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Foreword

I wrote another book!

It’s still Tamer FanFic, and Tamer is (C) and TM Michael-Scott Earle. It’s super
good and you should probably read it. 

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, and
I’ll also have a dedicated post for the book over at my comic,
grrlpowercomic.com. It’s about superheroines, and I’m told it’s occasionally
pretty funny and/or sexy. 

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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Recap
Our hero, Sam, (that’s me) was just hanging out in solitary con nement at

ADX Florence for reasons yet unspeci ed, when suddenly, there was a light, a lot
of eye pain, and then I fell out of the sky onto a beach. 

Five hundred yards down the beach, I met Nira, who was very obviously an
alien. She looked like a cross between an Olympic swimmer and either a dolphin
or an eel. Not in a weird way. She had a very human-looking face. No hair, but her
skin coloring reminded me of a dolphin. 

We immediately realized we could understand each other, even though we
were still each speaking our own native language. We attributed that to the
surgery our abductors performed on not only our eyes but apparently part of our
brains. 

Before we could gure anything else out, we were attacked by a pair of
honest to god dinosaurs. Ceratosauruses, in fact. Raptor-shaped carnivores the
size of horses. We evaded them using the terrain until Nira got a chance to shock
one of them. 

It turns out her people have that innate ability. One of the dinosaurs was
stunned and fell over a cli , distracting the other long enough for us to escape
into the ocean-side forest. 

Once given a moment to assess our situation, I discovered that our alien
cybernetic (?) eyes had an interface in them called Eye-Q, and it granted us each a
Special Skill. Nira’s was her innate Spark ability, mine was something called
Enhance. Without really understanding what I was doing, I used the skill to turn
a broken stone into something sort of resembling an axe head. Actually, it looked
more like a slice of cheese from a big cheese wheel, but at least it had a sharp edge.

We explored the forest until we came across a small waterfall that fed a
modest pond and stream. And we were almost immediately attacked by a
suchomimus, which is basically a three-ton crocodile with jacked rear legs. 

It chased us all over the place before cornering us in the forest. I thought
we were dead, but my Enhance skill refreshed and I tried a last-ditch crazy idea,
which was to enhance Nira’s Spark skill. 
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It worked. 
Extremely well. 
Like, multiple Ghostbusters crossing the streams well. 
The now-exploded suchomimus provided lunch, which Nira

supplemented with a few sh from the pond. We got a re going, I used my skill
to craft a few weapons, and then I had a close encounter with something…
invisible? 

I suspected it might be another person who’d been abducted, but they ran
o  before I could try and speak to them.

Nira and I left our excess food by the pond and went searching for shelter,
and almost immediately got attacked by a pack of deinonychuses. We started
trading blows, but the invisible person from before drew a few away from us,
allowing Nira and me to make a break for it.

We climbed a sequoia (barely), made it onto the ledge of the mesa that
abutted the stream, and found a cave to sleep in for the night.

Also, Nira and I fucked. A bunch.
I don’t mean to brag, but it’s possible either something’s going on with the

atmosphere here or our abductors did something else to us because I broke every
personal record that night. 

I tried to teach Nira how to high- ve, (the sex was that good) but she
misunderstood and slapped my hand ve times in a row, and when I tried to
correct her, she decided her version was better.

When we woke, we nally met our invisible friend, a timid young alien
woman named Yxlyn (pronounced ‘EEKS-lin’). I know, alien names, right?

We spent the whole day doing survival things, mostly making weapons.
Then we discovered Nira’s use of her Enhanced Skill accelerated her need for
trace minerals, so we decided to head back to the ocean the next day. 

The journey was thankfully mostly uneventful, and even scored us a small
harvest of honeydew melons. 

Just as we returned to the pond, another survivor made himself known,
but he was a massive dick in need of a savaging. Before we got a chance, he sicced
another survivor on us - a woman whose Special Skill disabled our translators. 

Being unable to coordinate almost cost us the ght, and he breathed some
chili powder breath on us. Nira and I took a beating, but just as he was about to
punch our tickets, I used my Skill to enhance Yxlyn’s invisibility. She vanished
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punch our tickets, I used my Skill to enhance Yxlyn’s invisibility. She vanished

completely, and hurt him badly enough that I was able to get my hands on a
weapon and nish him. 

The woman, Voss, almost ran from us, but I knew she wouldn’t survive the
jungle with her Special Skill, so I convinced her to join our tribe, just in time for
some baryonyxes to chase us up the cli . 

When we got back to our cave, I got knocked out while ghting a massive
condor that wanted to set up shop in our crib. When I awoke, Yxlyn decided she
couldn’t stand the thought of losing me and tugged me into our cave to advance
our relationship to the next level…
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CHAPTER ONE

“Sam?” Yxlyn whispered as I positioned myself next to her. “Can… Can I confess
something to you?”

