos would shuffle about when they weren’t hopping.

“That was a good call, Yxs,” I said, turning to address her over my shoulder. “Better
safe than sorry. These guys are herbivores, though. They shouldn’t give us any trouble if
we give them a little space.”

“Ooh, I like that expression. ‘Better safe than sorry.’” She smiled. Her non-actively
camouflaged teeth making her very Cheshire Cat-like for a moment. “We have a lot of
expressions like that. ‘Be timid lest ye be embarrassed.’ That’s one of my favorites.”

Nira put a hand on Yxlyn’s shoulder. “Oh sweet girl. I would be arrested on your
world in under a minute.”

Yxlyn pressed both hands over her mouth and suppressed a giggle, but this close to
her, I could see her shoulders jumping.

“I don’t know about that, Nira.” She placed her invisible hand over the dolphin
woman’s. “I think everyone would have fainted long before that.”

Nira didn’t contain her giggle quite as effectively, drawing the attention of the large
parasaur. We were crouched behind a dense bush, so I didn’t think he’d seen us, but he
rolled onto his feet and stood, causing the other two to look up from what they were
doing and peer in our general direction. In my head I heard the Metal Gear Solid noise
play.

“Okay, back in hunt mode. Let’s back up a bit, then circle the clearing this way
round,” I whispered as I gestured with my hand. “We can reacquire the stream on the
other side.”

The girls nodded and we began skirting the edge of the clearing, with Yxlyn scouting
further and further ahead as we moved. We lost sight of her about halfway, so we
continued until we picked up the creek on the far side of the clearing and resumed
following it. 

The stream serpentined lazily down a gentle grade. For the most part, there was a bit
of clearing between it and the forest. The sandy shore gave way to a muddy bank as we
got farther from the mesa’s cliff. In a few spots, the woods grew right up to the edge of
the water, forcing us to find a path through the forest until we could meet back up with
the stream, or to simply walk through the stream. Unsurprisingly, Nira wanted to just
walk or swim down the middle of the stream. So long as the water was clear enough that
nothing could hide in it, I couldn’t really object, but I really wanted to try and keep my
socks dry today. Nira conceded when I told her wet socks are squishy and loud. 

The farther downstream we went, the farther ahead Yxlyn scouted. It was easy to lose
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The farther downstream we went, the farther ahead Yxlyn scouted. It was easy to lose
sight of her in the woods. I had mostly learned how to spot her if I was standing still and
she was moving, but if we were both moving, she was still very easy to miss.

We traveled for a quarter of a mile, maybe a half, and the stream was really more of a
creek at this point. It was only about seven feet across and maybe three feet deep at the
most. Small rivulets broke off and were otherwise lost to the thirsty forest soil.

We walked for what felt like another twenty minutes without incident, and I was
starting to feel like we had traveled farther from the mesa than Nira and I had when we
first run up from the beach. I looked back at the winding creek and couldn’t tell if it was
trending one direction or another. I couldn’t see more than fifty feet of it at any given
time as it meandered around trees and rocks in the forest. 

“Something following us?” Nira whispered as she watched me check our six for the
tenth time.

“No, I don’t think so. I’m starting to get worried that the stream might not take us to
the beach. It feels like we’ve walked too far.”

“Hmm,” she murmured noncommittally. “We could just go, uh…” She looked up at
the sun coming in through the branches and fog. The morning mist was starting to burn
off, but between it and the canopy, the sun was an indistinct glare in the sky. She pointed
at eleven o’clock from the creek’s heading. “Hmm. That way?”

I shook my head. “We have to follow the creek at least until we meet back up with
Yxs, otherwise we’re likely to lose her and will have to meet back up at the cave.”

“Ah, right. Okay, next time we see her, we can reassess,” Nira said, shaking her head
a bit.

I nodded and we continued forward. My fears were allayed quickly, as another ten
minutes of walking had me smelling saltwater in the air. Nira noticed it as well, and we
picked up our pace just a bit. 

I was just starting to hear waves and splashing water when we found Yxlyn again. Or
rather, she found us.

“I think we’re here!” she said from somewhere above us.
We were still surrounded by large trees, but I hadn’t seen anything the size of a

sequoia for several minutes. Looking up, I didn’t spot her until she started climbing
down from a tall beech tree.

“I’m a little envious at how good you are at climbing,” I said as she dropped to the
ground. I opened my arms and she stepped into the hug readily. “I used to climb trees all
the time as a kid, though nothing that tall.”

She looked up at me as I rubbed her back and arms. It had warmed up a bit more and
the fog was  beginning to break, but I suspected she just liked being hugged. Physical
intimacy was still very new to her, and I didn’t mind indulging her in the least.



Tamer: Enhancer

211

“Do adults on your world not climb much?” she asked softly, her silvery blue eyes
were so close I could see myself reflected in them.

“Not really, no. Not beyond certain jobs or hobbies.”
“Our architecture is very vertical,” she said as she pressed into me. “We have stairs

and ramps, but also latices for climbing and poles to slide down.”
“Sounds fun.” I smiled, then glanced at Nira, who was standing nearby, watching us

with a goofy grin on her face. 
“Soon,” she mouthed to me, then glanced pointedly at Yxlyn.
I shook my head, thinking how weird it was that I saw her lips moving to match, not

the words she was actually saying, but to the words I thought she was saying. Maybe we
were all speaking our abductor’s language without realizing it.

Yxlyn stepped back and glanced between the two of us questioningly. 
“I’m pulling for you, girl. Now lead us to the sea!” Nira proclaimed and swept out

her arm. The proximity to our objective had pulled her out of hunt mode. 
“Okay. It’s a bit of a climb down though.” Yxlyn nodded and started through the

woods.
“A climb?” I asked. “We must not be at the same part of the beach where Nira and I

arrived.” 
Nira shrugged predictably. “As long as we’re at the ocean and can find our way back,

it doesn’t really matter, does it?”
“No, not at all.” I shook my head.
We walked to the edge of the forest, where I expected to see the biome change to the

coastal palms and ferns. Instead, the woods stopped at the edge of a rough cliff thirty feet
above a very small lagoon. The creek spilled over the edge and made the rocks beneath it
wet and treacherous looking. In front of us was what I assumed was the edge of the
mountains that I had seen upon first arriving on this planet. Looking out to our left
seemed to confirm this, as the sheer cliffs extended well out into the ocean. I figured we
were a mile or two from where I had arrived, opposite the direction I had traveled to
meet Nira.

The ledge we stood on sloped down toward the beach, so we opted to pick our way
down that way. It amused me that Yxlyn’s first instinct was to scale the cliff rather than
walk down the hill. If I could climb like her, I probably would have thought the same
thing.

Five minutes later we stood at the edge of the lagoon. It was nearly separated from
the ocean by a sandbar, but waves would lap over it, overflow the lagoon, then spill back
out as the wave caused the surface to undulate gently. The water was crisp and blue and
as clear as the pictures in any brochure I’d ever seen for Cancun or Hawaii. 
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A few tiny fish darted around in the body of water, but nothing bigger than my hand.
Assuming they weren’t some sort of prehistoric piranha, it should be perfectly safe to
have a swim. 

Nira obviously had the same thought. She planted her spear in the sand, whipped off
her top, hung it over the top of the spear, then ran the fifteen feet to the lagoon and dove
in. 

“Wh… why’d she take off her top?” Yxlyn gasped.
We were both a little taken aback by her Alien Girls Gone Wild outburst. Having to

be a good, quiet hunter for the trek down the stream was probably murder for the
gregarious dolphin woman. 

It was my turn to shrug. “Because… she’s Nira.”  
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CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

Yxlyn stood next to me pensively for a few moments as we watched Nira zip around
underwater. Her dark, storm blue back was easy to spot against the blond sand. 

“Do, uh… C-can I ask you something, Sam?” Yxlyn was pointedly watching Nira
and not looking at me. 

“Always, Yxs.” I gently placed my hand on the top of her back.
She took in a sharp breath, but neither stiffened nor pulled away. 
“Do you, uh… like…” Yxlyn started, but was interrupted by the party girl from the

sapphire lagoon.
“Bleuach!” Nira bust from the lagoon and walked up the shore, spitting out a

mouthful of water. She was dripping wet and totally unabashed by her toplessness. 
God damn, she looked good. Her wet skin looked like latex and the water ran down

her flat tummy in rivulets. Her toned ab muscles were wonderfully and alternatively
accentuated with each enticing sway of her hips. 

“That water is brackish. I need some proper saltwater!” she announced as she pressed
herself against me and slid her tongue into my mouth. 

I had hoped to keep my clothes dry today, but this was an acceptable development. 
No, wait. Now I had a boner. 
Fortunately it was pressing into Nira’s tummy and hopefully hidden between our

bodies.
Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Yxlyn’s eyes widen. Hopefully just because of the

kiss happening right in front of her. 
I was still resting my hand on her back, which I’m sure in her mind made her

tangentially involved in the kiss. Heck, for all I knew, this was the most deviant sexual
practice ever conceived of on her world.
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Nira broke the kiss and pulled Yxlyn into our embrace, eliciting a squeak. 
“You should go for a swim, little sis.” Nira beamed. “Then you can roll around in the

sand so we can get a good look at you.”
I looked down at Yxlyn’s glassy outline and her big shining eyes as she glanced up at

us, then down at the beach. 
“Um… maybe.” 
Surprising. 
“So I’m going to go have a swim in the ocean proper and maybe catch something.”

Nira started to step away, but I pulled her back up against me, and not only because I
was still sporting an erection. Not that pressing her against me was helping.

“Nira, I don’t want you going out there. There’s…”
“I know,” she held up a hand. “You said there are nasty things in the water, but this

close to the shore…”
“Nira, please. Surely there are larger animals in the oceans of your world than there

are on the land?” I squeezed her against me. I really didn’t want her going out there.
“Yes?” she replied, confused at my train of logic. 
“And I’ve told you that you haven’t seen anything even close to the largest dinosaurs

on land here, yes?”
“Ah,” she said, understanding. “Okay, Sam, I get it. But I do need to get a few

mouthfuls of seawater. I’ll stay close to shore. If there’s anything remotely as large as
you’re suggesting out there, it won’t be able to come into the shallows.”

“There’s also things with long necks that can strike like snakes…” I held one hand up
and did some snake-fu hand movements to demonstrate.

“Sam,” she put both of her hands on my face. “I’m an experienced hunter-fisher. I’ll
be okay. Just a few deep breaths to really saturate my blood with the good stuff. In and
out. I won’t even hunt, okay?”

“Okay. Thank you.” I rested my forehead against hers. Even though I was really
concerned about her spending any time in the ocean, it was really hard not to glance
down at her breasts. “I know you’re skilled. I just… the thought of you disappearing
beneath those waves, and…” I paused long enough that I didn’t have to say it. “The
thought of losing you. Either of you.” I pulled Yxlyn into the hug. “I can’t—”

Nira pressed her lips tenderly to mine, the bawdiness of her earlier kiss gone.
“You big softie. I’ll be right back.” She broke the kiss and looked to Yxlyn. “Keep

him safe for me!”
“Me?” Yxlyn gasped. “I… of course!” She pumped one fist in front of her, and she
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“Me?” Yxlyn gasped. “I… of course!” She pumped one fist in front of her, and she

pressed the other fist into the middle of her upright arm. It looked a bit like she was
flipping the bird, but I realized it was probably some sort of military salute.

She held her pose for just a second before quickly wrapping her arms back over her
chest. 

Nira tousled Yxlyn’s hair, which was really weird looking considering it was either
see-through or mirrored. I hadn’t decided which one it was, but considering the top of
her head didn’t look sky blue, it could probably change back and forth like her skin.

“Back in two flicks of a waterwarbler’s tail!” Nira said and retrieved her spear,
tossing her top on the beach. 

I grabbed my spear and followed, scooping up the top and stuffing it in my jumpsuit. 
Nira walked about twenty feet before turning around and looking at me. “You two

can just swim in the lagoon,” she waved behind us.
“Nira, I’m going to stand on the beach and wait for you, and if you’re not back in two

minutes, I’m going to come in looking for you,” I said with all seriousness. 
Nira rolled her eyes and resumed walking. She went over the bottom part of the slope

we had climbed down and paused for a moment to scan what small part of the beach we
could see. The beach curved around the hill off to our left, so we could only see about 75
yards of it before losing it around the bend. 

Satisfied we weren’t about to be ambushed by anything lurking in the edge of the
jungle, Nira strode confidently to the edge of the water. The waves kicked up some sand
as they rolled in, but beyond that, the water was nearly as clear as in the lagoon.

I looked out into the water, and thought I saw dark shapes in it, but standing on the
beach put me at a low angle and the gauzy sunlight was reflecting off the waves, which
were themselves distorting everything in the water. I came to the conclusion that most of
the shapes were probably either patches of coral or huge rocks fallen from the towering
cliff. 

Nira seemed to be satisfied that it was safe, and began striding into the surf. 
“Two minutes. You just need a few mouthfuls, right?” I called out loud enough to be

heard over the waves. Some part of my brain told me it was a bad idea to be shouting on
the beach, exposed as we were, but I was really nervous about her swimming in these
prehistoric waters.

“Yes, lover, I’ll be careful!” she shouted over her shoulder. 
“I mean it, Nira! I’ll come in after you, and you know how hopeless I am in the

water!” I hoped the self-effacing threat would register with her. 
She turned and shook her head with an eye-roll, then blew me a kiss and dove into

the water.
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I craned my neck to watch her silhouette slip beneath the waves, as if the extra half
inch of height would help my vantage point.

She was incredibly fast underwater. Probably as fast as Yxlyn was on land. I felt bad
being such a worry wart, knowing Nira spent a good chunk of each day hunting and
fishing underwater. She was probably even more competent with a spear in that
environment than on land, but I couldn’t help but think how little all that would matter if
a mosasaurus decided she looked tasty. 

Or a megalodon.
I realized I had lost track of Nira as she slipped around the dark shapes in the water,

and I started walking toward the surf until the waves splashed on my boots. 
Yxlyn halted my advance by suddenly grabbing my hand.
“Please, Sam. Don’t go in the water. Give her just a bit longer.” Yxlyn squeezed my

hand tightly.
I took another step. “I can’t see her. There’s too many dark shapes in the water, and I

lost track—” 
“Please.” Yxlyn grabbed what was left of the top of my jumpsuit and pulled herself

against me. “I-I can’t be alone again.”
That made me stop. I looked down at the small, nearly invisible girl. She blended in

quite well with irregular shapes in the sand, but I could still see her eyes plainly. She was
staring back up at me with fear and hope. 

“I…” I was about to remind her that she runs off and scouts on her own, but I knew
that wasn’t what she meant. Nira and I were her anchor now. I would definitely go after
Nira if I knew she needed help, but I also knew I shouldn’t just run after her because I
was uncomfortable. I had to take everyone in our growing family into account. 

And I had to have faith in them.
I moved to kneel down next to Yxlyn, and she released me to fold her arms over her

chest again. Kneeling put me nearly eye level with her breasts, but her glassy outline
alleviated most of the temptation to glance at them. Not all. My eyes told my brain they
were up for the challenge, but I forced myself to look her right in the eyes as I spoke.

“It’s hard for me to admit this, Yxs, but… I’m a little afraid of water. Not ponds and
streams and stuff like that. But deep water, where I can’t see what else is in there with
me…” I sighed as Yxlyn’s eyes widened slightly. “Do your people have phobias?
Irrational fears—”

I’m sure Yxlyn’s people consider it quite rude to laugh in someone’s face, but
whatever I’d just said was apparently funny enough for her to momentarily forgo civility.

“Sam, are you joking?” she laughed. “People in my world are largely defined by what
phobias we don’t have.” she giggled again, then shook her head, and a tint of sadness
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phobias we don’t have.” she giggled again, then shook her head, and a tint of sadness
crept into her eyes. “I’m afraid of crowds, being alone, large open spaces, eating in
public, public speaking…” She shuddered. “I don’t know how anyone does that. I used
to be afraid of talking to boys, but… uh… I kind of like it now.” She ‘blushed’ turning
more transparent. “I guess it depends on the boy,” she whispered. “Oh, and recently, I’ve
discovered I’m terrified of being eaten to death. Also dying in general, but I already
knew about that one.”

“That sounds really tough.” I tried to smile reassuringly, but I was still worried about
Nira. 

How long had she been in the water? I knew it was probably a tenth of what it felt
like to me.

“I’m going to do my best to look after you both,” I said. “I just feel helpless while
she’s in the ocean.” I glanced to the water again, hoping to see Nira emerge from the
waves. 

Amazingly, she did. Her silhouette slipped out of a dark line in the water and sped
toward the shore. For an instant I thought it might have been something else coming to
leap out of the water and snap at us, but even through the waves, the water was so clear
that by the time she was twenty feet away, I could see the white areas of her face and
even her spear. 

She rode under a wave right to the edge of the waterline, then popped up onto her feet
and smoothly tucked the spear under one arm. 

Water ran down her body, and she was still topless, so I missed her tight expression
until she was right in front of us.

“Nira, what—” I started, but she grabbed both Yxlyn’s hand and mine, and quickly
marched us up the beach while throwing glances back over her shoulder. 

Yxlyn allowed herself to be led up the beach without protest, only quickly glancing
between our faces and the water behind us. I looked back a few times, but didn’t see
anything chasing her out of the ocean. I studied her face. Realizing it was drawn and
clenched, I had to suppress a grin. 

I wasn’t an ‘I told you so’ kind of guy, so I kept quiet as she walked us to the edge of
the grass and turned, staring out into the ocean. 

Yxlyn looked at me questioningly. I just gave her a subtle shrug.
Still watching the waves, Nira finally spoke. “You know how the different biomes of

this planet are mashed together?”
“Sure,” I said.
“See that dark line there?” She pointed into the waves, about fifty feet out. “That’s

where continental shelf falls off.” She let her spear roll out from under her arm and
caught it in her hand, then smoothly flipped it over and stuck it in the grass. 
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“Isn’t it normally a hundred miles or more?” I asked. “At least that’s how it is on
Earth, I think.” 

She nodded. “Sometimes two hundred, but at least fifty. Miles. Fifty miles, not fifty
feet.”

“You stared into the abyss, and the abyss stared back?” I tried to not grin. At least my
eyebrows read ‘I’m concerned.’

Nira glanced at me, oblivious to the reference. “I don’t know about that. I saw
something big, and I didn’t hang around to see if it saw me.” She cracked her neck, the
tension finally leaving her. “It’s too bad. There were plenty of edible looking fish out
there. Some of them might be a bit large for me to attempt to haul in by myself, but with
the shelf that close to the shore, there’s nothing preventing some leviathan from slipping
over the edge for a quick bite.”

“We should try and find another source of salt then.” Yxlyn said softly. “It sounds
like the ocean here is yet another source of danger we should avoid if possible.”

“Yeah…” Nira deflated a bit. “I suppose we should. At least until this guy makes us
some harpoons attached to winches.” She squeezed her topless body against me. “Then
we’ll eat like kings! In the meantime…” She stepped away from us and turned toward
me. My eyes reflexively swept down her wet body then back up to her playful eyes.
“Let’s go have a dip in the lagoon!”

Before either of us could respond, she snatched up her spear and began jogging
backwards over the bottom of the hill that secluded the small body of water from the rest
of the forest and beach. Once she knew my eyes were fixed to her gently bouncing
breasts, she turned and disappeared over the hill, running toward the water.

“I guess we’re doing that.” I looked down at Yxlyn. 
She had been watching me watch Nira. 
“That sounds nice,” she agreed shyly. 
We began walking toward the lagoon together, and I watched Yxlyn’s nearly invisible

feet make footprints in the sand as we cleared the grass at the edge of the forest. Her
body blended in very well with the granular surface, and the only thing that broke the
illusion of her camouflage was a small amount of sand sticking to the bottom of her feet
with each step. I could see her foot was slightly more hand-like than mine, with longer
toes and her big toe set lower and off to the side, matching the footprints I had seen by
the stream. They weren’t quite apelike, but they would definitely help with climbing.

Nira was already swimming around in the lagoon, and I noticed her boy shorts laying
on the sand at the water’s edge. I didn’t want to get my socks wet, but I wasn’t sure how
much I should strip down with Yxlyn there. 

I started to make my way towards the lagoon, when Yxlyn suddenly grabbed my
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I started to make my way towards the lagoon, when Yxlyn suddenly grabbed my

hand. 
“I’d like a drink from the waterfall. Will you come with me, Sam?” she asked softly.
“Sure. I could use a drink too,” I smiled. “You seem much more comfortable with

physical contact since yesterday.”
“I’m… having to quickly adapt to a great many things on this planet. Most of them

are unpleasant.” She squeezed my hand tighter. “But I’m finding that touching you and
Nira is… really nice. It makes me sad that most people on my planet are too timid to do
it except for in rare circumstances. Myself included until… well, yesterday.”

“That does sound a little depressing,” I agreed.
I let her lead me by the hand along the beach, past the side of the hill until it veered

up into a jagged cliff above us from where the waterfall tumbled down. It was really
more of a gentle drizzle of water that splattered and misted against the rocks above, but
there was enough of a stream falling free from the cliff to get a mouthful. This far
downstream it was riskier to drink from, but we had no way of boiling water at the
moment. 