“Of course, babe.”
“I was trying to be bold and brave in front of Nira just now, but I’m… really

nervous.” I heard her swallow in the dim light of the tiny cave. “I want to… still want
to… h-have… s… s-sex with you. I really want to… feel that… close to you, but I’m
just… I’m so nervous…”

“I totally understand, Yxs. Your society puts a lot of emphasis on intimacy as a
rarefied and sacred event. Growing up with that mindset can put your anxiety through
the roof when it becomes time, and make even thinking about it very stressful.” I gently
placed my hand on her stomach and started lightly tracing my fingers over her skin,
careful not to venture too close to her erogenous zones quite yet. “Sex can be a very
special thing to share with someone, intimate and private, but it can also be recreational
and just fun. It can actually be some or all of those things simultaneously. Does that
make sense?”

“Y-yes? I think so,” she panted breathily. “Ooh, your fingers feel… ah… nice. No
one has ever touched my tummy like that.” Her whole body was trembling with a
nervous energy, and she was practically vibrating under my fingers. “Wh-what if I do
something… weird? Or wrong? Or if… if…” 

“Do you trust me?” I asked softly.
“Y-yes? Yes! I… I trust you with my life, Sam.” 
“Then you have nothing to be nervous about, Yxs. I know you’re not experienced

like Nira, so you don’t have to worry about not knowing what to do. For right now, I
want you to just lay there for a bit. I’m going to make you feel very good for a while, and
hopefully that will help relax you. Once you’re ready, we can have sex, okay?”

Yxlyn panted softy for a few breaths before responding. “O-okay. If… if you’re sure.
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Yxlyn panted softy for a few breaths before responding. “O-okay. If… if you’re sure.

I want to… do, um, for you… do, um…”
“We’ll get to that. Don’t worry about me, Yxs. I’m about to make you make some

very sexy noises, so I’ll be ready when you are.”
Yxlyn giggled a little hysterically and covered her face with her hands. “You’re

embarrassing me, Sam!”
“Not at all, Yxs. Sexy noises are very sexy, as it turns out.” I grinned and poked her

side with a finger.
The translucent girl let out a tiny shriek and slapped her hands against my chest. She

panted at me, wide eyed with a jagged grin on her lips. “Are you going to tickle me?”
“Probably a little.” I smiled and shrugged. “But mostly I’m going to kiss you.”
She bit her lip and her pupils dilated from ‘Give me all the light’ to ‘Danger of

corneal prolapse,’ and she pulled me down to her mouth.
I kissed her lips for several minutes, dancing my fingers over her tummy, hips and

thighs. Her moans and gasps started almost immediately, and her body jerked slightly
with each new touch. 

Eventually I started kissing my way up her jaw to her ear, then down the side of her
neck to her collarbone. As soon as my lips left hers, the volume of her gasps increased
and she started moaning my name over and over. 

“Sam. Oh, Sam… Oh… Oh S-Sam!” 
It was unsurprising that Yxlyn didn’t have a fully loaded pillow-talk vocabulary built

up. I had no doubt Nira would help her out with that in time, whether or not either one of
us wanted her to. 

I kissed my way down to her tummy, again keeping clear of her breasts. I may have
been overplaying the “extended tease” card, but I wanted her fully foreplay-drunk before
I went near her actual erogenous zones. Besides which, if her current reactions were any
indication, she was thoroughly enjoying my current level of attention.

I kept teasingly touching her until her gasps started sounding a bit like she was on the
verge of hyperventilating. Her whole body was shivering and jerking like an overacting
cam girl, but I had no doubt Yxlyn’s reactions were genuine. 

“S-Sam… your beard… tick… tick… ah! Sam… s-something is… h-hap-
happening… I f-feel… Ah!” She had been kneading her good hand in my hair for a
while now, but she started tightening her fist as I kissed my way up her tummy toward
the underside of her modest breasts.

“S-Sam… s-something… I-I think… I… AH!”
I nuzzled the underside of one breast as I gently squeezed the other with my hand

until I heard Yxlyn’s quavering breath catch, then I closed my mouth over one rock hard
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until I heard Yxlyn’s quavering breath catch, then I closed my mouth over one rock hard

nipple as I gently pinched the other.
“Sam!” Yxlyn shrieked, bucked once, then froze, her fist threatening to depilate a

chunk of my scalp. I gritted my teeth, but had confidence that her tiny bicep was unequal
to the task. 

Yxlyn spent at least twenty seconds alternating between being totally locked up like
she was being tazed, and kicking her feet against the floor of the cave and my shins.

Finally, she slumped against me, and I wrapped her against me in a big hug. Her
whole body was shaking, but not sweaty, and I idly realized I had never seen her sweat.
It made sense, as a sheen would probably interfere with her skin’s natural camouflage.

She panted heavily between kisses, and finally gathered herself enough to speak. 
“Oh, Sam.” >kiss< “I never knew…” >kiss< “I never knew anything could feel that

good.” Her voice sounded dreamy and her big eyes were shimmering and half-lidded. 
“Oh, baby,” I kissed her back. “We’re just getting started.”
“Wh-what?” Her eyes opened wide as I started to tickle my fingers down her tummy

again. She watched as I teased my way in between her legs, then threw her head back.
“S-Sam… OH! Oh, Sam! S… S-S… S-SAAAAAM!”

*     *     *     *     *

Sometime later, I followed Yxlyn as she crawled out of the cave. Other than the talon
wound throbbing on my side, I felt great. 

“Soooo,” I heard Nira start, her tone clearly teasing. “From what I heard of that
exchange, Yxlyn, your primary point was… ‘Sam.’”

Yxlyn twisted her hips back and forth, watching me struggle through the tight
crevice. She didn’t retort, she just giggled and grinned. 

“Yxlyn, you okay there?” Nira asked amusedly. 
“You can tease me all you want, Nira. I’m in too good a mood to be embarrassed!”

The translucent girl wrapped her arms around me as I stood up. 
I rubbed her back, then leaned down for a kiss. 
She gave me a quick peck, then twirled away from me and skipped over to Nira. “It’s

no wonder you write books about that!” She plopped down on her knees in front of the
dolphin woman. “My brain feels like it’s dancing!”

“Hah hah! You’re sex drunk!” Nira laughed.
“Mmmm,” Yxlyn purred. “Sam is a good, uh… brand? No, what is it called? When

they make the wine? Vintage!” She snapped, answering her own question.
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Nira smiled and wrapped Yxlyn up in a hug. “I’m happy for you too, Sis.”
When the hug broke up, Nira cut two hunks of prehistoric condor from the spit and

handed one to Yxlyn, who thanked her politely before biting into the meat gingerly. 
I sauntered over to the fire ring and took the other piece she offered. My body was

working overtime to heal my many injuries, so despite filling up on melon a few hours
earlier, I was starving. 

“It’s pretty good,” Nira offered. “A little gamey, could use some salt, but it’s edible.” 
Voss sat quietly and nibbled on a condor nugget, shooting us surreptitious glances

while we bantered and hugged.
I gave Yxlyn a kiss, Nira a hug, then left them to talk. I walked over to the opposite

side of the fire from the teal woman and squatted down on a rock. 
She watched me approach from under her indigo hair, but didn’t seem particularly

anxious as I sat. I was conscious that I was only wearing my boxers, so I angled my legs
slightly away from her and made an effort not to splay my knees too egregiously. 

I took a bite out of my condor. It reminded me of duck. It would have been better
with some orange sauce, but the fats and proteins were a welcome source of calories. 

“I bet this is quite a lot to adjust to,” I said around a mouthful of meat.
Voss looked at me while she finished chewing, then swallowed, looking thoughtful.

“Yxlyn told me that you offered her your own clothing… you gave it to her as zoon as
she revealed she had none of her own.” She delicately poked at the undershirt she wore
with a non-greasy pinkie. The woman was an inch or two taller than Yxlyn and a bit
fuller figured, so it didn’t hang off of her quite as comically. The neck hole still drooped
over one shoulder, showing off a single bright orange bra strap. 

“We have to work together to survive this place.” I shrugged. “I had a shirt to spare.” 
“She also said you gave her food before you even knew who she was.” Voss held up

the piece of meat she had in her hand. “Thank you very much for this meat and the
melon. I haven’t done anything to earn it yet.”

“Do you know how to make arrows? Cause we’re going to need help with that.” I
grinned. 

“Oh?” She sat up, a little surprised, then scrunched her face. “I’ve never done it
before, but they seem simple enough. I zuppose it would not be too immodest to claim
that I have dexterous fingers.”

“What did you do on your home world?” I finished off my condor, then ripped a new
chunk from the carcass on the spit. 

Voss straightened her back and tilted her head up pridefully. “On Olora, I was Chief
Assistant Researcher to the Head Librarian of the Axelramus Athenaeum, the Repository
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Assistant Researcher to the Head Librarian of the Axelramus Athenaeum, the Repository

Primus of Ancient Texts in my kingdom’s libropolis.”
I blinked. “Wow! That, uh… sounds very impressive.”
She smiled, a huge improvement from timidly observing us from under her hair.

“Thank you, zur! I was the youngest acolyte to achieve that position, due to my aptitude
for languages and translation.”

“Huh.” I scratched my beard thoughtfully. “And your Eye-Q Skill allows you to
disrupt our translators. That’s interesting.”

“Yes.” Her expression darkened. “That feels like zomething of a slight, given that my
life’s work has been to illuminate my people’s lost past by translating the old texts.” She
chewed a hunk of meat sullenly. “Not to mention it is of no use against the dragons.”

I nodded. “What is your skill called?”
“Babel. It is level two, and has been since I arrived. I have had little cause to use it…

until today.” She winced. “Again, I feel I must apologize—”
I held up a hand and waved her off. “It’s fine, Voss. That wasn’t your fault.” I

glanced at my hand, then at her. “May I touch your hand? My own skill allows me to
enhance the skills of others. It’s actually called Enhance.”

Voss nodded stiffly. “Nira explained a bit about your skill to me.” She glanced at me,
then off to the side, keeping her free hand balled up in front of her chest. 

I glanced back at Nira and Yxlyn. They were only about ten feet away, whispering
and tittering to each other on the other side of the fire. 

I turned back to Voss and scooted around the fire so that I was a bit closer to her, but
kept an arm’s length away. “I appreciate your hesitation, Voss,” I said quietly. “I have
some… ah… indirect experience with what you’ve been through.” I grimaced, and I saw
Voss’s jaw tighten, but she kept the rest of her face steady. 