I added ‘pots’ to the long list of things we needed.
Yxlyn stood at the edge of the waterfall, but didn’t lean in to take a drink. She

released my hand and folded it over her chest as she turned to face me.
“S-Sam?” I could barely hear her over the splattering water behind her. 
“Yes?”
“Do you…” She glanced at me, then away. “…l-like… … … breasts?”
I froze. This was one of those ‘a-doy’ moments that I definitely couldn’t respond to

with ‘a-doy.’
“Uh… yes? I mean, of course I do.” I studied her carefully as I spoke, which was

difficult as she had faded almost completely. “I’m a heterosexual male. It’s kind of a built
in response.” 

Don’t ramble. 
“I try and think of them as a nice bonus when they’re attached to someone I like,

but…” I shook my head. “Why do you ask, Yxs?”
She shrugged, not quite meeting my eyes. “M-maybe my… arms get tired always

covering myself.” She didn’t sound that convinced. “And… maybe…” She trailed off.
I had an idea where this was going.
“Yxlyn, you don’t… have to do anything you’re not ready for. And it’s not that I

don’t…” I gestured, waving my hands up and down her body. “Ahhh. How do I put this?
It's important to me that you’re comfortable around me. Around both of us. And as happy
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It's important to me that you’re comfortable around me. Around both of us. And as happy

as you can be on this world.”
“I know, Sam. And that’s why I want…” She paused to take a deep breath. “This is

all happening so very fast.”
“Then—” I started, but Yxlyn cut me off.
“I want it to! H-happen fast I mean. I need it to. It’s just… On my world a courtship

isn’t considered serious until its been going for at least a year. Sometimes on the
anniversary, couples will… will show each other their faces and bodies…”

“Uh…” 
“Body paint.” She smiled. “There’s a special body paint. Yellow for girls and blue for

boys usually. They don’t touch, the couples. Traditionally they don’t, but it’s a well
known fact that sometimes the body paint winds up being green before it’s supposed to.”
She giggled.

“Before it’s supposed to?” I grinned. I could only imagine the ways that young
couples found ways around her society’s stifling traditions. 

“After the body painting, the leftover paint is mixed, as a symbol of the couple’s
commitment to advancing the courtship. Then they can each add the green paint to their
masks.” She smiled and shook her head. “I used to think the green paint was so bold,
because it meant you had seen someone. Announcing that fact by putting the mark on
your mask… It’s romantic, but it’s so…”

“Bold?” I smiled.
Yxlyn giggled and nodded. “But I think if I went back to my world after meeting you

and Nira… especially Nira, I’d probably be labeled a gobl’o’tood.”
“Gob low tood? What is that, an impatient person?” I grinned. 
Yxlyn laughed. “Sort of, but more… s-sexu… More, uh, in the romantic way. A,

uh… hyperactivity of the uh… woo… uh…” She dropped one arm and waved in a circle
in front of her hips.

“Hyperactivity of the womb?” Sounded like old-timey doctors diagnosing women
with ‘hysteria.’

Her eyes widened at the word and she nodded.
“Is ‘womb’ a word unsuited for polite company on your world?” I asked. 
“Mixed company, yes. All company is supposed to be polite.” She smiled sadly.
“I think it’s more fun if mixed company isn’t… quite so polite all the time.” 
“Yes, I’m learning that. I very much enjoy being around the both of you. Nira is… I-I

don’t want to imply she’s… uh…”
“She can be pretty impolite.” I smiled. “I can say that. She stuck her tongue in my
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“She can be pretty impolite.” I smiled. “I can say that. She stuck her tongue in my

mouth earlier if you recall.”
Yxlyn giggled nervously. “I don’t think I’ll ever be able to forget half the things she

does.” She glanced at me, then away shyly. “I think she’s… infectious. Her… i-imp…
her boldness.”

I nodded and watched Yxlyn’s face pass through several emotions, mostly varying
shades of nervousness and resolve. Resolve eventually won out.

“We don’t have any paint at the moment. Or mud.” She glanced around us at the
rocks and sand underneath our feet. “I… I know I showed you my face yesterday, but
with the layer of mud, I still felt as though I was wearing a mask.” She quickly glanced
up at the waterfall behind her. “I hope… this…” She swallowed loudly. “Sam. P-
please… please see me.”

She slowly lowered her arms, ‘blushing’ so hard that I could hardly see anything
besides her eyes. Standing in front of the waterfall, I couldn’t even see the edges of her
body. Still, I made a point of looking her up and down slowly, disappointed that I
couldn’t actually see anything, but being careful to not let it show on my face.

Yxlyn took a step back, and droplets from the waterfall began landing on her
shoulders and head. Another step and rivulets began running down her body, exposing
her contours to me. She blinked as water ran over her young looking face, flinging
droplets from her eyelashes. Mist gathered on her hair and shoulders and arms, giving
her a sparkling, ghostly appearance. 

She held her breath as she stood trembling under the water, watching me take her in.
“Yxlyn, you are so beautiful. You look like you’re made of twinkling stars.” 
She exhaled, then sucked in another breath quickly, and began half-laughing-half-

sobbing in relief. “Th-thank you, Sam. That’s so lovely of you to say.” She sagged and
closed her eyes. 

I took the opportunity to kneel in front of her. I was beyond caring if I got wet again. 
Yxlyn’s eyes snapped open and her breathing caught as I knelt a foot from her face.
“And your breasts are incredible,” I said earnestly, a big smile on my face. Of all her

body, her breasts were still the hardest to make out. The water running down her front
flowed around them, but some of the mist clung to the upper part of her chest and modest
cleavage. 

Yxlyn laughed and almost snapped her hands across her chest again, but stopped just
short of covering herself. They hovered there as she stared right into my eyes for a
moment, then she slowly reached out and placed her hands on my shoulders. 

I reached up and took hold of her arms just below her shoulders. “Yxs, can I kiss
you?”

Her breathing caught again, and her eyes widened.



Tamer: Enhancer

222

“Or would I normally have to wait another year for that?” I grinned.
“No! Well… sometimes,” she laughed. “It depends on the couple I suppose.” 
“How long do you think this couple should wait?” I really wanted to kiss her, but I

wasn’t going to push it.
“I… I’ve never…” She licked her lips while staring at mine. 
“I’d be honored to be your first.” I said. The water was making her hair stick to her

face and neck, so I brushed her bangs back off her forehead. 
The water had a higher refractive index than her hair, and muddied the invisibility

effect slightly. It made the hair itself harder to see, but the water was much more
reflective and I could make out the contours of her hairdo at least. It was just long
enough to tuck behind her ears, and just above shoulder length in the back. It made sense
that she didn’t have long hair. Who would want the added grooming burden if no one
would ever see it? 

She swallowed hard and nodded. “I… I don’t think we should wait, then.”
“Okay. I really want to kiss you too, but it’s important to me that you feel totally safe

with me. Tell me to stop and I will,” I said.
She shook her head.
I smiled and leaned in a bit closer.
“I-I don’t… know what to do.” I could barely hear her whisper over the splashing

water.
“Open your mouth just a bit.” I said, softly. “I’m going to put my tongue a little way

into your mouth and, uh, I guess lick your tongue?” I chuckled. “It’s much nicer than it
sounds. Just try and match what I do.”

She nodded and giggled nervously. “This… this is so exciting. I feel like I’m going to
either faint or jump straight to the top of this cliff. I never imagined… my first kiss…
Well, I never imagined it would be with a giant alien man on a planet full of monsters
while his lover watched.”

We both looked over at Nira, who was laying on the beach with her legs in the
lagoon. Her chin was propped up on her hands and was staring like she was watching the
culminating scene of some romantic chick flick. The only thing missing was the popcorn
and a box of tissues. She waved encouragingly, her eager grin bordering on manic.

“Really?” I turned back to Yxlyn. “Cause this is exactly how I imagined kissing you
for the first time would be.”

Yxlyn laughed and pushed against me for a beat, so I tightened my grip on her arms
and pulled her closer until our lips were nearly touching. 

She stiffened as her eyes widened, and I heard her breath catch. 
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“Tell me to stop and I will.”
She shook her head.
I gently pressed my lips to hers and she let out a tiny squeak. Her hands were still

pressed to my chest and I felt a small amount of resistance pushing against me, but if she
wanted me to stop, she could say so or simply pull her head away, and she did neither.
Her lips were squeezed tightly together, and her mouth remained inviolate despite the
gentle probing of my tongue. 

I opened my eyes and saw her staring deer-in-headlights at me. I grinned, my lips still
brushing against hers. 

“You doing okay, Yxs?” I murmured.
She nodded tersely. 
“You seem anxious,” I grinned.
Another quick nod.
“Do you want to open your mouth just a bit?”
“Oh! I-I’m sorry, I forgot!” Her fingers dug into my shoulders slightly.
“That’s completely okay, Yxs. I know this is a lot all at once. Do you want to keep

going?” 
“Yes! I-it’s nice. It’s…” She grabbed the collar of my jumpsuit and kneaded the

material nervously. “I-I just… open my mouth a little?”
“Yup. And then our tongues kind of… dance with each other,” I said as I gently

touched my lips to hers again.
Yxlyn gasped and pulled back, putting one hand over her mouth. “You… breathed

into my mouth!”
“Oh? Is that—”
“It’s… so intimate.” Yxlyn said softly. I was about to ask about the significance of

that when she pressed her mouth to mine, her tongue gently exploring my lips, then my
teeth, then finally meeting my tongue. 

She tightly gripped my collar and pulled herself against me, so I slid my hands from
her shoulders, one going around between her shoulder blades, the other to the small of
her back. I pulled her to me and we spent several moments exploring each other’s
mouths. 

As first kisses go, it was a pretty damned good one. Me kneeling, her swooned
against my body, at the edge of beautiful lagoon with water from the waterfall drizzling
down both our bodies, on a savage world full of danger. 

It was definitely one for the record books. The only really peculiar thing about the
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It was definitely one for the record books. The only really peculiar thing about the

moment was my other alien lover watching from twenty feet away. At least Nira gave us
a few moments before she started actively cheering.

That pulled us back to the world. Yxlyn broke the kiss and glanced over at Nira.
“Oh! I-I forgot she was—”
I took one hand off her back and turned her head back to me. “Did you enjoy that,

Yxs?”
She nodded demurely. “I-I did. More than I thought I could enjoy anything! Did…

did you—” Yxlyn’s eyes widened as she shifted against me and felt my erection pressing
into her thigh.

Yxlyn’s extreme innocence, especially her admission that she didn’t even know how
to kiss had done a number on me. That hadn’t physically manifested until we were
locked in a kiss with our bodies pressed together, but now we were both all too aware of
it.

“Oh! I-I… uh…” She stammered, a panicked but curious grin wiggling on her lips. 
“I enjoyed it very much, Yxs,” I smiled. “Don’t worry about this though.” I shifted

enough to just barely press my erection against her. “That usually happens when I kiss
beautiful, bright, brave and bold invisible girls.”

Yxlyn giggled bashfully. “Usually?” 
I laughed and was about to say something when Nira enfolded us in a big hug. The

sudden compression pushed my erection into Yxlyn’s thigh. Some combination of those
events elicited a squeal from my invisible paramour. 

“I’m so happy for you guys! That was beautiful!” Nira pressed her bare breasts into
both of us as she squeezed. 

“I-I-It was nice… Uh…” Yxlyn was having trouble processing everything, and I
couldn’t blame her. I couldn’t imagine a three way hug with the participants in various
states of undress happened very often on her world.

“You know what’s wrong with this situation?” Nira asked, grinning back and forth
between us.

“I can think of a few things.” I shot her a look. Her enthusiasm was amusing, but I
didn’t want it spoiling the moment between myself and Yxlyn. 

“One of us is wearing entirely too many clothes.” She stared coolly at me. 
“I—”
“Let’s go swimming!” She chirped enthusiastically. “Then we can lay in the sand and

sun ourselves. We’ll sort out lunch later.”
It wasn’t the worst plan. The alcove was secluded, and as long as we didn’t make
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It wasn’t the worst plan. The alcove was secluded, and as long as we didn’t make

more noise than the waves and the waterfall, we wouldn’t attract attention to ourselves.
And I thought Yxlyn would probably appreciate some time to process everything that
had just happened. 

“That’s fine with me if you’re okay with it, Yxs.” I glanced at her. 
She was quietly watching the exchange between Nira and me with a mix of emotions

on her face. Most predominantly was a shy smile. 
“That sounds… nice.” She squirmed against my erection, then moved to step back. 
I released her and she stepped directly under the waterfall, her eyes shooting down to

my crotch.
Nira’s eye’s followed. She gasped excitedly.
“High five, sister! You’re in the cool girls’ club now!” Nira excitedly held her palm

up to Yxlyn.
I rolled my eyes and stood, trying to adjust myself with a modicum of discretion. 
Yxlyn probably would have blushed harder if she could have, but she had been at

maximum transparency since she backed into the waterfall. Still, she held her hand out
timidly, and Nira slapped her palm into it five times.

“You just do it once!” I barked, clapping my hands together to demonstrate.
“Then why is it called—” Nira started.
“Because you have five fingers!” Nira and Yxlyn both actually did have five digits on

each hand. Who knew what variations we might encounter among other abductees? 
“Wouldn’t that be a high ten?” The dolphin woman pressed both her hands together

and wiggled all her fingers.
“I…” I had to think about that. Language didn’t always make sense.
“I like my way better.” Nira declared.
“Whatever. Just… give me a moment to deal with… this…” I twisted my hips, trying

not to reference my erection too directly. “I’ll join you both… presently.”
“Need any help?” Nira licked her lips, then glanced at Yxlyn, wiggling her eyebrows.
Yxlyn shot me a surprised look.
“No! I’m just going to take a few deep breaths and calm down. Now go swim—”
“Yeah, but later…” Nira was still looking expectantly at Yxlyn, who emitted a

nervous whimper.
“Later, we will figure something out which all involved parties are completely

comfortable with, yes?” I gave Yxlyn a reassuring glance, who nodded and seemed to
relax a little.
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“Okay. Go swim. I’ll join you in a minute.” I dismissed Nira with a wave. 
She caught my hand and yanked me toward her, wrapping one arm around my head

to guide my face into her bare cleavage. She then proceeded to reverse motorboat my
face before releasing me. 

“I will join you in… several minutes,” I sighed.
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CHAPTER NINETEEN

Nira and Yxlyn didn’t start swimming right away. While I tried to calm myself down,
they sat at the edge of the lagoon, no doubt having a quick girl talk session, judging from
the glances they kept throwing over their shoulders. 

That didn’t exactly help with my erection. I didn’t want to rush Yxlyn into anything,
but even with her timid nature, her sexual interest in me was increasingly obvious. 

I got the impression from my talks with Nira about Ocean that dating and mating on
her world was a relatively monogamous scene, so I thought it was odd that she was so
eager to see me in another woman’s arms.

Then again, she was a romance author, and I suspected that much like on Earth,
‘romance’ was code for ‘female oriented smut.’ Talking with her about some of her
works had me convinced her books were less about the relatably average yet somehow
also exceptionally beautiful and witty heroine finding her Prince Charming or Mister
Right, and were more about her finding both of them in bed with her at the same time.
And that was only after she spent the prior 300 pages testing every third man she met for
rightness and/or charm.

I think she was also probably operating under the assumption of one of the scenarios
she had proposed earlier, that ‘winning’ on this planet involved not just survival, but
sexual conquest as well. It was certainly a better situation than her being jealous and
suspicious of new abductees we came across. At least the female ones. I couldn’t help
but wonder if she planned on sleeping with any males we encountered. 

The thought caused a wave of hypocritical jealousy to flow through me. I really
didn’t think I would be okay with that. I also knew there would be no way to casually
broach the subject without coming across possessive and insecure. Nira was so important
to me I couldn’t stand the thought of her with another man, but she was treating my
burgeoning relationship with Yxlyn like it was a gift she was giving me. It wasn’t fair of
me to be jealous at just the thought of her with another guy, but I suppose that was just
how we were wired. I guess men were from Earth and women were from Ocean. And…
huh. I realized I never asked Yxlyn what the name of her planet was.
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At least my erection was gone.
I walked over to the lagoon to find Nira laying on her back at the edge of the water,

her bare breasts half submerged and gently drifting back and forth with the rippling
water. She tilted her head back and watched me approach upside down, smiling and
gently splashing water on her shoulders and throat.

“I was trying to get my erection to go away. You’re not helping.” I smiled.
In a casual display of her impressive flexibility, Nira arched her back until her torso

was nearly folded in half, the top of her head dragging on the sand until she pulled
herself over into an upright sitting position. 

Maybe she’s more eel than dolphin.
She spun on her butt and held her hand out. “Join us, Sam!”
“Are you not swimming?” I shrugged off my backpack and bandoleer, causing some

of the attached tools to tumble to the sand. 
“Yxlyn is really hard to see in the water. I’ve bumped into her twice already,” she

laughed, then smacked the water three times.
Yxlyn popped up from the center of the lagoon, causing a curious looking swell in

the water where she broke the surface. I half expected her to leave an Yxlyn shaped void
in the water, instead it was trying to blend the edges of her body with the background,
leaving a bit of a pit where her shoulders broke through the water. 

In any case, it did little to hide her. The sunlight sparkling off the water running down
her skin made her easy to see. At least for Nira and me. Someone else seeing her wet
head poking up from the water for the first time might think she was some sort of weird
slow motion splash.

“I’m giving her some alone swim time so we don’t collide again.” Nira waved wetly
to Yxlyn as she doggy paddled over. 

I was a little surprised Yxlyn could swim. Swimming struck me as an outdoorsy and
social activity, but then I supposed everyone on her planet probably wore something like
wetsuits or burkinis. 

“Are you swimming with us, Sam?” Yxlyn asked expectantly as she knelt under the
water just behind Nira.

“I think I will. We seem fairly safe here at the moment. A relaxing swim will be a
nice stress reliever.” I pulled off my boots and socks, then shrugged my tattered jumpsuit
from my shoulders, leaving me in only my pink boxer shorts. 

Nira gave them a good look, then glanced up at me with an arched brow and a
lascivious grin. “You don’t want to get your underwear wet, do you?”

“Not especially, but…” I glanced at Yxlyn, who was staring at my drawers. 
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She glanced up and caught me looking at her. She giggled nervously and sank a few
inches into the water. “On… on my world people are never without our clothes except
when we bathe. Even then we often wear shifts.” 

Nira turned to her and smiled. “Buuuut?”
Yxlyn giggled again, looking at Nira’s bare chest. “But… this… i-isn’t my world,”

She stammered out. “Also, I don’t have any clothes. And Nira is already… well, mostly
nude—”

Nira stood up in the water, pulled her boyshorts down her dripping legs, and tossed
them to me.

“Well, I guess that’s decided,” I said with a grin. “I hope, ah… you ladies aren’t put
off if I’m… well. Inspired by the view. So to speak.” 

I pulled my boxers off to reveal a reemerging erection. I still thought there was
something in the air here, but I didn’t really need any excuse with Nira’s wet naked body
standing in front of me. Invisible or not, Yxlyn’s naked body wasn’t helping matters
either.

“The view?” Yxlyn asked, her eyes wide and watching me with interest. “I don’t—”
“Sam, we’d be offended if you weren’t inspired by the view.” Nira turned to look at

Yxlyn and swept her hands up and down her body. Her slippery looking skin reflected
the beach and water, showcasing her athletic musculature.

“Oh! The view! I get it!” Yxlyn giggled, then frowned. “Inspired?”
“Like how he was ‘inspired’ after kissing you?” Nira put her hands close together,

then moved them apart as she tilted her head toward me.
Yxlyn blinked, then glanced at my crotch. “Oh!” She hid her face in her hands,

making me momentarily lose track of her in the water. “Oh, that! I didn’t…” She looked
up. “I didn’t… know about that,” she mimicked Nira’s hand gesture. “Until… the uh, the
other night.” 

“Really?” Nira’s eyes widened. “So the last few days have been very educational,
have they?”

Yxlyn nodded rapidly. “I really had no idea how… uh, how all that worked.”
“You hadn’t learned about that in school yet?” I asked. Maybe I had overestimated

her age. More likely, her society had a minimalist curriculum when it came to sex ed.
Yxlyn’s eyes practically popped out of her head. “In school!? With other people!?”
Nira turned and looked at me, her eyebrows scrunched together. “They show you that

in school?”
“I would die,” Yxlyn whispered. “I would actually die.”



Tamer: Enhancer

230

“No one comes to the school and has sex in front of the class!” I laughed. “They just
show you a couple of pictures… drawings usually, like diagrams, and…” I shrugged.
“Go over the basics.” 

Depending on what state you live in.
“Oh.” Yxlyn exhaled. “That’s… Still, drawings? I can’t imagine it.”
“How do they do it on Ocean?” I asked, wading into the lagoon until I was deep

enough to lazily tread water. 
“After a coming of age party, mothers sit with a group of the neighborhoods’

daughters, fathers with the boys,” Nira explained. “There’s instruction on the biology of
it the next year in school, but it’s like you said. I was picturing a live demonstration for
some reason.” 