When we’d met Voss only a few hours earlier, she had been towed along behind a
prickly, red dickbag we’d come to call Ass-breath, for his ability to cough out a cloud of
what felt like cayenne pepper. We hadn’t spoken about the specifics of their relationship,
but it had been obvious he’d been forcing her to earn her keep on her back.

“If you ever need to talk about it… I realize I may not be the best choice of councilor
given the circumstances, but I promise I’ll listen, if you feel it would help unburden you.
I’m sure Nira would be willing to help as well.” I paused and shrugged. “Yxlyn… might
be too delicate of a soul to be able to offer the right kind of support.”

Voss regarded me evenly for a moment before speaking. “You wish for me to recount
my… ordeal?”

“Some people… well, my people sometimes find that talking about difficult events
can help… ease their weight. There are obvious cosmetic differences between all of us,
but I suspect we are more alike than not. It may not be what’s right for you, but I wanted
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but I suspect we are more alike than not. It may not be what’s right for you, but I wanted
to let you know that if you feel you need it, we’ll all help you in any way we can.”

Voss swallowed and nodded, pressing her lips tightly together.
I held up my hand, then closed my fingers. “We don’t have to test your skill right

now if it makes you uncomfortable—”
Voss shook her head. “Thank you, Sam.” Her voice cracked slightly, but she

continued through. “I have talked with both of your women and they speak very highly
of you. My discomfort with the idea is… ah… a reflex. One that I feel I must overcome
zooner rather than later.”

“Okay.” I nodded with a reassuring smile, then extended my hand to her. “Turn on
your Eye-Q, and look at your skill,” I asked softly.

She nodded and double winked. 
“It says Babel?”
She nodded again. 
I started to extend my hand to her, but it was covered in condor grease. I muttered an

apology and wiped my hand on the side of my boxers, then held it just short of touching
her skin. 

She tensed, but took a deep breath and reached out to delicately grasp my fingers. 
“What does it say now?” I asked. 
“Yes, it changed! It says ‘Discord!’” She focused her eyes on me. “Do you have any

idea what that means?”
I shook my head. “Maybe Discord works on dinosaurs?”
She giggled lightly. “Perhaps it makes their hunting calls sound like mating calls.”
“That actually might be pretty useful,” I chuckled. 
Voss smiled, then looked nervously at me, then down at her hand, which was still

resting on mine. She lifted it off, focused her eyes at her internal UI, then placed her
hand against my skin again. She swallowed and looked slightly away from me. 

“Nira said… if we… have congress… it allows you to charge my skill, and the
enchantment remains for a period of time.” Her eyes flicked nervously to mine and her
teal cheeks darkened a bit.

“Nira used the word ‘congress?’” I arched an eyebrow.
Voss smiled demurely. “No zur. Her vocabulary was rather more robust.”
I nodded with a smile. “That’s how it works with Nira’s skill anyway. We can ask

Yxlyn if it’s the same for her in a moment, but I want to be clear with you, Voss.
Sleeping with me… uh, congress, is not a requirement for staying with us.”
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She slowly withdrew her hand and held it to her chest. She stared into the fire for a
moment before quietly asking, “But our tribe would be stronger… the enchanted
versions of our powers are much stronger, yes?”

“With Nira and Yxlyn, yes. That’s probably the case with Discord as well, but Voss,
I’ll say it again. I want you to know that I understand… at least to some extent, what
you’ve been through with Ass-breath,” I said somberly. “You have my assurance I will
never lay a hand on you without your consent. I can enhance your skill by simply
touching your skin, so I don’t want you to feel obligated to do anything… uh,
congressional… out of some sense of debt or duty.” 

A gentle smile tugged at her lips as she spoke. “Thank you, zur. I understand.” She
paused, looking sheepish. “Is… would it be okay if I called you ‘zur’ on occasion? I
know you asked me to address you with your given name, but I feel as though I am
eschewing etiquette. It’s terribly casual considering you are the leader of this tribe and I
am zo newly welcomed to it.”

“Oh, uh… I’m not really the leader. We just kind of figure out things as we go.” I
gestured to Nira and Yxlyn. 

Nira noticed the gesture and scooted closer to the edge of the fire ring, patting the
ground beside her. “Of course you’re the leader, dummy.” 

“When was this decided?” I stood and walked the few steps around the fire ring to
her, then sat where she indicated, slipping one arm around her waist. 

Yxlyn sat on the other side of me and snuggled into my arm.
Nira shrugged. “Just happened organically, I suppose. You always seem eager to

build tools and weapons and keep talking about improving our living conditions. You’re
the one making plans for the future. I’m a better fighter than you, at least with a spear,
but I certainly don’t want the responsibility of managing… whatever. Food, water
supplies, building kilns and… chimneys.” She grinned and leaned in, whispering loudly
enough for everyone to hear her. “Plus, we like doing what you say.”

Yxlyn squeezed my arm in solidarity. Thankfully it wasn’t the one covered in rips
and scabs.

“Chimneys?” I asked.
“Yeah,” Nira said confidently. “Survival chimneys.”
I stared at her for a moment, then looked to Voss.
She was watching us quietly, her eyes slightly obscured by her hair again. 
“Voss, you can call me whatever makes you comfortable. I’d prefer if you use my

name, but I understand if you need to work up to it. The point is that you’re not required
to speak deferentially to any of us. You’re an equal member of our group now.”

She nodded. “Yes. I understand. Thank you… um… Is your full name just ‘Sam?’”
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“My full name is Sampson McAffrey, but just Sam is fine. Or ‘sir,’ if you must.”
Voss nodded. “Yes, um… zur.”
“So, uh, how long was I out, anyway? It looks like you guys were busy.” I gestured

to the fire, then to the shady laundry rack I had awoken under after getting a second-hand
shock from Nira. 

“Hmm. An hour and a half maybe?” Nira tilted her head back and forth as she
thought. 

My eyes widened. “That sounds like a long time to be unconscious after getting
shocked! I hope you didn’t cook my brain.”

Nira gently shoulder checked me. “Naw, you’re fine. I told you I’m the best sparkist.
I think you were out so long because your body needed the rest.”

“Hopefully.” I mulled it over for a moment. Besides what I expected to feel from my
various punctures and bruises, I had no sense of grogginess or dizziness. Despite having
been shocked plenty of times in the past, I’d never been zapped into unconsciousness, so
I didn’t know what the extended symptoms of that level of electrocution were. Nira had
joked about my heart stopping, but as she’d said, she was a good ‘sparkist,’ and didn’t
seem concerned. I was awake and lucid, so I decided to worry about any number of other
things for now. 

“Anyway, while you were having a nap, Voss started the fire, Yxlyn gathered
branches and leaves and such, then she and I built the, uh…” She waved at the laundry
rack. “Whatever we’re calling that. Awning.”

I looked at Yxlyn. “You did all that with one arm hurt?”
She glanced up at me and smiled shyly. “I just went down the path to the tree you two

climbed the other night. It wasn’t that hard, even with one hand.”
The branch of that tree pressed into the side of the cliff, so Yxlyn would have only

had to climb a dozen feet to get onto it, and from there she’d have had easy access to all
the branches and vines she’d need. 

“Well, thank you both.” I rubbed Yxlyn’s shoulder and pulled Nira close with my
other arm. She leaned against several tender spots, but I suppressed the urge to wince.

“Did you happen to clean any of my wounds?” I gestured to the bird on the spit. “I’m
concerned about this talon wound. It’s really sore and I think it’s because those birds eat
carrion—” 

“You’re fine, Sam,” Nira said. “That’s where my spark entered your body. If you’re
sore it’s because the meat got a little cooked. I doubt you’ll have to worry about
infection.”

“Oh. Good, well, that’s a load off anyway.” I sighed, then grinned. “But in the future,
I’d prefer it if it’s my spark entering your body.”
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Yxlyn giggled and Nira barked out a laugh.
“Is that what you’re calling it now?” She put her hand on my cheek and kissed me.

“Seriously, though. You do need to recharge me. Maybe even several times, just to make
certain.”

“That’s a good plan,” I grinned. “Joking aside, that fight would have been a lot
shorter if Castriel’s Wrath was on deck. Not the fight with the bird. The fight with…
Hey, while I’m thinking about it, what does ‘therialkus’ mean? You kept saying it during
the fight.” 

“It means, uh… how do I say it without using the word? Something has run out? Or
uh, a time interval has lapsed.” Nira shrugged. “I’m surprised your language doesn’t
have a word for…” She paused and thought. “No, I’m sure I’ve heard you say it before.”

“Something has run out? Like it’s empty? Oh! You mean ‘expired?’” I asked.
Nira’s eyes narrowed slightly with confusion. “Yes, Sam. Expired means expired.”
“No, I was asking what theri… Oh. I see what’s happening,” I chuckled. “I was

asking you what a word I heard you say while our translators were off meant. A… uh,
Castilian word?”

“Cantalian,” Nira corrected.
“Right.” I nodded. “But since everything you hear me say is being translated now,

you thought I was asking for the definition of a relatively common word.”
Nira thought for a moment. “Yeah… yeah that makes sense.”
Voss raised her hand like she was in class. “I heard Sam say ‘expired’ when he asked

the initial question, not ‘expired.’”
“That’s odd,” Yxlyn interjected. “I heard Sam say ‘expired,’ not ‘expired.’”
I laughed and waved my hands. “It’s happening again. Everything’s being

translated.”
“Curious.” Voss traced a finger down the center of her forehead, like she was trying

to tickle a thought to the surface. “Sam, when you initially asked the question, I heard
you speak a word unknown to me from… Cantalian?” She looked to Nira, who nodded.
“But subsequently, we all seem to intrinsically understand the word’s definition.”

“I guess the translators learned…” I paused the thought halfway through. Obviously,
the translators in our heads already understood Nira’s language, so why didn’t it translate
the word for everyone the first time I asked it?

“Yes.” Voss pointed at me, obviously homing in on the source of my confusion. “It’s
quite an interesting puzzle.”