“Hmm, yes, I can’t imagine why our resident romance author would have sex on the
brain,” I grinned as Nira slid over to me in the water. 

“It’s far less to do with my profession than it is with the company.” Her momentum
carried her perfectly to my lips, and she planted a gentle kiss on me while floating
horizontally in the water. Droplets beaded and rolled down the twin globes of her
gunmetal blue ass and I could feel her breasts lazily rolling against my chest as the water
swirled around us. 

Unsurprisingly, I was back to being fully erect. 
Nira either didn’t notice, or decided it was best not to initiate something while Yxlyn

was kneeling in neck deep water five feet from us. Hopefully the latter. I had no illusions
that Nira couldn’t see underwater with perfect clarity. 

We swam in the lagoon for a while. I didn’t want to while the day away, but we
deserved a few relatively danger-free hours, and a relaxing swim was a pleasant
diversion. 

I couldn’t completely relax, though. Leaving all of our weapons on the sand left a
veil of stress that I couldn’t quite lift. I didn’t want to swim around with a knife in my
hand, though, especially since Yxlyn was so hard to see in the water. The lagoon was
small enough that we could get to our equipment in a few seconds, so I decided it would
be okay to relax for a little while as long as we stayed alert.

I kept an eye on both the ridgeline by the waterfall and the beach for any threats. The
longer we remained, the more nervous I became. I realized that beyond concealing us
from the rest of the world, this was a terrible defensive position, and I kept expecting
some amphibious monster to lurch out of the ocean. 

Nira was still charged with Castriel’s Wrath, which made me feel considerably better.
I was going to suggest we start back to our cave when her meter was down to half, but
Nira started a discussion about whose world we should return to once we won this game.
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I told her she was making too many assumptions about the nature of our abduction,
but still played along and quickly vetoed Earth. Besides being a fugitive back home, I
had long lost any sort of faith in humanity’s goodness. I knew exactly how two aliens
would be treated there. Especially one that could turn invisible. 

Nira thought we would actually be able to survive relatively unmolested on her
world. Ocean had governments, and all governments have agendas, but she didn’t think
her world had sufficient scientific prowess to learn anything from taking myself and
Yxlyn apart. We would be curiosities for some time, but ultimately be safe. 

I wasn’t sure how well I would fare living on a city-barge. Listening to Nira talk
about her world, I had to admit that my own mental picture of the floating cities probably
didn’t do them justice. The idea of living on the high seas over water of interminable
depth didn’t sit well with my mild thalassophobia. Water, I was fine with. It was the
deep, dark stuff that made my sphincters clench, and a whole world of it would probably
slowly turn my hair white. 

Even now, while swimming in a beautiful lagoon with my two alien friends, the
knowledge that a hundred feet away was a mile deep drop into an icy, pitch black abyss
with things swimming in it made my heart a little tight.

Yxlyn’s world seemed like the obvious choice at first. We could cover ourselves from
head to toe and no one would bat an eye. Nira was extraordinarily tall for a woman there,
but Yxlyn thought most people there would be far too timid to comment on it. I was tall
as well, but it was my width and overall mass that Yxlyn thought could cause suspicion.
When it came down to it, we knew that the oppressive social mores would cause us more
trouble than anything else. 

It was a fun exercise, but I started getting anxious about returning to our cave. Nira
probably would have been content to swim all day, but hunger started tugging at all of
us, so we decided it was about time to head back. 

We got dressed— or rather, Nira tugged on her two garments, then she and Yxlyn
watched me hop around trying to get my socks on without getting any sand in them.
After I was fully kitted up with the backpack and all my tools, we decided to scour the
immediate area for anything edible or useful as tools.

There wasn’t anything edible laying around the beach. We did find a dead fish of
some sort washed up in the sand about a hundred yards down the shore from the cliffs,
but the sun and bugs had already started in on it. Nira said she was willing to hunt in the
shallows, but I didn’t want to linger long enough to build a fire, and I wasn’t about to try
and drag a 600 pound tuna back to our cave.

I was also scared to watch her disappear beneath the waves again. Even in fifteen feet
of water, there could be lurking things that could bite her in half. 

Seashells of every size dappled the shore. Enough so that I idly thought I could make
a suit of seashell scale mail, but the practical part of my mind slapped the idea aside. It
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a suit of seashell scale mail, but the practical part of my mind slapped the idea aside. It
would be comically loud to move around in, and unless I enhanced every single shell,
they’d be too brittle to be useful as armor.

I did still stick a few choice shells in my pack. I only had vague ideas for each, but
some of them could be useful as plates or small bowls. I was barely able to fit a scallop
shell the size of a dinner plate in the pack, thinking I could enhance it to make a very
good shovel head. A few I stuffed in simply with the goal of trying to break them into
shards that could be enhanced into blades. 

Nira waved excitedly to me from atop a sand dune covered in yard long grass. I
jogged over to her and my eyes bugged out when I saw what she’d discovered.

Half buried in the sand was the remains of some sort of proto-lobster that was at least
three feet across and eight feet long.

“Pterygotus,” I said as Yxlyn crested the dune. 
She gasped and grabbed my arm when she saw the remains of the giant sea scorpion. 
From the top, its dome-like face vaguely resembled a horseshoe crab. It was three

times as large and had a much longer segmented body. Normally it would have had long,
spindly legs jutting out in every direction, but only one of them was intact. Another was
missing everything past the first joint, and some of the remaining limbs were scattered in
the sand nearby. 

I stooped to examine some of the larger segments, and Yxlyn released my arm so she
could hover at the edge of the dune, obviously terrified of the giant bug. 

“Think your spear could get through this?” I asked Nira, hefting a half-pipe of
chitinous leg plating. 

She smiled, twirled her spear around, and punched the tip straight through the beast’s
face.

I stared, not even trying to hide the surprise on my face. “Wow, I make good spears.”
“You do,” she said, as she returned the smile with her broad teeth and yanked the

spear out. Fortunately the creature was long dead and dessicated on the inside, so no foul
rot oozed from the wound. “This one is dead, weather beaten, and hardly putting up a
fight, but to answer the subtext of your question, Sam, yes, I could probably kill one of
these if it came after me while I was fishing.”

I stood up and wrapped my arm around her head, pulling her in for a slightly
patronizing kiss on the forehead. “That’s good to know, but I’ll always worry about you
going into waters with stuff like this in it.” I held up the section of leg armor for clarity.

She patted my shoulder until I released her. “It is, admittedly, rather scary looking.”
She stepped back and rapped her knuckles on the leg piece I held. “What are you
thinking about doing with that?”

I turned it over, examining the inside. Whatever meat had been attached to it had
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I turned it over, examining the inside. Whatever meat had been attached to it had
been stripped away by scavengers and weather, leaving just an arch of chitin about the
length of my forearm.

“Hmm.” I swept out any remaining bits of sand and other particles left in the leg, and
placed it over my left arm. “Vambrace!” I grinned.

Nira stepped closer and studied it. “Yeah… yeah, that’s a good idea. You could draw
bite attacks with this, then attack with the other arm.”

“Would it be strong enough for that?” Yxlyn asked.
“It will be. Hopefully,” I smiled, then called up my Eye-Q screen. I gave a moment's

thought to how I wanted to change it. Primarily I needed to toughen it up. In its current
state, I had no doubt a sufficiently large carnivore’s teeth would crumble the chitin, or
punch through like Nira’s spear had. I also needed to make it fit my arm comfortably, as
well as create a way to actually hold it in place.

I did have a tendency to over-design things. The easiest solution was to simply wear
it under the one remaining sleeve of my jumpsuit, but I’d prefer to be able to wear it
under more circumstances, like swimming. I reviewed my plans one more time, then
activated the power. 

I divided my time between toughening the carapace, fitting it comfortably to my arm,
and reshaping some bits at the edges to be used as anchors. I was definitely getting better
at using the skill, as I finished the project with a second to spare. I put the final burst of
power into another wave of hardening before the skill went into cooldown. 

I now had a dull blue-green vambrace wrapped around my left forearm. It actually
wrapped far enough around that it held itself in place, but there were some loops along
the bottom edge so that I could lace it tightly to my arm. The end by my wrist used to
have some lumpy spikes on it, as I thought it might have been the top of a knee joint, but
as cool as spiky armor looks, I didn’t want anything that was going to snag on foliage
while I skulked through the bramble. Instead, I reallocated their mass to a broad ridge
along the top to reinforce the vambrace against strikes. 

I twisted my arm around a few times and clacked the haft of my spear against it to test
the comfort. I had no way of testing how tough it was without pounding on it until it
broke, but I knew it was significantly stronger than the weather-beaten remnants in the
sand at our feet. Hopefully it was sufficient to withstand a bite from a sizable carnivore. 

Rather than leave that knowledge to chance, I scooped up another piece of chitin for
later testing. I swung my pack off my back and nestled the palm sized sample in with the
large seashells. 

As I was reseating the pack on my shoulder, I heard Yxlyn hiss.
“Sam! There’s something in the woods!” She was standing at the top of the dune,

unwilling to be so close to the giant sea bug. She waved her hand toward the sloping
forest beyond the dune. For a moment I was worried that the motion meant there were a
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forest beyond the dune. For a moment I was worried that the motion meant there were a
lot of somethings, but I realized she was keeping her arm moving for my benefit, as her
outline was quite hard to see against the rather featureless blue sky. 

I jumped over the remains of the pterygotus, and crawled up the far dune alongside
Nira.

“Our friend is back,” Nira said quietly as I poked my head over the hill. 
Sure enough, a hundred yards away, a lone ceratosaurus was clearing the tree line.

The only reason it hasn’t spotted us immediately was that we were crouched in between
dunes while examining the sea scorpion. It was a small blessing, but we had nowhere we
could go without being spotted.

“The beach is probably part of her regular hunting route.” I watched warily through
the stippling of long grasses that topped the dune. No reason to think it wasn’t the same
one. Probably didn’t matter either way.

I didn’t like that it had gotten this close to us. We had all been too focused on me
enhancing the vambrace. We had to get better about being vigilant before we learned the
lesson the hard way. 

“Her?” Nira whispered.
I shrugged, keeping my eyes on the dinosaur. “I can’t tell. Just thought I’d mix it up.

The question is, what do we do about it? It looks like she’s going to weave her way onto
the beach. I bet she smells that rotting fish carcass.” 

“We can stay low behind the dune. If she gets too close, I can stun her long
enough…” Nira paused, looking at her hand and double blinking. “Actually, I don’t
think I can just stun her. There’s no way to switch between Castriel’s Wrath and Spark.”
Her vision focused from her Eye-Q UI to me. “I still have a little less than a quarter of
the circle left. I don’t know if that means forty minutes or fifteen.”

I glanced through the thin grass at the dinosaur. She was sniffing around the edge of
the forest foliage, but I had a feeling she would move faster on the sand where there were
less places for edible morsels to hide.

“I think we should take her out.” I glanced at Nira, then Yxlyn. I couldn’t find her for
a moment until I realized she had crouched down on the dune behind us. It was probably
unnecessary, but I could understand the urge to hide from large carnivores even if you
were sure they couldn’t see you.

“We’ll have to keep returning to the ocean every few days for Nira, at least until we
find another source of salt, or we make some containers to carry seawater back with us.
Ah, damn, I just realized we forgot to look for bamboo. We’ll have to make sure we grab
some on the way back. Still, it wouldn’t hurt to clear out some of the threats along our
route when we have the chance.”

Nira studied me for a moment, and we both dipped down lower behind the dune
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Nira studied me for a moment, and we both dipped down lower behind the dune

when the ceratosaurus let out a long, sombre honk. 
Fuck me if I didn’t suddenly feel a twinge of guilt for killing what was probably its

mate.
“We’d have to clear out quite a few threats before the journey was remotely safe,” she

whispered.
“Yeah, I know. The bamboo will minimize the trips we have to make, but not

eliminate them. As for right now, I think our options are to wait here until she leaves and
hope she doesn’t find us, which could force us into a close-up fight, or try to sneak away
when she’s wandering around on the beach with her back to us, and hope she doesn’t
notice and give chase.”

“Strike now while we have the best chance of success.” Nira murmured. 
“That was my—” I started, but glanced to Yxlyn, who was trying to get my attention.
She said something quietly, but I couldn’t hear her over the beach breeze and the

rolling waves behind her.
I pointed two fingers at my eyes, then one finger at Nira, then pointed at the dinosaur.

Nira’s brows furrowed, but just as I was about to explain, her eyes widened with
understanding. She nodded then pressed two fingers to her temple and tapped twice. Not
wanting to start a big back and forth at the moment with her, I assumed that meant
“understood” and not “you make me want to shoot myself” and slid into the pit between
the dunes.

I skirted the dead sea scorpion and gestured for Yxlyn to join me. I couldn’t climb up
the hill to her without risking the dinosaur seeing me. She looked at the ceratosaurus,
then warily at the pterygotus, then slid over the top of the dune and scampered down,
keeping me between her and the dessicated carcass. 

“Sam, what if we need the lightning on the way back to the cave?” she whispered
nervously. “Let me lead it off down the beach, and I’ll meet you above the lagoon at the
top of the waterfall.”

“I’d rather not use you as bait, Yxs.” I frowned.
“I’m much faster than it. Well, a bit faster, but also much more nimble. I’ll be totally

safe!” She reached out and put her hand on mine.
I really didn’t like the idea, but keeping our big gun in reserve in case we stumbled

across something larger between here and the cave was the right thing to do. 
“You’re right, that’s a better plan.” I squeezed her hand and lifted her knuckles to my

lips. “Just promise me you’ll be careful on the beach. I don’t want you tripping or—”
“I promise, Sam.” She should have been nervous, but she was focused on my lips as

they brushed against her fingers. 
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“Kiss for good luck?” I suggested.
Her eyes snapped to mine, and she licked her lips. “How about… w-when I get back,

as a reward?”
“Now that sounds like a good plan.” I grinned.
I scuttled back over to Nira and quickly explained the plan. She nodded without

comment and kept low, as the ceratosaurus was on the beach now and only sixty yards
away.

Yxlyn scooted down the back of the dune and I lost sight of her as she skulked away
from us. I was concerned she wouldn’t be able to pull its attention in time. I could hear
the dinosaur stomping around on the sand, and as I’d predicted, it wasn’t stopping to
sniff much on the beach.

Fortunately, I’d underestimated Yxlyn’s speed, and only ten seconds after I’d lost
sight of her, she started banging a piece of driftwood against the sand and making a
general racket from thirty yards away. 

It worked like a charm. The ceratosaurus’s head snapped around, and it started toward
the noise. I waited until I was sure it was past us, then poked the top of my head over the
dune to look. It was halfway between us and her, taking a few steps, then pausing, its
head down like it was stalking a rodent in the grass. 

Yxlyn quickly honed in on what combination of chirpy noises and slithering
driftwood movements drew its interest the most, and she pulled the dinosaur another ten
yards from us. It was still closer than I liked, but the droning din of waves and wind
would probably cover our retreat. I was concerned about it pulling a Crazy Ivan, so I
held my hand on Nira’s shoulder and waited until we had a bit more of a buffer. 

The thought reflexively made me poke my head up a little higher and check our own
six. I swept my eyes down the beach, half expecting to see a pack of adolescent
ceratosauruses leaping over the dune onto us. Fortunately, the only other inhabitants on
the beach were some large sea birds going to work on the dead fish.

I returned by attention to the ceratosaurus, who was ignoring the birds and was
studiously focusing on Yxlyn’s decoy driftwood. I imagined that the horse sized predator
hadn’t had much luck chasing down birds over open sand. 

I watched with increasing stress as Yxlyn allowed the dinosaur to close to within
fifteen or so yards of her, its body hunching down with each step and coiling for a lunge.
I felt my grip tightening on my spear as I tried to will Yxlyn to toss the piece of wood
down the beach and start running.

Nira put her hand on my shoulder and whispered in my ear. “We should go now,
while it’s focused on a potential meal.”

All my instincts were telling me to stay and protect Yxlyn, but I knew Nira was right.
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All my instincts were telling me to stay and protect Yxlyn, but I knew Nira was right.

This was our best chance to slip away unnoticed. 
The two of us kept as low as we could, weaving around dunes when possible, and

slowly worked our way back up the beach to the lagoon. 
I kept an eye on the ceratosaurus as we retreated, and soon there were a hundred and

fifty yards between us and it. Not enough to guarantee it wouldn’t try and chase us down,
but we were close enough to the tree line now that we could make it before it caught up
to us. 

We both broke into a hunched jog and made for the edge of the forest while I kept my
eyes behind us. The ceratosaurus hadn’t moved in several seconds, but I saw it start to
wiggle its hindquarters like a cat. I was too far away to see Yxlyn, but I reflexively
tensed when it lunged at her decoy.

I thought I saw it jerk its head back through a plume of sand. I imagined that Yxlyn
had thrown her driftwood at its face to confuse it. I thought I saw little splashes of sand
as she streaked away from the dinosaur, but even with my alien enhanced eyes, I couldn’t
tell for sure.

The ceratosaurus looked confused, twisting around to find what it thought it had been
hunting. 

Certain that Yxlyn was safe for the moment, I sped to the tree line and began
climbing the hill to find the top of the waterfall above the lagoon.

Five minutes after reaching our destination, I was starting to get antsy. I wanted to
pace, but I didn’t want the movement to attract any unwanted attention, so I sat quietly
under a tree with Nira and tried not to let the stress get to me. 

Nira’s pensive expression told me she probably felt the same way. 
“What’s up, buttercup?” I slid my arm around her waist.
She regarded me with scrunched eyebrows.
“Sorry, that probably doesn’t rhyme in your language.” I smiled and gave her a

squeeze.
She shook her head with a pained grin. “I’m just worried about Yxlyn.”
“I worry too, whenever she goes off on her own like this.” I really didn’t like using

her as bait. Scouting was one thing, but putting her in a position where apex predators
actively chased her was something I’d prefer to avoid in the future. 

“It’s not that. Well, it is, but also, I mean narratively. We’re overdue for an
antagonistic hurdle, or at least an action scene,” she said as she leaned her head on my
shoulder. “That cera-toe-sore thing should have gotten the drop on us, but we got away
unscathed. So now I’m starting to worry that she’s hurt somewhere in the forest or
another abductee has captured her.”
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“That’s a weird way of saying that you think our luck won’t hold out.” I shook my
head. “This isn’t a book, Nira. It—”

“I know. But what if it’s that gameshow thing you were talking about? Wouldn’t the
aliens organize obstacles for us to overcome at regular intervals?”

She actually had a point there - assuming we were remotely close to guessing our
abductors’ motivations. If they weren’t a laissez-faire, set it and forget it species, they
could be influencing events for any number of reasons from heightened drama to
gathering data for whatever they might be testing here.

“I think all we can do is keep our eyes open and watch out for each other.” I frowned.
I knew that wasn’t enough even as I said it. We needed to set up a permanent camp so

I could begin building a workshop. The enhanced wooden spears were far better than a
regular piece of wood, but we needed better tools, stone tipped weapons, crossbows,
anything we could build to give us an advantage. 

The lack of metal was the biggest challenge to my future plans, and I had to cull my
fantasies of steam powered machinery. While the stone tools I enhanced seemed far
tougher than vanilla rock, I doubted that I could make something I would trust to contain
pressurized gasses. 

At least while my Enhance skill was still at level 1. Who knows what I’d be able to
do at level 2, or level 8?

A rustling in the forest brought me back to reality. I didn’t hear it until it was too
close to try and hide from, but fortunately, the source was Yxlyn emerging from a bush.

I was about to speak when she rushed up and put her fingers to my lips.
“Kiss later, there are dinosaurs on the hunt near here,” she said quietly between pants.

“I tried to lose them in the woods, but they’re not far behind.” 
I hopped up and I pointed to the stream. 
“Okay, I want to head back on the other side of the stream. Keep an eye out for

anything useful, especially bamboo,” I said as I pulled Nira to her feet. “Let’s get
moving.”



Tamer: Enhancer

239

CHAPTER TWENTY

We hustled along the creek, sticking close by while we quickly repositioned. We
didn’t hear or see anything pursuing us, but the more distance we put between us and a
pack of hunting dinosaurs, the better I felt. As we got further from the beach, we fanned
out more and searched for anything we could use as weapons, tools or food. 

Yxlyn returned to scouting ahead, but I asked her to loop back to us roughly every
ten minutes to minimize the risk of us being separated. This helped moderate my stress
only slightly, as her sense of ten minutes and mine weren’t quite synchronized. 

At her third check-in, she waved to me excitedly, and I blew a short whistle to attract
Nira’s attention. She was skulking around the bushes at the edge of where I could still
keep an eye on her, and she quickly trotted over to meet us by the stream. 

“What’s up, gals?” She grinned at me as I arched an eyebrow. “Because of the thing
you said the other day? About how your language is male biased? Just thought I’d
balance it out.”

“Fair enough.” I smirked. “What’s up Yxs?”
“I found food!” she whisper yelled, bouncing in place and clapping. 
That was great news, but it briefly took backseat to me having a male moment. 
One might think that nearly invisible bouncing breasts would be easier to not stare at

than fully visible ones, but it made me look just that much harder. I realized my eyes
were jumping between her face and her chest, and she noticed as well.

“Sam!” Yxlyn laughed and put her hands over her chest, fading almost entirely from
view. Her teeth didn’t blend in with the background, so I could tell from her very
Cheshire grin that she wasn’t upset. 

“You. Got. Caught!” Nira grinned.
“Sorry, Yxs.” I smiled sheepishly, then glanced at Nira. “It’s… I… You try being

male for a while! It’s so hard not to look!”
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Nira laughed into her hand in an attempt to muffle the sound. Yxlyn giggled. 
“It’s okay, Sam,” Yxlyn said coyly. “I like it when you… see me.” She twisted one

foot in the grass and dropped her hands to her sides. I think. She was obviously still very
self-conscious about it, and consequently, very hard to see. 

“And I like seeing Sam.” Nira smirked. “I think he should spend the rest of the day
shirtless, just for good measure.”

“Oh my.” Yxlyn’s eyes widened. “I think I like that idea,” she giggled.
“Well, jumpsuits don’t really work like that,” I laughed. “But I promise I’ll figure out

a way to tie a one-armed one around my waist when we get home, deal?” 
Nira looked at Yxlyn, then nodded. “That will be acceptable.”
I smiled, then slipped an arm around Yxlyn and pulled her in for a kiss. 
She squeaked cutely, then melted into my arms as our tongues met each other. 
She was breathless and squirmy when I finally pulled away. 
“That’s for being so brave, Yxlyn.” I smiled and brushed her hair out of her face.
Nira drew my attention with a “harrumph.”
“You’re very brave too.” I snaked an arm around her waist and gave her an

enthusiastic kiss, sliding my tongue in her mouth while I held Yxlyn against me with my
other arm. 

Yxlyn just leaned her head against me and sighed happily. 
Nira broke the kiss, looked down, and smooched Yxlyn’s forehead. “You said

something about food?”
“Yes yes! Follow me!” Yxlyn twirled out of my grip and bounded through the forest,

forcing Nira and me to hustle to keep up. 
I couldn’t help but notice how much more noise Nira and I made than Yxlyn. Even

hopping through the forest like a rabbit, I could barely hear her movements. It was no
wonder she’d won those stealth games when she was younger.

Yxlyn didn’t take us too far from the creek, maybe a hundred feet, to where we saw a
copse of densely packed trees. Some of them looked like they shared the same roots, like
they had been split while they were still saplings. For whatever reason, they were packed
together so tightly I had to climb several feet off the ground before I was able to slip
through. I dropped down to where Yxlyn and Nira had crawled through a narrow gap
lower to the ground and saw a horseshoe shaped ring of trees.

The open end of the half ring butted up against a broken piece of hill. The hill created
a sheer drop of about eight feet, which explained why a large herbivore like a trike hadn’t
wandered into this place. 
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Scattered around the floor of the natural gazebo were nearly two dozen melons. A
third were broken open, and it was obvious something small had been dining here, but
that left plenty for us to eat. 

I knelt to examine one of the mostly eaten ones on the ground. 
“Honeydew!” I practically drooled on myself as I suddenly realized how hungry I

was for something other than fish. “Yxs! This is amazing!”
Yxlyn clapped and bounced in place. “I’m so excited to eat some! This should keep

us going for days!”
I rapped my knuckles on a big one, then plucked it from the forest floor. A quick twist

of the melon popped it from the vine, then I quickly swung the pack off my back and
fished the stowie knife out. While I went to work cutting the first melon open, Nira knelt
down beside me and knocked on another melon. 

“I’m not familiar with hunny-dew.” She watched curiously as I broke the melon in
half, spilling a bunch of sticky juice all over my leg.

“Remember I was telling you about fruit?” I handed a chunk of melon to Yxlyn.
“First bite goes to our pathfinder!”

Yxlyn took the piece reverently and scooped some of the seeds away. I made a note
to myself to remember to put those back in the ground here, and to keep some to plant
close to our eventual permanent base.

“I remember you telling me you didn’t know what the difference was between fruit
and vegetables.” Nira smirked as I handed her a chunk. “This looks tasty though.”

I grabbed a hunk for myself and held it up. “Cheers!”
Yxlyn brought her piece to her mouth and slowly bit into it. She made a mewling

noise and her eyes practically rolled back in her head. “Mmrf! Gobs of sparlipe! Ip’s tho
goob!” She quickly filled her mouth with a few more bites, then slumped down onto her
knees as she chewed. 

I wanted to tear into my own melon, but at the moment I was content to watch Yxlyn
swallow hers with a look of bliss in her eyes.

“I didn’t realize how hungry I was!” she finally said when she’d swallowed enough
to be intelligible. “I… I’ve gotten so used to being hungry.” She sniffled and wiped the
corner of her eyes with her hands. 

Suddenly she was crying into her hands, sobbing with soft, shuddering whimpers.
“I’m sorry… >sniff< I care so much for the both of you, but this place… >sniff< Why is
this happening? Why did they take me of all people?”

I quickly slid behind Yxlyn and put my arms around her. I kissed her on the shoulders
and held her against me. “I don’t know, baby. We might never find out. Right now all we
can do is take care of each other.”
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Nira knelt in front of Yxlyn and the invisible girl was wrapped in hugs from all sides
while she cried herself out. We stayed like that for several minutes while Yxlyn’s
breathing slowly returned to normal. 

“I’m sorry…” she started, but I shushed her with a kiss on the cheek.
“It’s okay, you’ve been here longer than us and have had it so much harder,” I said. “I

can’t imagine how awful it was to be alone like that. You go ahead and have a good cry
whenever you need it.” I stroked her hair with my free hand. 

It didn’t have too much melon juice on it. I didn’t want to get her hair sticky and
make her... goobly goob, or whatever it was called when she got stuff stuck to her.

Yxlyn smiled and sagged against Nira’s chest. Nira just quietly stroked her arms and
kissed the top of her head.

“Sam?” Yxlyn sniffled. “Did… did you call me a baby just then?” She turned her
head and looked up at me through her glassy hair. “I’m an adult, you know.”

“I wasn’t going to say anything, but I thought it was a little weird.” Nira smirked at
me.

“Hah, no. I guess the translator didn’t quite get that one right. ‘Baby’ in my language
can be used as a term of affection or endearment. Members of the opposite sex, well,
usually men say it to women, but sometimes it works the other way. Usually only
between lovers or, uh…” 

Yxlyn’s eyes widened slightly.
“…or very close friends,” I finished quickly. I decided to omit the baggage the word

carried with it. A simplified and sanitized definition would suit this new world better.
“Or lovers to be?” Nira suggested predictably.
I shot Nira an equally predictable look, then glanced down at Yxlyn. “Absolutely.”
Yxlyn looked away, too flustered to meet my eyes.  She was flushed and

consequently nearly invisible, but I was about ten inches from her face so I caught a
small smile wiggling on the edge of her lips.

“How about we all have some lunch, huh?” I unwrapped myself from Yxlyn and
began to scoot back, but she suddenly reached back and grabbed onto the legs of my
jumpsuit.

“You can… keep, uh… k-kissing my shoulders. If you want.” Yxlyn said, chewing
her lip. She glanced guiltily at Nira. “It… it’s nice,” she said  defensively. 

Nira’s grin was both charming and lascivious. She leaned forward and whispered
loudly enough for me to easily hear, “Wait till he kisses the back of your neck.”

Yxlyn’s eyes widened and she slowly looked back at me. “W-w-why? W-what
happens?” she whispered.
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“One way to find out,” I said, leaning forward slowly enough for Yxlyn to veto the
move. Her reaction was instead to freeze in place and hold her breath. I gently brushed
her hair off her neck, causing a whimper to escape her lips as a shiver ran down her body.
I slowly lowered my lips to her skin and placed a breathy kiss right next to her spine.

Yxlyn tensed for a moment, but I could feel a nervous vibration building in her. She
let out a tiny shriek and sprang from my lap, landing in the grass two yards away, then
danced around frantically rubbing the back of her neck and giggling. 

“Hah hah! Ooh! Hah, you weren’t kidding, Nira! That tickled so much!” She plopped
down on the ground and crawled halfway back to me, then skidded to a stop and sat back
on her heels. 

Nira had fallen over from laughing so hard. Most of it went into her hands as she
tried to muffle herself, but she was still making a lot of noise. 

We were fairly secluded in our little glade, but a sufficiently large predator could
smash through the trees if it knew to look for us in here. 

“It’s not supposed to tickle…” Nira said between laughs. “Well, a little, but not that
much.”

“Oh.” Yxlyn chewed her lip, then began slapping blades of grass back and forth
beside her while shyly darting her eyes between me and the ground. “Well, we should
probably do it again, then. T-to make sure.” 

Someone’s stomach made a gurgling noise, interrupting our flirt.
“Maybe we should eat this delicious fruit,” I smiled. At this point, it was beyond

obvious that Yxlyn was fully on board with advancing our relationship, so I decided to
turn it up a bit. “Then I can kiss you in all sorts of different places and see what
happens.” 

Yxlyn’s breath caught and her eyelids widened to what must have been 100%
aperture. 

“Oooooh, luckyyyy.” Nira sing-songed as she sat up, wiping a tear from her eye. 
Yxlyn laughed nervously while still mostly holding her breath, and it came out a

strangled, “Ahuh heh herur heh.” Then she coughed into her hand, and returned to
playing with the grass.

“That’s a good plan,” she whispered. “We should stick to that plan.” 
I couldn’t help but notice she was squirming her hips a bit.
She wasn’t the only one aroused. I smiled and moved to pick up another honeydew,

but realized I was fully erect under my jumpsuit. Yxlyn’s dancing and giggling had made
my dick sit up and take notice in a big way. It probably wasn’t obvious with the way the
jumpsuit bunched up in my lap, but I had no choice but to adjust as I pivoted to grab the
next melon.
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“The two of you, I swear…” I muttered. 
I heard Nira and Yxlyn giggle and high-five clap-clap-clap-clap-clap behind me as I

twisted the honeydew free.
Nira and I still had our pieces, so I gave half a melon to Yxlyn and she tucked right

in. She watched me the whole time, her expression firmly set on ‘hard crushing
schoolgirl.’ The coos and moans she emitted while slurping down the messy fruit very
much did not help my erection go away.

I could have watched Yxlyn’s display all day. Seriously, here in Cretaceous Park,
watching a sexy yet totally innocent alien girl slobber and moan over food was more
enticing than any porno I could imagine. 

Unfortunately my stomach was starting to try and crawl up my throat to get at the
piece of fruit in my hand.

I popped the honeydew in my mouth, and the sweet flavor practically sizzled on my
tongue. 

“Mmm! Damn, that ish goob!” I said through a mouthful of juice and saliva. “Plus
the vitamins and sugar in this will give us a ton of energy.” 

Nira sniffed her piece. “What’s shoo-grr?” she asked just as she bit into it.
“Are you messing with me again… Wait, maybe you shouldn’t—” I held my hand

out to stop her, but it was already in her mouth.
Nira’s eyes shot open like her tongue was being electrocuted, and she sputtered,

spraying melon juice and saliva everywhere, then started coughing and convulsed like
she was choking.

“Oh my god, Nira! Are you… shit! Are you allergic to it? Damn it, that didn’t even
occur to me!” I rushed over to her and was about to start smacking her on the back when
she spit the piece of honeydew into her hand along with a mouthful of saliva.

“Are you okay? Can you breathe—” 
She interrupted me with a nod and held up a finger. She coughed a few more times

and spit a thick web of drool onto the ground like she was in the tail end of a deep throat
video. 

“That was…” she finally gasped, squeezing her eyes shut. “That was the sweetest
thing I’ve ever tasted!” she moaned and bowed her head to her knees, rubbing the back
of her jaw. “Ug. I think my salivary glands are cramping.”

“What? It was just sweet?” I blinked rapidly in confusion, accidentally pulling up my
Eye-Q screen, but I ignored it. “But you’re alright? You’re not having an allergic
reaction or anything? You can breathe okay?” I hovered over her, fussing and rubbing
her back.
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She sat up and nodded, her eyes watering. “I’m fine, I just…” She looked at the
melon in her hand and handed it to me, leaning away like it was radioactive. “How can
you possibly eat that?” She coughed and swallowed a big mouthful of saliva.

I took the drooly bite of fruit from her and couldn’t help but laugh as the tension
rushed from my body like the water fleeing an above ground pool that someone on an
ATV had almost jumped. 

“You think this is sweet? It’s a good thing I didn’t give you a slice of pecan pie, or
you might have literally died.” I shook the bite of melon off and popped it in my mouth.
She and I had already traded multiple bodily fluids, and I wasn’t going to let food go to
waste on this world if I could help it.

She spit in the dirt again and wiped her eyes with the backs of her hands. “What’s
pie? And what is shoo-grr? I’m almost afraid to ask.”

“I’m tho thorry!” Yxlyn sprayed juice from around a big bite of melon. “I bibn’t
know…” 

“Yxs, it’s okay, none of us knew. It didn’t occur to me that Nira comes from a world
without sugar. The melons are delicious and they’re going to be a great source of
nutrition and energy, for the two of us anyway.” I shook my head and looked to Nira.
“How is it possible you don’t have sugar on your world? Sugar is one of the basic energy
sources for cellular activity in everything that lives on Earth.”

Nira swallowed again and looked thoughtful, if somewhat pained. “You mean
glucose? >cough< Or… glycogen? I don’t recall all of my primary science education
very well.”

“Hmm. I think sugar is comprised of sucrose and fructose, which our bodies breaks
down into… glucose? I think that’s right.” I was a little embarrassed I didn’t know. 

“Sucrose is comprised of fructose and glucose.” Yxlyn scooted over to Nira and
patted her back. “I don’t know how our bodies use it for energy, though. Our brains need
glucose… well, my people and probably Sam’s do.”

Nira stared wide-eyed as I shoveled a few more bites of melon into my mouth. I
could tell just watching me eating it made her start drooling wildly again. She groaned
and resumed massaging her jaw.

“You sure you don’t want any? Just a tiny bite? Maybe acclimate yourself to it?”
After days of fish and months of prison food before that, the delicious melon was making
my head spin. I felt bad Nira couldn’t eat it.

She shook her head vigorously. “No, I don’t think so. I understand it might be good
for you two, but the sweetest thing I’ve ever tasted before that,” she pointed at the melon
like it was a coiled snake, “was a carrot, and honestly they’re a little sweet for me.”

I laughed, trying not to be too loud. “Wow! No wonder this caught you so off guard.
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I laughed, trying not to be too loud. “Wow! No wonder this caught you so off guard.

I’m sorry… well, I’m sorry I didn’t know that, because it would have been an amazing
prank if we’d done it on purpose.”

We both laughed, and Yxlyn giggled along. 
I explained refined sugar to Nira who sat wide eyed as I detailed sugar cane, maple

syrup, candy bars, pecan pie, and honey. Both women were fascinated with honey and
asked a bunch of questions about it. Evidently insects producing food was new to them. I
couldn’t think of how to describe the difference between maple syrup and honey though,
other than the flavor and sources being different. Finally I capped off the discussion with
a short spiel on diabetes. 

That made me think Nira really shouldn’t eat the melon, or any other fruit we found.
Her body obviously did okay with far lower levels of glucose than myself or Yxlyn.
Maybe she made up for some of that difference with her increased need for electrolytes.
We were going to have to watch out for each other, not just defending against dinosaurs,
but nutritionally and probably environmentally as well.

We began talking about temperature and humidity ranges we were most comfortable
in. Yxlyn was more sensitive to cold than myself and much more so than Nira, but some
of that had to do with the fact that she was entirely unclothed. 

I cut open another melon and shoved a slice into my mouth. 
“Mmph, I can’t get over how good…” I glanced at Nira, who sat cross-legged with

her spear across her lap, watching Yxlyn and I gorge ourselves. 
All the ‘oohs’ and ‘aahs’ were starting to feel a little mean.
“I mean… aarg… it’s like… uh, ashes in my mouth…” I watched Nira while I

continued slowly chewing.
“Is that one not ripe?” Yxlyn shot me a concerned look.
I tilted my head toward Nira, who stared back with a baleful smirk.
“It’s such a chore to have to eat these… uh, bad tasting—” I continued my expert

ruse, but Nira somehow saw through it. 
“You’re about as subtle as a slap on the ass, you know that?” Nira tried to glare, but I

could see her fighting back a smile.
“I’m sorry, babe.” I placed a sticky hand on her knee. “I feel terrible while you just

watch us wolf down, uh, I mean… some wolf-like equivalent on your world. Some kind
of piranha or shark. Ah! A feeding frenzy—”

Nira shook her head, smiling. “It’s fine, you big snork-butt. I’m sure there’s chum in
the oceans here that I can eat that would make you sick.”

I smiled at her and lifted another bite to my mouth. “God, it really is so good
though.” 
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“Okay that is getting a little obnoxious,” she swatted my arm. 
“I’ll try and keep the moaning to a minimum.” I chuckled around another bite of

melon.
“Until later.” Nira exchanged a look with Yxlyn, then smiled at me with exaggerated

sweetness. 
Yxlyn wouldn’t quite look at me, and instead focused her attention on her honeydew.
I was surprised to feel quite full after only three melons, but then, I had never sat

down and tried to eat a whole honeydew before. Yxlyn got through two, which was less
surprising as she’d been running on more of a calorie deficit. That left us with nine
melons, four of which were immature and not ready to harvest. 

I cracked two of the ripe ones off the vines and stuck them in my backpack. With the
tools and seashells, I could barely get the flap tied shut. I knew we’d need another bag
for Nira soon if we were to do any proper foraging, but I didn’t mention it to Yxlyn, as I
wanted her to get a good night’s sleep tonight and not be out fussing over textiles till the
wee hours. 

I used my axe to create some shallow furrows on the forest floor, then scooped the
seeds from the melons we’d eaten into them.

“We’ll find a place closer to homebase for the seeds from the ones in my pack, but as
this place is on the way back from the ocean, there’s no reason not to encourage this
patch to keep going.” I stood and kicked some dirt over the seeds then tapped it down
with my boot. I turned to Nira. “We need to find you some lunch.”

“I’d prefer not to fish out our watering hole.” She stood and stretched, eliciting a pop
from somewhere on her spine. “Maybe there are potatoes or spinach between here and
home though.”

“Sure, we’ll keep an eye out,” I said, holding out a hand to Yxlyn. 
She accepted it and stood smoothly, then after a moment’s consideration, threw her

arms around my waist. “This is okay, yes?” She looked up at me, questioningly.
“What, random hugs? They’re awesome.” I ran my hand down her back until it rested

in the small of her back. 
“I thought so. It would be very strange behavior on my world.” She sighed and

squeezed tighter before releasing me. 
“Hey, where’s mine?” Nira asked indignantly.
“Oh! Sorry!” Yxlyn bounced over to Nira and threw her arms around her. 
“I meant Sam!” Nira laughed. “But I like hugging you too,” she said, returning the

gesture.
I put my arms around both of them, then lifted them off the ground and spun them



Tamer: Enhancer

248

I put my arms around both of them, then lifted them off the ground and spun them
around once. Combined, they weighed only a little more than I did. The weight was less
of a challenge than not squishing them. The maneuver elicited a yelp and a squeak before
I deposited them both on the ground. 

“Whee!” Yxlyn giggled spun in place, then scampered up the ledge at the back of the
ring of trees. “Let’s see if we can get out this way. I’ll go scout ahead.”

“Remember—”
“I know, Sam! Ten minute check-ins by the stream,” she called out before scampering

off. 
“Shall we?” I looked at Nira and tilted my head at the broken bit of hill.
She was staring back at me with a curious mix of amusement and lust. 
“What was that?” she asked.
“What was what?” 
“When you picked us up? I’ve never had a man pick me up before.” She was gazing

at me like she was seeing my muscles for the first time all over again.
“What, the ol’ lift and twirl?” I scratched my beard thoughtfully. “Oh, because the

men are shorter on Seera. Ocean, I mean.”
“Do men do that a lot on your world? Lift women?”
I walked up to her with a big grin on my face, then hoisted her into a bridal carry.

“Nira, would you like me to carry you back to the pond?”
Her eyes widened and she smiled. “Kind of, yeah,” she said, then looked at the rocky

hill behind me. “Actually, is pressing me against that cliff and fucking me cross-eyed an
option?”

I laughed and set her down. “Incredibly tempting, but let’s try and keep up with
Yxs.” 

“You’re on top next time.” Nira huffed and started up the ledge.
It was only about eight feet high and had plenty of roots and handholds sticking out

of it, and we both mantled it with ease. 
I looked around as we walked into the forest to make sure I could recognize the

landmarks around the melon patch, then slunk into stealth mode and began skulking
around the bases of trees. I was never going to be as quiet as Yxlyn, but stepping on the
roots of the massive trees was a lot quieter than treading on leaves or even grass. 