I gave it some more thought, but decided that solving the riddle wasn’t immediately
germane to our survival. We could experiment later by using Voss’s Eye-Q skill if we
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germane to our survival. We could experiment later by using Voss’s Eye-Q skill if we
decided it was important. 

I took another bite of meat and turned to Yxlyn. “Yxs? Does your skill say ‘Vanish’
now?”

“Hmm?” Yxlyn double blinked and nodded. “Oh, wait a moment, please.” She sat
back from me so her skin was no longer touching mine. “Yes, it still does! Hmm.” She
studied her UI further. “There’s that circle. I guess it’s either counting down until I can
use it again, or until your charge runs out.”

“Camouflage is always active though?” I asked. It was a dumb question since that
was obviously the case.

“Yes…” Yxlyn scrunched her eyebrows together. Sitting so close to me and right in
front of the fire, I could easily read her facial and body language. She reached out to
touch my arm again. “Hmm. The circle changed. It’s empty, except for a line at the top.”
She withdrew her hand. “Now it’s full with a line at the top.” 

“I’d guess that one is the countdown for the remaining charge, the empty one is the
cooldown on ‘Vanish.’” I shrugged.

“I will let you know when ‘Vanish’ seems to be available again,” Yxlyn nestled into
my side again. “Neither of the timers are moving that I can see, but I would be surprised
if I could use it more than once a day.”

I nodded at Yxlyn, then looked to Voss. 
The teal girl continued to nibble on condor and watch us quietly. 
“So, Voss,” I smiled sheepishly at her. “I uh, feel like I should apologize. We drag

you along with us, and one of the first things that happens when we return to our
camp…” I squeezed Yxlyn demonstratively. “I’m sorry if that was uncomfortable for
you.”

Voss glanced at Yxlyn. “It… uh.” Her cheeks darkened slightly, making her light
freckles stand out. “My situation has improved incalculably since meeting you all, and I
can’t thank you enough for taking me in…” Her eyes dropped to the meat in her hands,
which she proceeded to study intently. “I zuppose it was… um, a bit… aw-awkward. On
my world, zuch matters are… very private.” Her blush extended further down her face
and onto her throat, turning her teal skin dark blue. “Though men often talk about zuch
matters in a brazen manner when they are in groups. Especially when alcohol is served.”
She shrugged. “Women are the same I zuppose. When there are no men about, I have
heard married women speak quite frankly on the zubject.”

She looked up from her meat and glanced at Yxlyn and me. “Nira did explain the
adrenaline-motivated nature of your, uh, courtships, so…” She trailed off.

“Well, I still apologize for that. Hopefully we’ll have a larger base in the future, and
sleeping arrangements won’t be so cramped.”
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“Ooh. We should have a dedicated charging alcove.” Nira grinned. “Soft bedding,
some flowers planted around the edges. Dapples of sunlight streaming in.” She pursed
her lips thoughtfully. “I suppose some candles or incense would be too much to hope for
at this point.” 

I smiled at her. “You really are a romance writer, aren’t you?”
“I’m a woman, Sam.” Nira tried to look offended, but her smile ruined the effect.

“There’s nothing wrong with getting bent over a railing and being taken roughly from
behind, but sometimes a lady likes a bit more pomp and ceremony.”

“Pomp versus pump?” I chuckled, but the three women stared at me, obviously not
following. I waved my hand dismissively. “Gah. Stupid word play doesn’t work with
these translators.”

“Oh!” Voss perked up, her blush rapidly receding as she focused on Nira. “You are a
writer?”

“I am. My kitra… er, that’s my secondary job… I am a writer of romance novels.”
“Novels? Is that a literary form?” The teal woman was suddenly leaning forward and

engaged like someone had mentioned anime in front of a guy who unironically owned a
waifu body pillow.

“It’s… hmm. It’s a self-contained volume with a complete story in it.” Nira tilted her
head, the expression on her face making me think that she’d never had to describe what a
novel was before. “Or at least a complete portion of a story. Most of my books are
trilogies.”

“Zo… you are a scribe of zorts, and you catalog romantic exploits? People share zuch
tales with you?” Voss shook her head in wonder. “Your world zounds very different from
mine!”

“No, I’m not taking dictation, Voss. I write fiction.”
Voss’s eyes widened and she sat back. “You… are a deceiver?” she whispered. 
Nira laughed. A lot. “Hah hah hah hah! No! Aah hah hah! Everyone reading the

books knows that they’re made up!”
That seemed to stump Voss. She scratched her head and tried to process what Nira

was saying. “Zo… you write… falsehoods, but people know they are falsehoods, and
read them anyway?” 

“It’s entertainment, Voss. Don’t you have that on your world?” Nira asked.
“Of course! We have music and poetry, skalds that tell epic tales of heroic exploits…”
“And those tales are all completely true?” Nira asked. 
“Oh, yes!” she chirped, then paused for a long moment, her brow slowly furrowing.

“I… zuppose… if I’m honest, my own research has led me to believe that some of the
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“I… zuppose… if I’m honest, my own research has led me to believe that some of the
epic tales have been, perhaps, embellished somewhat. But only to emphasize dramatic
elements.”

“Ah!” Nira crowed. “So, what if the entirety of the tale was embellished with
dramatic license?”