“Hey, what does a potato look like, by the way?” I asked Nira quietly.
She shot me a puzzled look. “You know the word for potato, but you don’t know

what they are?”
“I know what they are! When they’re buried, I mean. Is there a vine or some leaves to
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“I know what they are! When they’re buried, I mean. Is there a vine or some leaves to
look out for?” I’m sure I had seen some piece of media in my life with someone farming
potatoes, but not recently enough for me to identify one that was still in the ground.

Nira shook her head and smiled. “I’ll show you if we come across any.”
We didn’t, unfortunately, but we did find some radishes. I tried munching on one, but

I’d never been a big fan. If I had been a lot hungrier, I could have choked it down, but
there was no point while I had a stomach full of melon. 

Nira was in heaven though. She didn’t ooh and aah as obnoxiously as Yxlyn and I
had over the honeydew, but she gathered up ten of them, leaving several small ones to
continue growing. She munched noisily as we walked, downing four by the time we got
back to the pond. 

I peered out from behind the tree line and scoped out the clearing. Immediately I saw
several large camel-like creatures at the edge of the water taking turns drinking. There
were five of them, the largest being about ten feet long and six or seven feet tall. They
didn’t have pronounced humps, and their heads were small for their body size. Their
most outstanding feature was a protruded, prehensile nose. It was short, less like an
elephant and more like a tapir. 

“Mega…” I whispered as I tried to remember the name. “Megachenia?
Macrauchenia!” I shook my head and grinned at Nira and Yxlyn. “Doesn’t matter. I’m
going to either tame those things and ride them, or I’m gonna eat ‘em.”

“Riding them wouldn’t be very stealthy.” Yxlyn commented. 
“I didn’t mean right now,” I grinned. “But now that I know something like this is

around, it doesn’t hurt to make plans.”
There were several other small animals scattered around the stream, mostly more of

those parrot-faced micro-raptors.
I studied the not-quite-camels, trying to come up with a way to capture at least one of

them, but realized it was probably impossible at the moment. I didn’t have any rope, and
I didn’t have any way to stable the thing. It’s not like I could haul it up the cliff with me
and take it back to the cave, and I definitely couldn’t just tie it to a tree and leave it
unguarded at night. I might as well leave out a cheese course with some wine alongside
it. 

Nira watched me as I thought, then slowly raised another radish to her mouth. Those
things were louder than apples when she bit into them, but it didn’t matter. Before she
could snap into it, the macrauchenias tensed, their ears and heads tuning into a sound
coming from the woods leading to the savanna. 

That made the three of us pay attention, and we started looking around for
somewhere to fall back to. The vine hanging down the cliff was at least three hundred
feet away, and on the other side of the stream. 
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It only took a few moments for us to pick up on what had alerted the almost-camels, a
low rumbling barking noise that almost sounded like a series of contrabass clucks. The
noises were followed by some thumping and crashing that sounded like it was getting
closer.

The macrauchenias bolted into the woods, and Nira and I looked at each other. It
sounded a lot like the suchomimus when it had been chasing Yxlyn through the woods. It
actually sounded like multiple large dinosaurs were rapidly approaching. 

“How’s the charge on Castriel’s Wrath?” I quickly asked Nira, looking around for
some easy to climb trees.

“There’s barely a sliver left!” she hissed, ducking further into the foliage that hid us. 
“I can boost you if it’s needed.” I slid into the bush next to her. My skill had only just

refreshed. The journey back from the ocean hadn’t taken as long as the outbound trip, but
the stop for lunch gave time for Enhance to recharge.  “Let’s just hunker down for now. I
think we’ll be okay if we lay low.” I glanced over to check on Yxlyn, but couldn’t spot
her. 

“I’m here, Sam.” She wiggled a branch in a bush fifteen feet from me. I couldn’t
make her out against all the leaves and branches surrounding her.

I nodded, then turned my attention back to the clearing. The noise was getting closer
quickly, and it was sounding more like a bunch of three-ton drunks bumbling through the
forest than a life or death chase or a dinosaur stampede. 

Nira grabbed my arm, so I reassuringly put my hand on her leg. 
After a few tense moments, two humongous iguanodons stumbled into the clearing

about a hundred feet from us. The larger of the two was easily thirty-five feet long and
must have weighed three and a half tons. 

Surprisingly, the smaller of the two shoulder-checked the larger one into a tree just as
they burst into the clearing. It made a series of clucks that kind of sounded like laughter
as the larger one spun off kilter and nearly fell. 

The thirty footer splashed through the stream and stopped, turning to drink while the
big one recovered and trundled up to the water, emitting a series of barks and honks that
Thirty ignored. Thirty-five huffed and plunged its face into the stream and drank for a
minute, then walked on, fording the stream in a single massive stride. Before it
disappeared back into the forest, it tail-slapped Thirty right in the flank, causing it to jerk
and burp up about fifty gallons of water all over the river bank. 

Thirty quacked, if you could call the bone-shaking noise it emitted a quack, then
turned to chase the other one into the woods. 

“Aw,” I said, trying to pull my arm away from Nira’s iron grip. “They’re in love.”
Her hand had slowly tightened while we watched, and I was starting to worry about
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Her hand had slowly tightened while we watched, and I was starting to worry about

her shattering my humerus. 
“Tell me those were the largest things here?” she pleaded. 
“You already know they’re not. Yxlyn said she saw dinosaurs twice that size on her

way here.” I finally freed my arm then put my slightly tingly hand around the back of her
neck to pull her in for a gentle kiss. “Those were herbivores anyway.”

“They could still step on us,” she grumped but returned the kiss.
“They probably wouldn’t even notice.” I cheerfully agreed. 
She was not amused.
We stayed hunkered down for another few minutes, but eventually carefully

wandered into the clearing. We walked well upstream of where the iguanodons had
drunk from before refreshing ourselves. No point in exposing ourselves to dino-flu. 

I started thinking about a way to boil or filter water, something that could be
relatively automated. I came to the conclusion that we desperately needed a permanent
home base soon. Somewhere we could expand and build into. I was about to say so when
Nira spoke up.

“I’m glad those were herbivores, but I still say we’re way overdue for a narrative
hurdle.” Nira splashed some water over her shoulders as she waxed literary theory. 

I was about to reply to her when I heard a gravelly voice behind me.
“Your weapons, tools and woman. I will have them.”
Well, shit.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

“Excuse me?” Nira responded even as I turned.
The source of this narrative hurdle was a large alien man standing on the opposite

side of the stream. 
He was about as muscular as me but slightly taller, with red skin, black lips and dark

‘raccoon’ style patches around his eyes. His shirtless torso exposed a blotchy, yellow
stomach. His only clothing was a pair of gray shorts festooned with unnecessary straps
like skater pants.

Besides his red skin, his most notable feature was that he was covered in black, inch-
long thorns. They poked out of his scalp like over-gelled hair plugs and ran down the
back of his neck, over his shoulder and the outsides of his arms, sides and calves.

In one hand he held a large club. A three foot long tree branch with protruding knobs,
leftover from where smaller branches had been snapped off. Most of the bark had broken
away, and the light wood underneath was stained dark with blood. 

He looked like an angry red cactus, and I had a sinking feeling he wasn’t interested in
a dialog. I was going to at least try, but I tightened the grip on my weapon anyway.

“Ew! You look like a diseased urchin!” Nira spat, spearheading our diplomatic effort.
“I’m glad you didn’t appear next to me on the beach.” She made a ‘and you smell bad
too’ face, then lowered herself into a centered stance.

“You will learn respect soon enough.” Spiny sneered at her in a way that nearly made
me attack him on the spot. He reminded me too much of the typical self-important thug
from gen-pop back at ADX Florence. The sort of person I was unfortunately all too
familiar with, and I didn’t want him anywhere near Nira or Yxlyn. He was going to force
us into a fight unless I could give him a reason not to. 

“Listen, dude, why don’t you back off on the insecure tough guy act for a minute and
let’s talk.” I would probably fail Negotiations 101 with an opener like that, but he had
already pissed me off.
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He turned his head and tried to give me an intimidating look, but I had seen it a
hundred times before, so I continued without missing a beat.

“This place is dangerous enough without us trying to kill each other, and you’re
outnumbered worse than you think.”

He had used the word ‘woman’ when he entered the clearing. Assuming the
translators were doing their jobs, that meant he hadn’t spotted Yxlyn yet. I didn’t want
her getting into a fight with this guy, and I hoped hinting about it would make him
reconsider a confrontation.

Yxlyn was crouched a dozen feet from me by the babbling stream. It was too loud
and she was too far for me to whisper instructions without Spiny picking up on it, but
caught out in the open like we were, she knew to stay perfectly still.

I gestured to the stream with my spear. “This isn’t the sort of place you want to limp
around with a dozen spear wounds in your guts, so why don’t you have a drink, then be
on your way.” 

For the very first time in my life, I wished I had been standing next to a big pile of
dinosaur poop. It would have really driven home my point about spear wounds if I had
been able to dip the tip of my weapon into a steaming pile of excrement just now, but I
guess dinosaurs knew not to shit where they drank.

Spiny sneered derisively at me. “You think this world is dangerous? The dragons
scare you, do they?” He looked smugly at Nira. “They are nothing to me. Leave this
coward, and you will find safety and pleasure as my concubine.” 

“Urp.” Nira slapped a hand over her mouth. “I think I just threw up a little.” She
burped into her hand, then fanned the air away from her mouth. “That offer is less
attractive than you! Did you not hear me call you ugly?!”

I was concerned that this guy wasn’t scared of dinosaurs. It probably meant he had a
hell of an Eye-Q ability, but Nira’s artful counterpoints were not priming us for a conflict
free resolution. 

Spiny glared at Nira. “Alive or dead, your body will serve me.” 
Nira fluttered her eyelids and placed one hand delicately on her chest. “Well with

standards like that, how can I not be flattered?”
I couldn’t help myself, and let out a snort of laughter. 
Spiny’s expression darkened. “Chattel! Come to me!” he called over his shoulder.
My eyes darted around the tree line, looking for movement, but saw nothing. 
“NOW!” Spiny yelled as he slammed his club into the ground. 
A small woman stumbled out from a bush twenty feet behind him. I couldn’t make

out much about her as she was mostly covered in tattered robes, but she had dark hair
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out much about her as she was mostly covered in tattered robes, but she had dark hair

and blue-ish skin. She scurried up next to him in a low crouch, then dropped to all fours
a few feet from him. 

“Yes, zur. I’m here, zur.” She cowered at his feet, obviously terrified. 
I readied my spear for action and looked to Nira. It was clear she’d had the same

thought and nodded to me.
“Finally you have a chance to make yourself useful. Do it.” He commanded, not

looking at her.
I assumed this guy’s Eye-Q ability probably something to do with his spines, but my

adrenaline shot up at seeing this woman. There was no telling what she could do. If she
could put us to sleep or mess up our equilibrium or something like that, we were going to
get killed.

“Yxlyn,” I risked whispering to her while Spiny was distracted. “Run! Get out of
here.”

“No! Sam! I won’t leave!” she pleaded.
“Then… damn it. Hide in the woods and be ready. Just get away from here so her

ability can’t hit us all.”
I kept my eyes on Spiny, but I heard the tiniest noise as Yxlyn slipped deeper into the

tree line. 
“P-please, zur.” The dark haired woman pleaded with Spiny without fully looking up

at him. “If… if they can help us survive—” Her wavering voice was cut off as he kicked
her in the shoulder, and she was sent sprawling onto the grass with a yelp.

“Do it now, wastrel!” He screamed at her, obviously not concerned about attracting
attention to us.

Incensed, I stepped forward, wading into the stream. Fortunately it was only about
two feet deep. “That’s it, fucker. You’re going down.”

I would have lobbed my spear if I’d thought I had a reasonable chance of hitting him,
but I had never thrown a spear before in my life. If I missed, I’d be left with my pickaxe,
hand axe, and a knife. None were well suited to fend off his club.

The blue woman gathered herself and held out one hand. 
I charged. 
Spiny seemed to have a lot of confidence in her ability, and for a split-second, I

considered thumping her with the base of my spear, but that really wasn’t my style. 
Spiny stepped into my charge and swung down on my spear. I had learned the lesson

with my maul though. Faster was better. I ducked the spear under his strike and tried to
whip it up into his chest, but Spiny had stepped forward further than I’d thought. The
edge his club connected with the haft of the spear, driving the tip into the ground.
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I slammed my boot on to the head of his club, which pinned it to the ground for a
moment, then tried to whip my spear up and drag the tip across his face, but my awkward
footing put me off balance. I managed to nick his forearm as he yanked the club back,
but I almost went stumbling backward into the stream. 

As he pulled back the club, he swung it sideways, almost hitting Nira, who had
partially flanked him. She ducked under the swing into an obviously well practiced
lunge, then jabbed her spear into his side. The point bounced off a rib, then jabbed
through the corner of his pec, giving him the world’s worst nipple piercing. 

He roared and tried to bat her spear away with his other hand, but Nira smoothly rose
from her lunge and spun back a step, putting herself and her weapon well out of reach. 

I glanced at the blue woman. She had her hand out and her eyes closed, but as far as I
could tell, she hadn’t done anything yet. Maybe she was dragging her feet, hoping we
could take this guy down before he turned on her.

While Spiny busied himself with Nira, I tried to stab at his other side, but he spun
away from me with a lunatic smile on his face.

“Aah!” He grinned and wiped dark blood from his wound onto his hand. He slapped
his palm into the center of his thorn-less chest, leaving a bloody handprint. He raised his
club at Nira and growled, “Kurzak tal expizus!”

Weird battle slogans aside, it was time for some tactics. 
“Yxs! Get clear! At least a hundred feet!” I called out, not bothering to try and scan

the clearing for her, then looked to Nira, “Let’s open up the spacing a bit,” I tilted my
head at the blue woman, not wanting her to get electrocuted. “Then when my spacing is
right, do your thing!”

I was trying to be vague since I didn’t want Spiny picking up on the plan. We needed
to come up with some codewords.

I might have been too vague, though, as Nira gave me a confused look. 
“Sam? Oola—” She started to say, but had to refocus her attention as Spiny came in

swinging. 
She jumped back and turned aside each attack with her spear. She jabbed here and

there, scoring a hit on his forearm, but he was faster with his club than I was with my
maul, and she smartly played defensively until I could draw his attention. 

Our spears were faster than his weapon and had twice the reach, so I tried to
capitalize on that by holding the spear at the base while I thrust it toward him like Nira
had done with her lunge. That cost me control and power though, so while I managed to
jab his thigh, the tip only penetrated a couple of inches. Painful, but nothing approaching
fatal. I wasn’t content to wait and see if infection set in. 

Spiny yelped and slid away from the spear while blurting out some nonsense which I
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Spiny yelped and slid away from the spear while blurting out some nonsense which I

assumed was a curse. He swung his club and connected with my spear as I pulled it back,
and my one-handed grip almost cost me the weapon, but I jumped back and managed to
hang onto it. 

More importantly, we had pushed him away from the blue woman, and neither of us
were standing close enough to him to get caught in Nira’s lightning. 

“Nira! Zap him while I’m clear!” I shouted, using the spear to keep him as far from
me as I could.

Nira said something that sounded like “Oola?” but I was busy jabbing my spear at
Spiny and didn’t give it much thought. Maybe it was a word like “oorah.” 

I cast her a glance when she didn’t unleash her attack, and she looked back at me
puzzled.

“Sam, oola?” She had a confused look on her face.
“Yes! Oora!” I briefly lifted one hand from the spear and made a jabbing motion at

Spiny. “Castriel! Oora!”
The spiked asshole tried to bat the spear from my hand, but I dipped it before his club

could connect.
Nira still looked confused, but she raised her hand toward Spiny, and briefly her eyes

narrowed in concentration. I expected to see her start glowing as electricity crawled up
her body and prepared to jump back, but a moment later her eyes widened when nothing
happened.

“Sam! Nima kalas eb therialkus!” She looked at me and shook her hand. “Eb
therialkus!”

I looked to the woman on the ground. She was holding a wavering hand out and
concentrating. Her Eye-Q power must have been to disable the computers in our heads,
which included our abilities and the translator! 

That meant we had to beat this guy in a fair fight, and without being able to
coordinate with each other. Again I considered thumping the woman, maybe even just
knocking her over to break her concentration, but decided against it. There were two of
us and our spears were proving to be more effective than his club. We could do this.

Spiky grimaced at me and lifted his club. “Iza ik zozak bid.” He growled. 
“Yeah, same to you, buddy.” I really had no skill with using a spear beyond the basic

common sense one would have from play fighting with broomsticks or watching the
occasional martial arts movie. Not knowing what else to do, I stepped forward and
feigned once with the spear, then thrust it at his midsection.

I thought the feign was a good opener, but Spiny caught my thrust with one hand and
swung his club down on me. 
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I jerked my left arm up, and my new vambrace took the hit. The chitin armor held
fast, but my arm almost collapsed under the inertia of the club. This fucker was strong. 

I absorbed the remainder of the impact with my knees. That lowered my center of
gravity, and if this guy hadn’t been covered in spikes, I would have been tempted to drop
the spear and charge his midsection, wrap my arms under his legs, and take him to the
ground. 

He yanked on the spear, trying to wrest it from my grip, but I wouldn’t give it up that
easily. I was pulled toward him, and he lashed out with an arcing kick. It came at me too
fast to avoid, so instead I twisted my torso and leaned in, taking the hit from his shin
against my ribs. I felt a few spikes bite into my skin, but it was better than taking his foot
to my guts. 

I wrapped my arm around his leg, trapping it against my side. Spikes bit into my ribs
and the tender underside of my arm like I was grappling a cactus. 

With my left arm wrapped around his leg, the vambrace was out of play, but I had
him off balance. Before he could bring his club back down on me, I kicked him in the
nuts.

Or tried to. He saw the kick coming and released my spear to block my foot, but only
managed to soften the blow. I still connected, but at a tenth of the force I’d wanted.
Instead of rupturing his balls, I only managed a tap. 

Fortunately, he was built like a human male, and he yelled furiously and his face
twisted in pain. 

I had his leg and he had mine, and in a display of martial prowess that would have
made the Three Stooges proud, we hopped awkwardly and tried to swing our free
weapons at each other. A flurry of unintelligible alien curses (I assume) flew from his
mouth and he started to raise his club, but Nira’s spear sank into his back.

He howled in pain, and I tried to capitalize on his distraction by driving my own
spear into him. It was hovering right by his torso, so I quickly thrust it forward. 

He had to let go of my leg to try and block it, but I was inside his guard. The spear
sank a few inches into the meat above his hip before he could grab it, and he did the only
thing he could to minimize the damage, which was to fall away from us.

He rolled to my right, and both of our barbless spears came free as he fell. 
The spines on his leg ripped at my arm as he fell away from me, so I yanked free and

quickly checked the damage. It burned and stung, but while bloody, it didn’t look like the
spines had ripped open my brachial artery. I got lucky, but luck is a bad strategy in a
fight. I needed to end this quickly.

He landed on his hip and rolled away, picking up half the forest floor on his spines.
He got his feet back under him and popped back up just as Nira shoved her spear into his
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He got his feet back under him and popped back up just as Nira shoved her spear into his

calf. 
“Kurza ik wogazal bid, zilzarta!” He screamed and jerked his leg back. 
Nira pulled the spear back and swung the butt of it at his face. He got his forearm up

in time to block it, then took a swing at her with his club, but she ducked and hopped
back. 

His weighty club dragged him too far around, so I hopped up and jabbed him with
my spear, scoring a hit on his thigh. I didn’t want to tie my spear up while he had his
club free to swing at us, so I quickly pulled it out and jumped back. 

He screamed and tried to swing at me, but again he was too slow, and Nira threw her
spear out, holding on to the very end of it. This gave her a few extra feet of unexpected
reach and she scored a light hit in his stomach. 

Spiky grunted and grabbed the end of the spear, took a step back to pull the tip from
his torso, then quickly brought his club down in the middle of the haft. He probably
expected it to break, but the enhanced wood held fast, and instead the spear was ripped
out of Nira’s grip.

He tossed it behind him, then spent a moment rubbing his various wounds while Nira
and I repositioned ourselves around him. 

“Sam, sora dee cantor caras.” She grabbed at my backpack and pulled open the top
flap. She quickly rummaged through it, dumping one of the melons on the ground, then
pulled out the super sharp karambit tooth-blade. “Nima! Castriel kalas eb therialkus!”
she said as she looked meaningfully at me.

I shook my head at her and handed her my spear, then took the blade. 
“That woman has disabled our Eye-Q computers.” I pointed at the woman on the

ground, then back at my eye. 
“Gooly’ookus mara’el’babas, Sam?” Yxlyn said from somewhere behind us. 
I couldn’t risk a look back to find her as Spiny slammed his club into the ground,

drawing my attention. He spouted some gibberish and charged, albeit with a considerable
limp.

Nira chose that moment to grab my hand and try and place it on her shoulder, but
Spiny swung his club down at us and I had to jump away from her. 

I rolled on the ground and came up to see Nira trying to grab Spiny with one hand. 
Was she trying to shock him? I knew her species could do that without the Eye-Q

computers in our heads, but…
I quickly double blinked and successfully pulled up my Eye-Q. The screen was there

and laid out like I was used to, but I couldn’t read anything on it. I realized then that the
woman’s power wasn’t to disable the alien tech in our heads, just their ability to translate.
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It would really not help her against a dinosaur, but it was obviously very effective
against groups of abductees. 

The boost I had given Nira must have expired, so she couldn’t use Castriel’s Wrath,
but she still had Spark ready to go. Our best bet was for me to draw Spiny’s attention
long enough for her to zap him. It was too bad we couldn’t actually coordinate at the
moment. 

I charged back into the fight, but just as Nira placed her hand on Spiny’s side, he
grabbed her wrist and swung her around.

She yelped as her feet lifted off the ground and he threw her into me. We both went
tumbling to the forest floor, but instead of following up with his club, Spiny laughed and
actually started monologuing.

Besides being idiotic for the usual reasons, he had to know we couldn’t understand
him. 

“Gurialas zidalku, zilzarta! Morus! Iza - kurg - foraggas!” 
He went on like that for a moment, and Nira and I looked at each other. I nodded to

her and put my hand on her shoulder. She grinned and extended her arm. 
Spiny was a lot closer than I’d have liked, given what was about to happen, but we

didn’t have time to reposition. I could only hope that Yxlyn knew to give us as much
space as possible. 

I couldn’t read my Eye-Q screen, but the layout was the same. 
Just before I could activate my skill, Spiny took a deep breath.
I had a sudden sinking feeling, but before I could do anything, he exhaled, and a

cloud of red and black smoke billowed straight onto the two of us.
It was like someone had dumped a bucket of powdered cayenne pepper right in my

face. 
I got one eye closed in time, but the other felt like someone had poured white-hot

sand in it. The pain was so intense I screamed, and the red particles got in my nose and
mouth. The burning made me immediately choke and cough. I tried not to breathe in, but
my diaphragm began spasming and I sucked in a lungful of the horrible red smoke. 

I felt Nira spasm against me and start coughing, then I felt myself go spinning back.
The burning pain hurt so bad I almost didn’t notice when Spiny kicked me in the face. I
flopped back and rolled, coming up on my hands and knees as I was wracked with a new
round of coughing. I cracked my good eye just far enough to see a watery image of him
kick Nira in the ribs. His leg connected with a thump and Nira rolled on the ground and
coughed like she was trying to puke out her lungs. 

The pain in my eye, nose, sinuses, mouth, throat and lungs was all I could focus on,
but I tried to scramble away from the lingering cloud of red dust that was settling on the
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but I tried to scramble away from the lingering cloud of red dust that was settling on the
ground. I teetered and fell, and I realized I was starting to black out. I was coughing so
hard I couldn’t get a good lungful of air. Every time I inhaled, my lungs burned more,
every time I exhaled, my throat, mouth, gums and lips burned. 

Fortunately Spiny was taking his time laughing and delivering an unintelligible
victory speech. 

Fuck, we had been beating him! A few more stabs and he wouldn’t have been able to
fight back. Death by a thousand cuts wasn’t good enough on a world where anyone
attacking you might have a fight-ending move. The cuts on my arm were nothing
compared to the pain his breath attack caused. If I could get a few deep breaths and keep
from passing out, I’d grapple him to the ground no matter how badly I got cut up. 

Unfortunately I didn’t think I was going to get a chance. My vision was swimming
and I could feel the blackness pressing in around the edges of it. 

I tried to make myself cough extra hard to force some of the crap out of my system. A
big glob of phlegm came up so it might have been working, but I had a sinking feeling
that by the time I could get a clean breath of air, Spiny would have wrapped up his
monologue. 

Suddenly I felt hands on me. I could barely see, but Yxlyn’s voice was unmistakable. 
“Oob’lio’goo-ah, Sam!” She wiped at my face and frantically fussed over me, but

none of it helped with the burning in my mucus membranes. 
“Karza?” I didn’t know what Spiny was saying, but the tone was obvious. 
He had noticed Yxlyn. 
He said something else in his harsh language, then began laughing in a manner that

filled me with dread.
“Run… >cough<” I hacked up more sandy phlegm and tried to push Yxlyn away

from me. “Get… >cough< >spit< get away…” I forced myself to take a deep breath and
cough out more of the crap in my lungs. If felt like inhaling razors, but it pushed back the
darkness vignetting my vision for a few more beats. I still couldn’t see Yxlyn through my
one watering eye, just the depression she made in the grass in front of me. 

“Ooli’agh, Sam!” Yxlyn cried and grabbed the collar of my jumpsuit, trying to tug
me away from Spiny. It was a useless gesture. She wasn’t strong enough, and the
jumpsuit was so full of tooth holes that even her feeble strength ripped it. 

I heard Spiny walk closer, and swung my head around to look at him. The motion
caused my under oxygenated brain to spin, but I saw his blurry silhouette step within two
yards of my legs. 

I couldn’t stand, I couldn’t fight. I’d pass out from exertion trying to get him on the
ground, much less trying to get a few swings in.

I only had one tool left and I was going to use it to save Yxlyn. 
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I blinked hard, half clearing my vision for an instant. I grabbed Yxlyn’s leg,
navigated to my skill and activated it. I really hoped the computer could still understand
my brain. 

“Enhance camouflage!” 
And just like that, she vanished. 
I could feel her leg under my hand, but before my vision flooded with tears again, I

saw the slight refraction around her edges disappear. Her camouflage was perfect. 
I quickly realized that Vanish did more than make her invisible when she pulled her

leg from my grip. The leaves and grass where she should have put her foot down weren’t
disturbed at all. There was no noise from her footfall either. 

“Ooly’ob nit’ril’agas boor’ob!” she yelled. The sound came from behind every tree
and up in the sky and from across the stream.

I wiped my eye on my palm in time to see Spiny spin around, looking for the source
of the sound, but it was impossible to locate. 

“Ooly’ob igoo’ril’agas moor’blee’op!” It sounded like there were twenty Yxlyns
standing in a ring around us speaking in perfect unison. There was no way to tell where
she was.

Spiny yelled something unintelligible and swung his club in a circle. 
I was wracked with a new round of burning coughs, and as my eye teared up again, I

saw Nira’s spear begin lift off the ground, then vanish into thin air. 
I tried to follow what happened next, but the coughing caused me to double up for

several moments. I heard Spiny scream and looked up to see his blurry shape spin, trying
to remove the spear from his back. 

He swung his club around wildly, then screamed again as blood sprayed from a cut
that opened up on his thigh like someone had unzipped his skin. He began backpedaling
and twirling, stumbling around the edge of the stream. Every few seconds he would
scream and jerk, and even through my blurry vision, I could see blood covering him from
multiple wounds. 

It looked like Yxlyn had him on the ropes, but I didn’t want her to have to kill him if
I could help it. I forced myself to take several deep breaths, trying to get oxygen back
into my bloodstream. Every other attempt caused me to double up with coughs, but head
slowly started to clear.

My ribs hurt, my face hurt, my lungs and throat and eyes burned, and I could still
barely see. But I wasn’t on the verge of passing out anymore. 

I looked over at Spiny just as he lashed wildly into the air with his club.
“Oof!” I heard Yxlyn’s voice echo from all around, then saw a ripple in the air just
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“Oof!” I heard Yxlyn’s voice echo from all around, then saw a ripple in the air just

before she splashed into the stream. 
“Yxlyn!” I yelled hoarsely.
Spiny spun to face me. He laughed, though it was a lot less menacing than before. He

sounded exhausted, but he was still standing, and he started to limp toward me. 
Nira was flopped on the ground, her coughs had turned into very concerning shallow

wheezes, and I could hear Yxlyn whimpering and floundering in the stream. I was dizzy
from coughing and could barely see, but I might be able to get one good shot in if he got
close enough. It was all I had in me, but I would give everything for these two women.

I scrambled to grab anything I could. My bandoleer was still around my torso, but all
the rolling around on the ground had caused my tools to fall off into the grass and leaves.

Spiny raised his club over me just as my hand wrapped around something in the
grass. 

He swung the club down on me, but whether from exhaustion or cumulative blood
loss, he over committed and stumbled forward as he tried to crush me.

I rolled under it and came up, swinging upwards with everything I had. 
The point of the pickaxe went into his mouth and out the back of his neck with an

incredibly satisfying pop. 
His cord cut, he fell dead instantly. 
On me.
It was about as pleasant as a hundred people using me as a dartboard. 
I had been fighting back my oxygen deficit, but my tumbling had sent me back into

the red, and my head started swimming. I tried to take a deep breath, but Spiny weighed
at least as much as I did and I couldn’t get a full lungful of air. I knew if I passed out
right now I very well might not get back up again. 

I grunted and rolled him, trying to ignore the dozens of jabs I received in my self-
inflicted rush. His arm flopped on the ground and acted like a kickstand, and all the
spikes sticking in my skin meant I couldn’t just slide out from under him. 

While I had him halfway off of me, I took the deepest breath I could, then fell back
on the ground and dropped him back onto my chest. His weight Heimliched me and I
coughed up a thick glob of reddish black sludge. 

I twisted under him, a bad idea since he was stapled to me, but I managed to turn over
enough to spit the crap on the ground, along with a few follow up lung biscuits. I flopped
back on the ground and bench pressed his torso off of me, then locked my arms long
enough to take a few deep breaths. It chased away the darkness clutching at the edge of
my eyes, and with one more push, he fell onto the ground next to me. 

I stood and called to Yxlyn while I struggled free the leg of my jumpsuit from several
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I stood and called to Yxlyn while I struggled free the leg of my jumpsuit from several
tangled spines. 

Through my teary eye, I saw her sitting on the edge of the stream. Everything was
blurry, and her camouflage didn’t help.

“Nira! Nira idi’ug’loo, Sam!” She slapped her arm down onto the muddy riverbank,
then waved her agla’feen’ulo arm animatedly at Nira.

I turned to look at Nira, who was trying to crawl toward the stream, her chest
spasming as she tried to suck air into her lungs. 

Still coughing, I rushed over and nearly fell on her. My blood was still running an
oxygen deficit, but each new breath helped.

Nira wasn’t so lucky. Under her arms a reddish black foam oozed from her gills. She
looked up at me with a purple face and shook her head, then pointed to the stream and
collapsed into my arms. 

I lifted her up but was hit with another round of severe coughing. I violently shook
my head and forced myself to put one foot in front of the other. The wet, choking noises
from my alien lover were enough to keep me focused enough until I fell into the stream
with her.

The cold water gave me a shot of adrenaline, and the chemicals from Spiny’s breath
attack began to wash away. They actually burned even worse for half a second, but
quickly broke down in the water and drifted downstream.

Nira convulsed under the surface of the stream. She clawed at my arm as her torso
jerked, and I realized she still couldn’t breathe.

I yanked her out of the water and immediately pressed my lips to hers, then blew into
her mouth as hard as I could. Normally the difference in lung capacity between a man
and woman would make this a bad idea, but I was counting on the fact that Nira had a
built in pressure valve.

Nothing happened for a second, then all at once a big glob of black sludge slid out of
one of her gill slits and the rest of my breath passed into her lungs without resistance.

Nira jerked back from me and began coughing paroxysmally, more reddish black
sludge flying from her lips. She took a deep, wet breath, then plunged down into the
stream. 

Her torso heaved several times, and cloudy sludge plumed outward from her gills. 
She raised up out of the stream, coughed a bunch of pink water out of her mouth, then

started nodding. 
“Morib— >cough< moribus. Aluma, Sam. >cough<” She put her hands on my

shoulders and shook her head. “Yuma costi irib—” More coughing interrupted her and
she held up a finger, then ducked her head back under the water. 
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While she cleaned the rest of the gunk out of her lungs, I turned to look for Yxlyn.
She limped up next to us covered in water droplets, and I could see that she was cradling
her non-muddy arm against her chest.

“Are you okay?” I held up a thumb, hoping to convey my meaning.
She looked tired and sad, but nodded and sat on the bank of the stream. 
“Oola’gool fab’lio’tel.”
I gently put my arm around her and turned my gaze to the blue skinned woman who

sat on the other side of the stream. 
Her arm was still outstretched and she was staring back at me wide-eyed. 
I patted Nira on the back. She emerged from the stream, spit out more water, then

coughed. Her breathing was wet and raspy, but consistent. 
I pointed a finger at her and Yxlyn, then where they sat. “Stay.” I pointed at myself,

then tilted my head toward the woman. They both looked to her and nodded.  
I stood from the water, and the disheveled woman’s eyes widened with fright. I was

only able to take a few steps toward her before she turned to bolt into the woods behind
her. 
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CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

“Stop!” I called out as she started to turn. “You won’t survive out there on your
own!”

She froze in place and skittishly turned her eyes back to me. Her hand was still out,
but now it looked like she was trying to ward me away.

“You can still understand me, yes?” I didn’t intend to sound angry, but I felt like I
had just smoked about 500 packs of cigarettes. Unsurprisingly my voice had taken on a
bit of a rough edge.

“Y… y-yes zur.” Her whole body was shaking and she was obviously terrified. 
“Turn…” I was interrupted by a bout of coughing which ended in me spitting a glob

of phlegm on the ground. I really hoped all the red in it was just Spiny’s breath powder. 
“Turn off your skill,” I rasped like I should be narrating movie trailers. 
She looked at her hand like she hadn’t realized what she’d been doing, then snatched

it back and fell to the ground in a kow-tow. 
“Please! I didn’t want to! He made me! I’ll serve you! Please!” she sobbed into the

grass.
I couldn’t place her accent. It wasn’t quite identifiable as being from Earth. It almost

sounded like she was an English speaker from India, in a reality where France had taken
India as a colony instead of the Brits… I guess. She sort of sounded slightly French but
hit some of her vowels too hard.

I didn’t feel any different, but I shouted over my shoulder, “Nira, Yxlyn, can you
understand me now?”

“Yes! >cough< I can understand you, Sam!” Nira sounded like she had also taken up
smoking, but it was a relief to be able to communicate again.

“Yes I can!” Yxlyn’s relief was palpable. “Oh! Thank the thieves of night and sight!” 
I looked back down at the prostrate woman. 
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“Please zur! Don’t hurt me! I’ll… I’ll do anything! I’ll—” 
“I’m not going to hurt you. What’s your name?” I stopped a few yards from her. 
Her hair was dark. Almost black, but I caught a hint of blue highlights where the sun

struck it. She looked up from under messy plaits, but didn’t speak. Close up I saw that
her skin was actually teal, not blue, but her face was covered in grime.

“I’m Sam.” I turned and gestured to the stream. “Nira is the woman with the dark
skin and the light stomach. Yxlyn is next to her. What’s your name?”

The teal woman sat up slightly and pulled some of the hair from her face. “V-Voss,
zur” she said quietly. “My name is Voss, zur.”

Her “z’s” and “s’s” were almost indistinguishable, so I wasn’t entirely sure if her
name was Voz or Voss. Possibly Vozs.

“Sam,” I said, trying to smile. My face still hurt. “Just call me Sam.”
“Zam… zzSsam. Yes zur.” She was starting to tremble again. It still sounded a little

like she was pronouncing my name ‘Zam,’ but it was kind of cute and not worth
correcting.

“No, just Sam. Forget that ‘sir’ stuff.”
She stared at me with fearful but inquisitive eyes. They were strikingly orange. One

had a ring of bruises around it. I tried not to darken my expression. I didn’t want to
frighten her, and Spiny was already dead.

“Yes… Zam. Sam. Sorry, zur.” Her eyes widened. “Sam! I-I mean…”
“It’s fine,” I smiled. “I’m not like that guy at all.” I pointed to the red corpse lying in

the grass on the other side of the stream. 
She clenched her jaw as she cast Spiny a scornful look. “Yes, Sam. Thank you for…

killing him.”
“Well he didn’t really give me any choice.” I shrugged and immediately winced. The

motion slid my jumpsuit against a dozen rips in my skin. Tomorrow was going to be a
‘sleep in and whine about how sore I am’ day. Or it would have been if there weren’t so
many other basic survival things to work on.

Voss nodded, looked me over for a moment, then set her jaw. “I… I am… to be yours
now?” She bit her lip, her expression a mix of fear and hope.

I wished her question had shocked me more. 
“No, Voss. You’re not anyone’s now.” It was too bad that Spiny wasn’t still just alive

enough for me to kick his head in.
Her eyes widened with worry. “But… The dragons! Food! I-I have nothing to trade

for food except…” She half-heartedly waved her hands in front of herself. 
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I couldn’t keep the scowl off my face this time, and Voss threw herself back into a
kowtow.

I sighed and forced my expression to straighten out. “No, Voss, I’m not angry with
you. I’m furious at Spiny over there.”

She looked up from under her hair again. “Spiny?”
“Yeah.” I gestured out past the stream. “What was his name?”
“He… he would not tell me,” she grimaced. “He said my ears were not worthy to

hear it.”
“What a dick. I was calling him Spiny in my head, but why don’t we call him Ass-

breath from now on?”
Voss burst into laughter, and in an instant she went from looking like a waifish

tatterdemalion to a beautiful, teal co-ed. Her eyes widened and she clapped her hand over
her mouth, but she didn’t prostrate herself again. Instead, she just stared at me anxiously. 

I took the moment to have another coughing fit. I seemed to have most of it out of my
system by now, but there was a lingering burning in my throat and one eye. I suspected
most of the swelling around my eye was from the kick to the face, though.

“Please, Voss. You’re not anyone’s slave anymore, but I’d like it if you joined us. I
don’t think your Eye-Q ability will help you survive this place on your own.” I took a
step toward her and she stiffened, but didn’t otherwise move.

I held out a hand, even though I was still ten feet from her. “Please, would you come
join us at the stream and have a drink? We’ll get you something to eat as well.”

She looked at me, then the stream, and swallowed with an audible gulp.
“Just... just like that?” she asked. 
I nodded. “Just like that.” 
She considered me for a moment, then tentatively brought one leg in front of her and

stood while watching my reaction. Seeing no disapproval, she slowly bent and brushed
bits of forest detritus from her knees, then gathered up her robe. She didn’t pull it closed,
and looked to me questioningly. 

“This... is okay?” she asked.
“Standing?” I asked, slightly confused. “Unless you were planning on crawl—” I

stopped myself short.
Voss blushed deep blue and clenched her jaw. 
“Ah.” Maybe I would feel better if I kicked Ass-breath’s corpse’s head in anyway.

“Voss, I’m really sorry for whatever’s happened to you since you arrived on this world,
but you don’t need to ask permission. Not ever again.” I tried really hard to smile
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but you don’t need to ask permission. Not ever again.” I tried really hard to smile

pleasantly.
Her jaw quivered and she spent a moment biting back some tears, still holding her

robe open.
I got a good look at her while she composed herself. Besides her teal skin and orange

eyes, she looked almost completely human. Her dark hair was wavy and fell to her
shoulder blades. Curiously, her lips were lighter than the rest of her skin, and she had a
spray of equally pale blue freckles across her nose and cheeks. Her face had a bookish,
girl next door quality. All she needed was a pair of glasses with thick black rims and her
‘hot student librarian’ look would be complete.

Besides her tattered robe, she wore a skimpy pair of orange panties and a matching
bra. They weren’t the ‘everyday wear at your morning trudge of a job’ underwear either.
They were lacy, third date lingerie. The bra plunged deep and did an admirable job of
putting her medium sized chest on display, and her panties were little more than a band
of lace worn low on her hips with a small triangle of fabric scooped between her legs.  

Her only other article of clothing was a pair of soft leather jackboots. They looked
like something out of a Renaissance Faire, complete with large hand-stitched seams up
each side. 

She was about five and a half feet tall, and looked like a healthy, if filthy, fit young
woman who hadn’t eaten enough for the last few weeks. I could see her ribs starting to
poke out underneath her breasts.

“I… may cover myself, zur? Sam?” she asked, waiting for my approval. 
“Of course you may, Voss,” I nodded sadly. “As I said, you don’t need to ask

permission. It wasn’t a test or anything.”
She looked sheepishly at me, the quickly tugged her robes around herself. The

tattered hem only came to her knees, and the sleeves stopped at her elbows, but it
covered the rest of her as long as she held it in place. The garment had loops at the waist
to hold a sash, but the item was missing.

I gestured to the stream, and Voss took several timid steps as I turned to walk back to
the girls. 

She closed the distance between us, but kept to my side, well out of arms’ reach. 
I couldn’t blame her.
I walked to where the girls sat in the stream and knelt down between them. 
“Are you two okay?” I asked, placing my hand on Nira’s shoulder and Yxlyn’s leg. 
The invisible girl had rinsed off all the mud, but I could see that she was still

clutching her arm to her chest. 
“How’s your arm?” I asked her.
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“I’ll… I’ll be okay. I think.” Yxlyn looked up at me with wet eyes. “But… it might
be… broken,” she whispered, then threw her good arm around me and started crying.
“Sam! I was so scared! I thought he was going to kill you both!”

“I know.” I returned the hug, careful not to press against her arm. “But you were so
awesome when you cut him up! I guess we know what Vanish does now, huh?”

Yxlyn pulled back and looked at me with bright but tearful eyes. “It was amazing! He
couldn’t see me or track me at all! I was… the wraith,” she said with a fearful reverence. 