“Do you not recognize that would be deceitful?” She looked concernedly between the
three of us.

“Yes, of course,” Nira said. “But if everyone knows…” She thought, taking in a long
breath. “The stories I write are things that could have happened. Well, initially. Until the
sexy alien men show up. But now I know even that’s possible! Hah!” She elbowed me
right in a scab.

I weathered the assault with a dignified grunt.
“The point is that you start off a story with familiar circumstances, something the

reader can identify with and imagine it happening to themselves. Then it’s easy to bring
them along for the ride when the elements of the story become…” She shrugged.
“Embellished. It’s fantasy and escapism.”

Voss thought about it for a moment. “Fiction… as a literary form.” She shook her
head. “That would be a difficult concept to introduce on my world. Zo much of our effort
goes into decoding and unlocking the secrets of the ancient civilizations that came before
us.”

“I suppose it’s a thing that can only thrive in a society with leisure time.” Nira
suggested.

“And you… write about,” Voss swallowed, her blush returning. “Romantic
exploits?”

Nira smiled and scooted around the fire to sit next to the teal girl, then proceeded to
murmur in her ear for several minutes. 

I glanced at Yxlyn who grinned shyly and snuggled into my side. I kissed the top of
her head and gently traced my fingers up and down her arm while we watched Nira spin
her tale.

Voss’s complexion darkened as her eyes widened, darting between Nira and myself
until she finally drew both hands to her mouth. 

“How voyeuristic!” she exclaimed. 
“Some of that really happened, but not all of it.” Nira grinned triumphantly. “It

doesn’t matter which parts are real though. You still want to know what happened next,
don’t you?”

“I-I-I… I suppose I could… see the merit of such a tale.” She blushed furiously and
conspicuously avoided my gaze.
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I rolled my eyes, wondering what prurient exploits fictional Nira and Sam had just
gotten up to.

I gave Yxlyn a kiss on the forehead and stood. “Okay, I do enjoy hearing about your
home worlds and societies, and we can continue that conversation, but I think we need to
be productive while we do it. I need to make a new spear at a minimum, and I’d like to
replace my hand axe.”

“You already have a hand axe.” Nira pointed behind the copse of trees at the far end
of the ledge where Yxlyn had hidden after our first night on this world. I’d used it to
store the hand axe with the guitar pick-shaped head, my maul, the spike bat, my original
axe head and various sticks and crafting scraps.

“Oh, right. I forgot about that one.” I chuckled. “I was worried I messed it up when I
made it, but I guess we can lower the priority on making a second one for now. In the
meantime, I want to start putting together some bows and arrows. Voss, are you skilled
with a bow at all?”

Voss snapped out of her literary conundrum and looked to me. “Oh… passably? The
Athenaeum had its own guard. They handled most of the defense and occasionally
zupplemented the hunters, but we were all encouraged to take turns on the watch and
maintain a minimal proficiency with martial concerns.”

“Well, in this group, I think that makes you our expert.” I nodded. “Once we have a
bow and a dozen or so arrows, we all need to learn how to shoot. Is there anything we
need before we start making lists of supplies to gather?”

“I think another rope or two,” Yxlyn said. “I can still climb, but with one arm, the
amount that I can carry in a single trip…” She giggled. “It wasn’t that impressive to
begin with.”

“It’s more than I can carry while scaling a sheer cliff.” I smiled. “It would be a good
idea for all of us to be able to get down from here so we can help with gathering without
risking getting caught on the ground.”

She nodded. “I think that would be efficient, at least until my arm is better.” She
paused and smiled. “My instinct is to apologize for being a burden, but—” She quickly
held up her splinted arm hand to intercept my reassurances. “I know you don’t feel that
way.”

I closed my mouth and forced a tight smile onto my lips with a nod.
“Gods of the storm, it’s killing him not to lavish you in succor,” Nira laughed.
“I don’t mind that part,” Yxlyn giggled. “But I don’t want Sam feeling guilty because

of my own vast catalog of insecurities.”
I bounced in place and stifled a frustrated grunt.
Nira and Yxlyn both laughed at me until I couldn’t stand it any longer, and stooped to



Tamer Enhancer 2

18

Nira and Yxlyn both laughed at me until I couldn’t stand it any longer, and stooped to

hug Yxlyn from behind, smothering her with praise and kisses. The praise she enjoyed,
the kisses made her shriek and squirm in my grasp until she begged for mercy.

She panted in my arms as I turned to Nira. “How about you? Any insecurities I
should know about?”

Nira regarded me with a wry smile, then slowly turned her back to me. “Nothing I
would admit to—”

I wrapped my other arm around her waist and pulled her against me. The kisses I
planted on the back of her neck had a very different effect on the dolphin-colored
woman, and she immediately started moaning erotically.

“Sam, it’s been so long…” She gasped and pressed her back into me.
“It was this morning, babe,” I said between kisses.
“Entirely. Too. Long.” Nira said seriously as she craned her neck around to try and

look me in the eye. “You still need to recharge me.”
I smiled at her and kissed her on the cheek. “We’re pretty safe up here, and we only

have a few hours of daylight left to work. Besides, you just used your spark a few hours
ago.”