It obviously held some cultural significance for her. I was glad English had an
equivalent concept, because if she’d said “the bloobly’goober” the moment would have
lost some zing. 

“I guess he could still hit you though.” I gently touched the shoulder of her injured
arm.

“I’m sorry, Sam—”
“Hey, none of that.” I held my hand up. “I’m sorry I couldn’t protect you. You were

amazing. We can make you a splint and a sling and get you fixed right up.”
“But I won’t be hidden. I won’t be able to scout for you.” She slumped, leaning her

forehead against my chest. 
“That doesn’t matter.” I lifted her chin to me. “Taking care of you is the priority.

We’ll figure everything else out from there.” 
Voss stepped on to the bank of the stream, peering at Yxlyn from behind me. 
“Are… are you a water spirit?” she asked trepidatiously.
Nira jumped out of the water and put her face right in Voss’s. 
“You almost got us killed, bitch!” she rasped, and a fleck of reddish spit flew from

her lips.
Voss wailed and fell to the ground, throwing her arms over her head.
“Nira!” I quickly disengaged from Yxlyn and stood, grabbing her shoulder. “She

didn’t have any choice, you saw how Ass-breath treated her!”
Nira spun and wrapped her arms around me. “You really suck with a spear, you know

that?” She buried her face in the crook of my neck and squeezed me tightly, then
proceeded to cough all over my chest.

“Hey, we were doing alright until…” I sighed. That fight should have gone down
much differently. “You’re right. We need to find some time for weapons training.” I
rubbed her back. “Actually we need some bows and arrows. That would have cut that
fight short for sure.” 

Nira started laughing into my shoulder. “Ass-breath?”
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“That’s what Voss and I decided to name him.” I looked down at Voss, who was
trembling on the ground. “Voss, this is Nira. She’s sorry for yelling at you.” 

Nira gave me a grumpy expression before sighing. She started to lean in for a kiss,
but veered off to cough. She wiped her mouth with her hand, getting reddish gunk on her
white palm. Her forehead pressed to mine and she took a deep but watery breath. She
cleared her throat, then pulled away and knelt in front of Voss, who continued to tremble
on the bank. 

“I like the color of your skin,” Nira said hoarsely. “You look like clear ocean water.”
Voss froze, then looked up at Nira through a cascade of midnight blue hair.
“And your hair.” Nira ran her fingers over Voss’s tangled tresses and picked a leaf

out. “Does every race have hair but mine?”
Voss glanced at me, then slowly sat up. “A-Ass-breath didn’t. Unless… his spikes

were made of hair.” She frowned and pulled some of her hair away from her face. 
“Well, he was ugly, so that doesn’t count,” Nira smiled.
“Yes. He was... a very ugly person,” she said softly.
The two women stared at each other for a moment, then both blurted out, “I’m

sorry…”
“…I yelled at you.”
“…I helped Ass-breath attack you!”
They looked at each other a moment longer, then Nira nodded and stood, offering a

hand to Voss. The teal girl took it gingerly, then stood, and her eyes widened when she
saw how much taller Nira was. 

“I’m not a water spirit,” Yxlyn said, stepping beside me. “My people are naturally
camouflaged.”

Voss looked around, taking a moment to acquire Yxlyn. I didn’t think she actually
locked her in until I put my arm around the translucent girl’s shoulder. I’d gotten used to
looking for her eyes and telltale edges, and had forgotten how hard she was to spot when
we’d first met.

Voss inched around Nira to take a closer look at Yxlyn. She looked her up and down
a few times, which caused Yxlyn to self-consciously squeeze against me. 

Voss glanced at me, then back at Yxlyn. 
“Are you…” she whispered. “…in the bedroom way?”
Yxlyn’s eyes widened. “What?”
“Are you… expressing your…” Voss flicked her eyes to me nervously. “…carnality?”
Yxlyn looked down at herself then twisted her naked body into me. “It’s only my
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Yxlyn looked down at herself then twisted her naked body into me. “It’s only my
skin that cloaks me. I can’t hide when I’m clothed.”

Voss studied Yxlyn a moment longer, then glanced at Nira. She specifically examined
her clothes, and then looked down at her own robes, which she was still pinching shut
with one hand. 

She looked nervously at me and started to open her mouth, but I held up a hand.
“Voss, I said you could cover yourself, and I meant it. Nira is wearing swimwear

because that’s all she had on when she was taken. Yxlyn arrived fully clothed, but had to
ditch them to hide from the dinosaurs.”

“Dinozaurs?” Voss pulled her robes a little tighter.
“The large reptiles that inhabit this place.” I explained. “They’re from my world.” 
“You have dragons on your world?” Her eyes widened.
“In the past.” I gestured to my left for some reason. “They’re extinct now.” 
“And they’re not dragons,” Nira chimed in. “Just large, annoying lizards.”
“I zee,” Voss said, then looked down and flapped her robes. “Ass-breath made me

burn most of my clothing.” She looked at Yxlyn. Or near her. She seemed to have more
trouble seeing her than Nira or I. “I can appreciate your situation. Would you like to
borrow my… robes…” Her eyes flicked to me, then away. “Sometime? Per-perhaps
not… right away…” 

“Oh, um… thank you, Voss. That’s very thoughtful, but it’s better if I can hide,
and…” Yxlyn looked up at me. “It’s still a little embarrassing being nude all the time,
but… I’m getting used to it. Sort of. And… I…” Her voice was getting quieter. “I like it
when Sam sees me.”

“What about me?” Nira asked huskily, feigning offense with her new smoker’s voice.
“I know you like it when Sam see you.” Yxlyn giggled. 
Nira barked out a laugh. “But it doesn’t bother you when I see you?”
“You’re a woman. That doesn’t count.” Yxlyn giggled. 
Voss listened to the exchange with a timid but slightly amused expression, then eyed

the stream as the babbling water caught her attention, and she licked her lips. 
“May I have a drink, z-Zam?” She turned to me hopefully.
I smiled and nodded. “You don’t have to ask anymore, remember? Help yourself.”
“Thank you, zur!” Voss dropped to her knees, scooping up water and gulping it down

so fast I thought she was probably going to barf it all back up. Eventually she just thrust
her head into the water and began swallowing loudly. 

“Well she’s going to spoil her dinner.” Nira smirked.
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“I bet she hasn’t eaten much lately.” I shrugged of my pack and opened the flap.
Unfortunately all rolling around on the ground had smashed the remaining melon, and
the inside of the pack was covered in sticky juice. 

“I guess we had better eat this now.” I handed half a busted melon to Yxlyn. 
“Thank you, Sam, but I’m still sort of full.” She waved off the melon. “Please offer it

to Voss first. I’ll take whatever she doesn’t want, assuming she can eat it.”
I knelt by the creek and waited for Voss to surface. She finally popped up with a

gasp. She took a deep breath and wiped her face off, rubbing away some of the grime.
Her skin was a shade lighter than I’d thought. She opened her eyes and yelped when she
noticed me next to her. She hopped back a bit, then looked at the melon in my hand. 

“When was the last time you ate?” I asked, offering her the fruit.
She demurely swept her hair off her face and eyed the melon hungrily. “He gave me a

little food each morning after… I…” She trailed off, not meeting my eyes.
I had a good idea how she had been earning her food, but there was no need to make

her say it. I extended the honeydew to her. “Well, we had some of this earlier, so you’re
welcome to all the melon I have.”

She nodded, her eyes welling up with tears. “Thank you… Sam. Thank you.” She
took the offered melon reverently then bit into it gingerly. “Mrrf. Mmm, oh Gods, it’s zo
good!”

Nira rolled her eyes. “This again.”  
“Eat your radishes, you.” I grinned at her.
Voss tucked in with vigor and ate everything she could bite off, seeds and all, then

scraped what was left against her teeth, stripping it down to the rind. When I offered her
the other half, she hesitated, then put her hand over her stomach. 

“Oh dear, I fear I’ve filled up on water.” She put her hand over her mouth and blew
an airy burp into it.

I chuckled and broke off a piece of melon for myself, then placed the remainder back
into the juice logged pack. “That’s okay. This will keep for a few more hours, and there’s
another melon around here somewhere.” 

Voss had let her robe fall open when she knelt to drink, but she was clutching it to
herself again. I looked her up and down and the clean spot on her face revealed how dirty
she was. 

“Voss, would you like to quickly rinse off in the stream? You look like you could use
a long bath, but I don’t think we should linger here unless we build a fire.”

She looked at her dirt streaked hand, then back at me. “You wish to watch me bathe?”
She asked, sounding like she had figured out how the other shoe was dropping. 
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Under very different circumstances I wouldn’t mind that at all, but I shook my head.
“No. I’m going to make a splint for Yxlyn’s arm. I just thought you wouldn’t mind
freshening up.”

“Oh.” She stared at me for a moment, seemingly unable to decipher my intent, then
slowly nodded. 

“Sam, we do need a splint for Yxlyn, but we need to take care of you, too.” Nira put
her hands on my shoulder and turned me around, gingerly poked my swollen eyebrow
with one finger, then pulled open my eyelid and examined my eye. 

“It’s too bad you don’t have inner eyelids like Yxlyn and I.” She widened her eyes
and slid the clear membrane closed demonstratively. 

“Yxlyn has…” I turned and looked at her. “You have nictitating eyelids?” 
Yxlyn started to nod, but Nira pulled me back around to continue examining my eye.

“How do you think she makes her eyes invisible?” she asked. 
“Oh. Uh, I didn’t think she could, actually.” I turned again to look at Yxlyn. She

closed her inner eyelids, which were mirrored like her hair was… some of the time. I still
wasn’t sure about that. Presumably they were a one way mirror, and when she squinted
her outer eyelids, her face became as hard to track as the rest of her.

“Wow, that’s really awesome, Yxs—” I started, but Nira swung me around again.
“Stop fussing, let me look at this.” She peered into my eye for a moment intently. 
The eye that got hit with the breath attack still stung, and the amount of light getting

through it to my brain seemed to be wavering. I realized I was seeing my own pulse, so I
closed the eye and let it continue to try and flush out the remaining chemicals.

Nira sighed and leaned her forehead against mine. “We really got caught on the
surface this time. We can’t let that happen again.” 

“I agree.” I leaned into her and put my arms around her waist. “Tonight we need to
work on making bows and arrows.” 

I paused and looked to Voss. “You and Ass-breath don’t happen to have a camp that
we can, uh, requisition tools and weapons from? Hopefully a shitload of arrows? Maybe
a functioning blacksmithy?” I chuckled.

Voss’s shoulders drooped a bit, and she looked worried. “No zur, I’m sorry. We never
camped anywhere for more than a few days. He had his club and a small stone knife. I
have... nothing.” She hugged her robe around herself.

“You have us now,” I smiled, and Voss’s jaw tightened. 
It looked like she was about to start crying, but if she did, I missed the moment when

some blood dripped into my eye from my busted eyebrow.
Nira wiped the drop a way with her thumb, then pulled back to examine my face once
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Nira wiped the drop a way with her thumb, then pulled back to examine my face once
more. She frowned judgmentally and turned to Voss. 

“Sorry about this.” she apologized for me, Vanna Whiteing her hand up and down my
face. “He’s normally much more handsome.”

“Hey!” I slapped at her hand, feigning more offense than I felt.
“Uh…” Voss’s eyes widened as she tried to figure out how to respond.
I felt Nira’s hands begin to pull open my jumpsuit, and Voss pulled her robe tighter as

my wet, undershirt clad torso was revealed.
“Hey, what are you… Ow!” I started, but Nira pulled down one side of the outfit,

tugging at several nascent scabs. 
“Narsus’s Depths, Sam. You look like you got caught in the net with a school of

pricklefish.” She grimaced. 
I glanced down. It hurt, but looked worse than it was.
“This is all cosmetic, Nira,” I deflected. My ribs and the inside of my arm on my left

side looked like I had used a cheese grater as a pumice stone. Dozens of needle pricks
left angry red marks at best, rips at worst. Nothing was gushing, but several of the rips
were still beading. I had a score of needle punctures over the rest of my torso, all of
which contributed to a dull throbbing over most of my side and front.

“It’s not cosmetic, you dummy!” Nira admonished me. “Any one of those could get
infected! Rinse off in the stream, and I’ll gather some sticks to make a splint for Yxlyn.” 

“Okay, you’re right. No point in taking chances here.” I bent down to start taking my
boots off. My damned socks were wet again. I was going to get toe rot at this rate.

Suddenly there was a snap in the woods beyond the tree line, past where I’d seen the
pachycephalosauruses playing the other day. Everyone’s heads whipped around to look. 

My good eye saw something big skulking behind the foliage. 
“Everyone get up the vine right now,” I whispered. “Yxlyn, can you climb with your

arm like that?”
“I… I’ll be slower but I think so,” she barely hissed.
“Get to the cliff then. If you can’t, we’ll figure something out.” I grabbed Voss’s arm

and hauled her to her feet. 
She tensed and made a muffled yelp, but kept her mouth shut. She understood the

dangers of this world. 
Nira took off for the cliff, and just as I was about to tell Voss to follow her, a

baryonyx stepped out into the clearing. 
It was from the same family as the suchomimus, and looked similar, in that they both

looked like crocodiles that never skipped leg day. It was very slightly smaller than the
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looked like crocodiles that never skipped leg day. It was very slightly smaller than the

suchomimus, and had a shorter but broader snout.
Oh, and it brought friends. 
Two more walked out of the woods and locked eyes with us.
“When it rains, it pours,” I muttered. 
“Oh no. No, no!” Voss whispered to herself. 
The dinosaurs were fifty feet from us. The cliff was almost two hundred feet behind

us. Even if we could somehow get to the cliff before them, which we couldn’t, we’d have
to get up the vine before they could eat us, which we couldn’t.  

“Voss!” I yelled, pulling her attention from the dinosaurs. “Follow Nira! Run, now!”
Voss needed no additional motivation. Nira took off toward the cliff, and Voss turned

and ran after her. 
The movement drew the attention of the largest baryonyx. His head twisted and his

eyes narrowed, but my plan required the dinos to focus on me. 
I stuck my fingers in my teeth and let fly with a piercing whistle, waving my other

arm around. 
Unsurprisingly, all three focused on me. Food that wasn’t running was preferable to

food that was. 
Step one of my plan had gone perfectly. 
Step two was… still being formulated.
I quickly ran through my assets in my head. I had a spear, vambrace, pickaxe, the

stowie knife, a backpack full of seashells and a hammer covered in melon juice. 
Also, wet socks. Can’t forget about them. 
I backed through the water of the stream, glancing around the clearing. 
There was one more thing I might be able to use. I’m not fond of maybes in life or

death situations, but you work with what you’ve got.
I kept walking backwards. Every few steps I took, the lead baryonyx advanced a step,

preventing me from opening up the spacing between us. 
At least he wasn’t charging. I supposed this counted as playing with his food.
I heard Nira call to me from the cliff. I glanced toward her to see her and Voss at the

base of the mesa. If Yxlyn was with them, she was too far away for me to spot. I pointed
up urgently, trying to get them to climb out of danger. With Enhance exhausted, none of
them could help me with their Eye-Q powers. Nira might be able to stick one of these
things in the eye or mouth with a spear, but that wouldn’t slow down the other two. 

I needed something to pull their attention.
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A few more steps brought me to Ass-breath’s corpse. 
“Hey, buddy,” I said to the lead dinosaur. “You like spicy food? Cause I got some

fresh meat here, and it’s already seasoned.”
The leader tilted his head curiously as he watched me crouch down to retrieve my

spear. My lack of either fighting or flighting was probably a curiosity for him. I suppose
one can only run down so many meals before it becomes rote. 

My hand axe had fallen somewhere in the grass, but I was going to have to come
back for it. No time for scavenging now.

I glanced at Ass-breath’s corpse. 
Actually, maybe I can grab one thing before I go. 
He was lying face up after he rolled off of me, which made the next part easier. I

leaned over his body and began undoing his fly, which was laced up like a sneaker. A
few tugs and the simple reef knot came undone. 

Making eye contact with a giant carnivore while I cautiously tugged off the pants
from a spicy alien’s corpse was yet another surreal first this world gifted me with. I was
going to have a hell of a memoir if I didn’t get eaten in the next minute. 

Fortunately Ass-breath was wearing undergarments, albeit in less than pristine
condition, so at least I didn’t get an eyeful of malien junk. His shorts came off with
surprisingly little resistance. It seemed his spines lost their vim post mortem, having
become wilted and flaccid. 

Gross. I guess he was fighting me while covered in little murder boners.
One of the smaller baryonyxes got impatient and started forward, but the alpha

roar/barked at him (rarked?) and snapped his teeth, causing a brief back and forth of
rarks and gnashing. 

I used the opportunity to ram my spear into Ass-breath’s chest, then looked around
for a way to prop him up. I didn’t know if these things were scavengers, but I assumed
there was a better chance of them falling for my diversion if they thought this meat was
still kicking. 

I saw some rocks that would do the trick. Unfortunately, they were jutting out of the
river bank, meaning I had to get about fifteen feet closer to the trio to set up my little art
installation. 

Carpe diem, I guess.
There was no good way to lift Ass-breath one handed, as I needed the other one to

hold the spear in place. Maybe the next spear I make will be barbed or at least have a
diamond shaped head. 

I stuck my hand in his mouth and grabbed his lower jaw, suddenly fearful I would
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I stuck my hand in his mouth and grabbed his lower jaw, suddenly fearful I would

squeeze whatever sack he kept his pepper spray in. Thankfully, nothing disgorged as I
yanked him up and halfway onto one shoulder, though I felt one side of his jaw dislocate.
It was a good thing his spines had gone limp. I didn’t need to add any more puncture
wounds to my collection.

Now if only the baryonyxes agreed.
I waddled the two of us closer to the stream, causing the three giant predators to stop

gnashing at each other and snap their heads around to me. They watched me for ten
paces, and as I stepped onto the bank, they actually shuffled back a step. I hadn’t counted
on that, but I suppose it wasn’t too surprising. Most things on this world either ran away
from them, or at best, stood their ground. 

I studied the trio as a way to moderate the fear I was feeling. They all had little scars
and imperfections on their skin. I assumed most were from the occasional family
squabble, fighting over a meal, or getting into a disagreement with another apex predator,
but it was possible some of the marks had come from other abductees. It was unlikely a
single person had a skill that matched mine and Nira’s combined, but maybe there were
other abilities that synergized to create powerful attacks. 

Ass-breath by himself could probably have made these three reconsider eating him. A
face full of his pepper breath would hurt, no matter how big the face was. 

I reached the rocks, but the carnotauruses hadn’t backed up any further. They were
maybe thirty feet from me and I could hear Nira at least yelling at me from the cliff.
Thankfully the barys were ignoring the girls, who, I hoped, had used my distraction to
get themselves to safety. I plunked the end of the spear down against the base of the first
rock, then carefully leaned forward until another rock caught the handle of the spear
about a quarter of the way up. This put it at an angle, and left Ass-breath dangling with
his knees hovering just above the ground. He started to pitch to one side, so I kicked his
legs open a bit, using his splay like a bipod. 

To me he looked neither alive nor appetizing, but as I slowly stepped back, the trio of
suitably baffled dinosaurs flicked their eyes to my offering. I took another step back, then
another, keeping the asshole on a stick between us. Once I had put ten or fifteen feet
between me and the stream, the alpha stepped forward. My body jumped as he advanced,
but I forced myself to not start running. I feared too many instincts would kick in if I did,
and the predators would ignore the meat in front of them and give chase. 

Nira’s shouting increased in urgency, and I spared her a look. She was up on the
ledge thankfully, urging me to run, but I couldn’t risk it yet. If I did and they started
chasing me, I’d never make it to the cliff in time. Voss was almost to the top, but it
looked like the teal girl had gotten her robe caught on some of the vines and was having
trouble. I couldn’t see Yxlyn from this distance, and I assumed that meant the dinosaurs
couldn’t either. 

I tried to wave Nira off with a minimal amount of movement. If one of the
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I tried to wave Nira off with a minimal amount of movement. If one of the

baryonyxes decided to break off and snap at them, I’d be stuck on the ground. 
Fortunately they seemed more interested in the spicy kabob right in front of them,

and the alpha leaned down to take a sniff. I almost laughed as his lips curled back, and he
reared up into an incredible sneeze that caused his whole neck and torso to ripple.

The pushy beta took the opportunity to lunge down and snap up the meal, closing his
teeth around Ass-breath’s whole torso. Beta lifted him off the ground and opened his
mouth to toss the rest of his body into his mouth, but Alpha made a grab for the dangling
legs.

The third baryonyx (Gamma?) was momentarily more interested in seeing if any
scraps would fly free from the tussle than keeping track of me, so I quickly took several
steps straight back. The movement caught its eye and it focused back on me. 

I froze, not sure what my next move was. 
Suddenly, the two dinosaurs fighting over the meal tore their prize in half. There

wasn’t a huge plume of pepper smoke suddenly enveloping their heads like I’d hoped,
but something inside of Ass-breath was still obviously quite spicy, and Alpha’s lips
curled back again. His eyes popped open a comical amount before he roared out an
incredible sneeze. It was so hard that he stumbled back into Gamma, who was none too
happy about it. 

Beta started gagging, probably from a mouth full of acidic chemicals, but also
possibly because he’d partially swallowed my spear. He heaved and started making those
pumping noises like a cat about to hack up a hairball. Only this was a three-thousand
pound cat, so the noises were especially deep and acutely gross.

I took off for the cliff. This was my one and only chance, and I ran faster than I ever
had in my life. I still had about a hundred and fifty feet to go, but the collection of noises
behind me told me I wasn’t being chased quite yet.

My luck didn’t last. 
As I neared the cliff, Nira’s shouting became intelligible, but I didn’t need to

understand her to recognize what the frantic pointing behind me meant. 
I covered the last fifty feet to the cliff in under three seconds, barely slowing as I

approached the vine. I leapt up for it and slammed into the rock so hard I bounced away
from the cliff. I had to scramble to grab the vine before I fell back to the ground. I
snagged it with one hand, but my foot slipped when I swung back into the wall, spinning
me around. 

It gave me a chance to see Gamma bearing down on me from about a hundred feet
away. I kicked my legs around and started hauling myself up the vine. I guessed I had
five seconds to climb it. 

I practically ran up the wall, disregarding any and all protests from my arms and
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I practically ran up the wall, disregarding any and all protests from my arms and

shoulders as I pulled lengths of the vine past me.
I was impressed with myself for a second, but it seemed I had underestimated the

dinosaur’s speed. 
Nira gaped at me with wide-eyed horror and shrieked, “LET GO!”
I whipped my head around and saw nothing but teeth. 
I released the vine and tucked my head, dropping just far enough to avoid a

thundercrack of jaws slashing shut inches from my skull. 
The shockwave of the bite ripped past me, causing a flood of adrenaline and

panicking sphincters. I almost froze, but somehow I managed to grab the rope, only to
have it nearly yanked from my grip. 

The baryonyx had the rope in its mouth, and when it pulled its head back to see
where I’d gotten to, a square yard of the clinging vines that anchored the rope to the cliff
tore free.

I desperately held on as the dinosaur yanked its head to one side, trying to find me. I
swung out from under its jaw far enough for it to spot me with one eye. It dipped its head
to try and bite me, but I fell with the movement, then got whip-cracked around under the
other side of its face as it tried to reacquire me. 

The movement put me in an upward trajectory, so I took a risk and let go, launching
myself into the air. 

I kicked and twisted as I flipped in midair, scrambling for the clinging vines on the
cliff wall. Out of the corner of my eye I saw a flash of teeth just as my hand touched
something solid, so I yanked downward against the clinging vines, desperately throwing
myself three feet higher just as the dinosaur’s mouth crashed into the stone just below
me.

And for one absurd second, I found myself standing on a baryonyx’s head. 
I leapt up the wall and kicked off with one foot, desperate to get away from the

thrashing teeth below me. I grabbed onto the clinging vines and scrambled up the cliff in
adrenaline fueled desperation. A thundering dirge of roars and gnashing teeth below
propelled me the remaining distance to the ledge so quickly even Yxlyn would have been
impressed.

“Sam!” Nira cried frantically, grabbing my arm to help me onto the ledge. “Are you
okay!? That was the scariest chum I’ve ever seen!”

I heard Yxlyn sobbing my name over and over as I slumped onto the ledge. It was too
narrow for me to lay flat, but after I shrugged the backpack off and set it to the side, I
sagged to one shoulder, my heart beating fast enough to concern a hummingbird. I
looked at the baryonyx twenty five feet below, angrily roaring and snapping its teeth at
us, then up at Nira, who was trying to squat down on the narrow ledge next to me. Yxlyn
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us, then up at Nira, who was trying to squat down on the narrow ledge next to me. Yxlyn

was small enough to kneel, and she was holding on to one of my ankles, her eyes
brimming with tears.

Voss stood behind Yxlyn, pressed tightly against the cliff with her arms wrapped
around herself, pale with fright after watching my harrowing escape. Her robe hadn’t
made it all the way up the cliff with her, leaving her clad only in orange lingerie.

I slowly levered myself into a sitting position, and Yxlyn immediately clamped her
good arm around me and started crying.

“Sam! You nearly died! Over and over!” she sobbed into my beard. “I couldn’t stand
watching but I couldn’t look away!” 

Before I could respond, Nira whapped me on the shoulder with her fist. “You stupid
blowhole! You couldn’t come up with a better plan? My heart can’t take another narrow
escape like that!”

“All right, all right!” I held up a rope burned palm to ward off Nira’s assault. “Next
time I’m facing down three apex predators, I promise I won’t do that exact same thing
again.”

“You’d better not!” Nira shuddered, the anger gone from her voice. “Stand up so I
can hug you, you stupid pink alien!”

Yxlyn partially unlatched her arm from me so I could shimmy myself upright, then
reattached herself to my waist. 

Nira wrapped an arm around my neck and pressed her mouth to my cheek. “You’re
recharging my spark the moment we get back to the cave. We can’t ever be in that
position again.” 

I nodded my assent, still catching my breath. I couldn’t argue with her reasoning,
though I wasn’t sure there was enough blood left in my body to actually accomplish the
task.

I hugged them both as we watched the three baryonyxes in the clearing below. The
alpha was mostly over his sneezing fit but was still shaking his head around, flinging
snot all over the ground like the world’s most disgusting sprinkler. 

Beta was still gagging, and finally heaved the top half of Ass-breath’s corpse, along
with my spear and about two hundred gallons of assorted stomach contents right into the
stream.

“Aaaand that’s why we don’t drink when we’re downstream,” I grimaced.
Gamma looked up at us, gnashing its teeth impotently. I spotted Voss’s robe laying in

a heap on the forest floor, getting occasionally trampled by the dinosaur as it paced back
and forth.

I sighed a heavy breath. “Okay, let’s head back to the cave…” I glanced
surreptitiously at Nira. “Right after I pop back down there and retrieve Voss’s robe—”
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“NO!” All three women shrieked.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

“That wasn’t funny, Sam!” Nira barked for the tenth time as we all limped along the
ledge back to the cave. 

Actually I was the only one limping. “You tease me all the time, Nira.” I chuckled,
trying to ignore the pain all over my everything.

“Not like that I don’t! Punch him in the arm, Voss!” she ordered. 
“I’m really not comfortable with that, Nira,” Voss said meekly. 
The order that we had gathered on the narrow ledge had initially left Voss in the lead

for the trek back to the cave. It wasn’t like she could get lost, but if there was anything to
confront during the relatively short walk, I wanted to be the one to face it.

Actually I wanted a tankard of Scotch, a nap, and about a hundred band-aids.
I also wouldn’t have minded Nira taking the lead, but call it chivalry, chauvinism, or

just plain stubbornness, as long as I could stand, I was going to fight. Plus, reordering
ourselves on the narrow ledge was tricky and a little risky. 

Yxlyn scouted ahead as usual. Even with her injured arm, it was easy for her to climb
a few feet down the cliff and back up on the other side of Voss.

For me to get in front of Voss, we had to wait till the uneven ledge widened slightly,
followed by a rather uncomfortable moment where I had to rub up against her as I
scooted past. She mashed herself against the cliff and stared wide-eyed as I edged past
her, apologizing profusely. This had happened about thirty feet after we had crossed
under the waterfall, so both of us were still wet and dripping. 

If not for Voss’s recent experiences with Ass-breath, it might have been a cute
moment, but I was extra careful not to glance down into her glistening, lingerie clad
cleavage while I squeezed past.

She was fine, physically, but was understandably very tense after everything that had
happened down by the stream. She was quiet and was obviously trying to figure out her
new situation. The fact that she’d lost her robe wasn’t helping matters, and she kept
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new situation. The fact that she’d lost her robe wasn’t helping matters, and she kept
glancing away every time I looked back to check on her and Nira. 

Nira’s ribs were tender from coughing and getting kicked, but beyond some tightness
in her face, she wasn’t letting it show. Instead she was glaring at me in a huff. When we
got back to the cave, I was definitely in for another smack on the arm followed by a
‘don’t you scare me like that again’ make out session.

We caught up to Yxlyn near the edge of the path before it widened in front of the
cave. She was stopped and peering at the cave, still cradling her arm.

“Sam? There’s something in the cave.” She turned and looked pensively up at me.
“Shit,” I muttered. “I guess we forgot to cover the opening back up this morning.

What does it look like?”
“It’s some kind of large bird,” she whispered, looking past the cliff. 
I looked over Yxlyn’s head to see some dark brown tail feathers waving back and

forth. The thing’s head was in the cave, so I couldn’t tell what species it was, but it
wasn’t as big as I’d feared. In my head I’d briefly pictured a roc or Quetzalcoatl, but
anything that huge wouldn’t have any interest in our cave with its one foot high opening.
Its body was the size of a very large turkey, and its wings were partially unfurled for
balance. I estimated it to have maybe a fifteen foot wingspan. 

I pointed around the edge of the cliff, and Yxlyn quietly slunk into the spot behind
the trees where she’d hidden the day before. 

I pulled my pickaxe from my belt, but before I could attack it, I hear Nira whispering
behind me. 

“Sam, I can’t get around Voss!” She had her spear out and was obviously eager to
help defend our cave, but the ledge was too narrow for her to slip around the teal girl. 

“I can take this myself—” I started.
Nira shook her head. “You’re already beat up. Just scare it off!” she hissed at me.
I considered that for a moment, but realized I wanted to kill it for reasons other than

venting my frustrations at this world. “We need feathers for fletching.”
Nira paused with her mouth open, then closed it with a click of her teeth. “Fine,” she

whispered. “Then let me help.” She looked at Voss. “Can you…” She studied the cliff to
see if there was a way to allow her to pass.

Voss put her hands over her chest as I glanced at her, but timidly raised one of them
like a student in class. 

“You have a suggestion?” I asked.
“I-If I just sit on the ledge,” she whispered nervously, “couldn’t Nira step over me?

She’s very tall.”
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“Oh, hah. I guess that would work.” I whispered back, then grimaced slightly. “Sorry,
Voss, I guess you and I could have done that earlier as well.”

She waved her hand at me and smiled just a bit. “It’s okay, Sam. I understand your
intentions were forthright.” She turned and started carefully scooting down onto her
heels. 

I really wanted to offer a steadying hand, but she got down onto her butt with
minimal drama. She planted her hands on the ledge and ducked her head, and Nira was
able to awkwardly ford her. 

Once she was standing next to me, I gestured with my head around the corner, then
stepped out into the widened area of the ledge. I froze when I saw the bird looking right
at me. It was a tetratornis. A three foot tall giant condor from the pleistocene era. Before
I could process the epochological significance of that, it squawked at me and spread its
wings.

I charged. I was not letting all those feathers and what looked to be a good thirty
pounds of meat escape. 

It was twenty feet to the cave opening, and before I could close the distance, it
flapped once and got itself four feet off the ground. A second flap took it higher than I
could jump, but I leapt at it anyway and swung the pickaxe. I scored a hit on its thigh
and dragged it back to the stone floor. 

What happened next was not elegant, and a little hard to remember. 
There was a whirlwind of feathers and talons and beaks as I scrambled on top of it

and began hacking away at it with the pickaxe. It squawked and screeched and bobbed
its head out of the way like a prize fighter, then tried to snap at me while pummeling my
head with its wings. I caught its beak on my sea-scorpion vambrace, but the lower part
of its beak cut into the exposed underside of my arm. 

I tried to hit it again with the pickaxe, but its head was too close for me to swing
down on it with any force, so I dropped the tool and began simply throttling its relatively
slender throat. 

Its eyes bulged and wings came at me from every side, but I ducked my head and
caught the blows on my shoulders. Then the bird kicked and caught me in the gut with
one of its taloned feet. It was more of a scavenger than a bird of prey, but its talons were
still several inches long, and one of them was working its way into my obliques as we
thrashed around on the ledge.

I screamed as I redoubled my efforts to crush its throat when suddenly all of my
internal organs felt like a giant rubber band had snapped against them.

I don’t even remember blacking out.



Tamer: Enhancer

285

*          *          *          *          *

I opened my eyes to see the back of my own jumpsuit. 
I hoped that didn’t mean my head had fallen off.
I blinked a few times, flipping my Eye-Q on and off, then tried to sit up. 
Which hurt.
“Sam!” Yxlyn’s voice sounded right next to me. “Nira! He’s awake!”
I looked down to see one of her translucent hands on my bare stomach. Further

examination revealed that the only thing I was wearing were my pink boxers and a lot of
scabs. 

Glancing up, I saw that my jumpsuit had been laid out across some sticks tied
together with grass or thin vines, making a sort of laundry rack slash shady resting nook.

Nira and Voss were sitting by the cooking fire, and I noticed Voss was wearing my
undershirt. They were both tending to what had to be the remains of the condor. It was
skewered on a spit and roasting above the fire, and it smelled amazing. 

“Sam!” Nira hopped up and jogged over to me.
“What happened? When did you build a fire? How long was I out?” I asked,

carefully sitting up. The talon wound in my side hurt more than the rest of my injuries. I
wasn’t sure if that was good or bad. 

“Careful!” Yxlyn fussed over me. “Don’t open up any of your cuts!”
Nira plopped down beside me with a contrite grimace on her face. “First let me say,

I’m glad you’re okay. Second, allow me to apologize—”
“Did you shock me?” I shook my head, clearing out the remaining cobwebs. “I told

you I was kidding about getting Voss’s robe.”
“That’s not why… I shocked the bird, you blowhole!” she huffed defensively, but put

her hand on my cheek tenderly. “You were rolling around so much I couldn’t risk
stabbing it. You already had enough holes in you.” She shrugged. “But when it got you
with its talon…”

I looked down at the cut on my side. There was a wet scab still forming over it, but
the tissue surrounding it was an angry red. It made me immediately concerned about
contracting some carrion borne infection. It was probably too late to stick a hot knife in
the wound to sterilize it. “That was probably the right call.” I looked up at Nira. “By the
way. OW!” I punched her lightly on the leg. 

Nira laughed weakly and crawled across my lap, straddling me. “If it makes you feel
any better, when you got shocked you squeezed so hard you snapped its neck.” She put
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any better, when you got shocked you squeezed so hard you snapped its neck.” She put

her hands on both my cheeks and looked right at me. “We’re all very impressed with
your manly strength.”

I snorted and rolled my eyes. After a pause, I muttered, “It does.”
“I’m really sorry.” She chuckled and hugged me to her chest. “On the plus side, your

heart didn’t stop.”
“That was a possibility?!” Yxlyn yelped.
Nira shot her an apologetic grimace, but didn’t say anything which might have further

incriminated herself.
I leaned into her breasts and chuckled. “You know you’re cheating, right? With my

face in your cleavage you could tell me just about anything and I’d be okay with it.”
“I know.” She rested her cheek against the top of my head and stroked my hair. 
I felt Yxlyn against my back as she slipped one arm around my chest. I couldn’t help

but be cognizant of the fact that her bare nipples were pressed against the naked skin of
my back.

“The same goes for your cleavage too, Yxlyn.” Nira teased. 
Yxlyn pressed herself tighter against me but didn’t say anything.
I turned my head to see her pale blue eyes looking down at me affectionately. “I

would phrase it more delicately, Yxs, but she’s right.”
Yxlyn’s Cheshire grin appeared as she blushed herself to near invisibility. She

giggled nervously, then chewed her lip. “Maybe… Nira and I should switch sides then,”
she said, not looking at either of us.

I glanced at Nira, who smiled like her own master plan was coming together. 
She stood from my lap. “Why don’t I go check on dinner and give you two some

cuddle time?” She ruffled my hair and walked back to the fire, from where Voss was
watching quietly.

Yxlyn slid around to my front and sat in my lap, straddling me like Nira had. Even
though I couldn’t see the details of her body very well, I was acutely aware that she was
nude and I was only wearing my thin cotton boxers.

As she sat, I noticed for the first time that her arm was in a sling. She had a stick on
either side of her arm, each held in place by a grayish brown canvas wrapping, obviously
taken from Ass-breath’s trunks. Another strap went around her shoulder, holding it up
and against her body.

“How’s your arm?” I asked, brushing her glassy hair off her cheek. 
“It’s… sore. Nira and Voss think it might be a hairline fracture near my wrist. If I eat

well, I should be able to do without this in a few days.” She lifted her splinted hand up
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well, I should be able to do without this in a few days.” She lifted her splinted hand up

slightly. “But it will probably be two weeks before I can use it to climb again.”
“That’s really fast. A broken bone for my people would mean having to take it easy

for six weeks at least.”
She shrugged cutely. I almost forced my eyes not to flick to her nearly invisible chest

as she did, but realized it was probably okay given the evolving nature of our
relationship. Also she was nude and straddling me. I let my eyes wander, but mostly
wound up thinking how odd it was seeing the strap running down her back through her
body. When my eyes returned to hers, she smiled sweetly.

“My people were the apex predators of our world before we became anxiety riddled
wallflowers. I guess we evolved to heal fast or die young.” 

“I’m glad you’re okay. That club could have done a lot more damage than just
hurting your arm.” I put my hand in the middle of her back and gently pulled her toward
me. 

Yxlyn tensed for a moment, then exhaled and allowed me to pull her body to mine. I
had to duck my head a bit, but I managed to comfortably nestle my head against her
chest. She trembled just a bit, but slowed her breathing and slipped her good arm around
my head. 

“This is really nice,” she whispered, teasing her fingers through my hair. 
“There’s nowhere I’d rather be.” I turned my head slightly and kissed her chest, just

above the swell of her breast.
Yxlyn shuddered breathily and squeezed me with her thighs. It hurt slightly, which

was no surprise given all of my recent lacerations, but all the affection I’d received since
waking up drove my remaining blood into my crotch. 

Straddling my lap as she was, Yxlyn couldn’t help but notice immediately. I muttered
an apology and started to try and shift, but she tightened around me.

“Don’t… I want to… feel your body, Sam.” She leaned back just enough to get me to
look up at her, then pressed her lips against mine. 

I returned the kiss, and my erection jumped from incipient to urgent in the space of a
few seconds. If it hadn’t been for my boxers, I would have been stealing home base, so
to speak. 

Yxlyn gasped and pressed against me, flattening my length against my own thigh.
“Sam,” she whispered into my mouth. “I’ve been talking… with Nira… a-and with Voss
a bit, while you were out. I think I know how it all works now.”

“How… how what all works?” My taxed blood reserves were not being directed at
my brain at the moment. 

“You almost died today. Several times. Like… five or six times.” She shifted her
hips, and I could feel the warmth between her legs.
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“Uh…” I was having trouble following her train of thought. 
“I can’t be without you, Sam. I…” She paused, taking a deep, centering breath, then

whispered into my ear. “I want… I need you… to make me a woman.” 
If all my blood had been in my body at that moment, Yxlyn might have been

catapulted from my lap.
She pulled her head back and looked me right in the eyes. “I need you to make me

your woman,” she said with uncharacteristic conviction.
I stared lovingly up at Yxlyn, then kissed her tenderly, our tongues dancing around

for a few breathless moments. “I want that too, Yxs,” I said into her mouth. “I want it
more than anything right now…” 

I looked through Yxlyn’s shoulder at Nira and Voss sitting at the fire, not ten feet
away. This close to Yxlyn’s skin, everything on the other side of her looked like I was
seeing it through a computer monitor. Her ‘pixel density’ was impressive, but the pair
looked slightly low res. Even so, I could tell they were both watching us intently. 

Nira was smiling so hard it looked like the top of her head might fall off. 
Voss was very still, sitting with her knees pulled to her chest, but I could see her eyes

on us from under a tumble of indigo locks. 
“Nira might insist on watching, but with Voss here…” I don’t know why my brain

was coming up with excuses. I wanted this as badly as she did.
“In the cave. Please, Sam.” Yxlyn ground into me one last time, then stood, holding

out her good hand.
She was right. I almost died a half dozen times already today, and it wasn’t even

dinner time yet.
I took her hand and stood, trying to ignore the aches and various scabs that pulled at

my skin, and let her walk me to the cave opening.
“You got this girl! Woo!” Nira cheered shamelessly. 
“Nira! You’re embarrassing me!” Yxlyn giggled and tugged my hand harder. 
“Yeah, but everything embarrasses you!” Nira laughed. 
Yxlyn giggled and quickly crawled into the cave. 
I turned to look at the two of them, not sure what to say. Nira had it covered. 
“Our tribe works a little differently than yours,” she grinned and nudged Voss’s

shoulder with her own. 
Voss just stared quietly from under her hair.
We had to make bows and arrows. We had to find a safe campsite with room to grow,

to build shelter and tools and gardens. We had to make more and better weapons and
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to build shelter and tools and gardens. We had to make more and better weapons and
train with them…

But all of those concerns faded away as I followed Yxlyn into the tiny cave. My
timid, brave, invisible, beautiful friend and I were going to become lovers, and this
dinosaur hell world could wait.

And after that? Nira, Yxlyn, Voss and I were going to carve out a sanctuary for
ourselves and take on all comers. And once I had a workshop up and running, this world
would have to worry about surviving me. 