“You know that’s not what I’m talking about!” she hissed and tried to twist around to
face me.

“I know. Tonight, after we run out of daylight.” I grinned and kissed her on the lips.
When I pulled back, I caught Nira and Yxlyn doing one of their high five-by-fives on the
down low.

I shook my head and squirmed away from them, taking my nascent erection with me.
They both laughed, then Nira turned to Voss, who was watching with one hand

pressed to the back of her neck.
“Sam won’t ask you directly, but we’re all wondering if you have any insecurities?”

Nira asked suggestively.
Voss’s eyes widened and she shook her head.
“Nira!” both Nira and I hissed at the same time.
“You’re so predictable.” She smiled toothily at me.
I shook my head and turned to Voss. “So. Let’s talk archery.”
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CHAPTER TWO

I began grilling Voss for everything she knew about making bows. She had often
socialized with the citizens of her libropolis when she wasn’t working on decoding dusty
old tomes, and had spoken with many different hunters and artisans, bowyers included. 

She said the best bows on her world were made from two different kinds of wood,
planed flat and glued together. Each type of wood had differing levels of flexibility, and
when constructed correctly, lessened the draw strength needed while giving the bow
more snap.

We weren’t equipped to make something quite that complex yet, so we decided to
gather several varieties of wood for her to inspect. 

Once our shopping list was settled, the priority was getting some vines set up so we
could quickly get to the forest floor and back. 

Yxlyn carefully unwrapped her splint, then her and I walked down the cliff to the
sequoia Nira and I had first used to climb up to the mesa’s ledge. One of its long
branches abutted the cliff, and Yxlyn climbed up to find a vine I could turn into a sturdy
rope. Lacking my weight, strength, and two usable hands, it took her twenty minutes to
cut away enough of the tangling shoots holding the vine in the canopy in order to wrench
it free.

I was aware that enhancing the vine was probably overkill. By itself it could easily
take my weight, but Enhance would be sitting idle while I helped Yxlyn gather supplies,
so I went ahead and did it anyway. 

When I pulled up my Eye-Q, I took a quick look at my assets tab, and noticed that
the list of women curiously still only included Nira and Yxlyn. I shook my head and
blinked around the screen a few times, thinking that maybe something hadn’t refreshed
correctly, but Voss’s name didn’t appear. 

Obviously there was more to that list than simply tallying female abductees, but I
wasn’t going to figure it out right now. 
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 I dropped back to the skill tab and went to work on the vine, making it stronger,
longer and more flexible.

Nira added climbing knots to it, then tied one end to the tree at the end of our camp,
allowing us to easily explore the area below our cave. 

Save for a number of sizable stones that had tumbled down from our ledge, it was an
unremarkable patch of forest. Still, that made it flush with plants, sticks and saplings, and
we spent roughly an hour gathering and ferrying branches, vines and leaves back to the
camp. 

I made good use of my original hand axe, the one I had set aside over concerns about
the integrity of the blade. It turned out that I had been underestimating the strength of
stone, especially my enhanced stone. I was used to working with stuff like high carbon
steel, tungsten alloys, and Kevlar reinforced polymer coatings. My materials snobbery
was going to have to take a backseat while I reassessed the utility of what I had on hand. 

The axe worked great, and though it could have been a bit sharper, it was a massive
improvement from trying to cut through anything with my handle-less, cheese-wheel-
slice-shaped axe head. 

On my next refresh I worked on making us another spear. I whittled one side to the
standard ‘pointed stick’ tip. The other side I cut into a triangular point with one edge
sticking out from the haft like a harpoon tip. It wasn’t quite barbed, but it was enough
that the spear wouldn’t just slip right out of whatever was stabbed. 

I hardened both ends in the fire, then began enhancing the spear. 
I started by changing the cylindrical shaft into an octagonal grip, partially to improve

the traction in case the spear needed to be twisted, and partially to test how easy it would
be to do, but mostly because I thought it looked cool.

As I went to add the finger guards, and knurling, I heard Voss gasp.
“What is happening? Does he have two different powers?”
I was considering adding some random World of Warcraft-style whorls, so I wasn’t

able to respond. 
“Hmm?” Nira half-responded, watching me. “He’s enhancing it.”
“Oh.” She watched as I worked. “I was under the impression he could only enhance

other people’s abilities.”
“Nope. He can enhance anything he touches,” Nira said. “Pretty cool, huh?”
“Well, he can enhance our powers, but not living things,” Yxlyn said. “Not living

plants anyway. I don’t think he’s tried it with a dinosaur,” she giggled.
“That is incredible. I thought he could only… I thought he was as dependent on

others as myself,” Voss said.
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“Naw,” Nira said, leaning back on her elbows as I finished the spear. “He’s a big,
strong male. He always had the option of seducing a bevy of willing females into being
his servile harem.”

I knew she was kidding. I wasn’t sure Voss did until Yxlyn giggled. 
“My parents would not approve.” The translucent girl shook her head and laughed.
Nira joined in, and their levity seemed to relax Voss a bit.
I was trying not to laugh, so I decided against the whorls. I’d save that for when

Enhance reached level 2. I finished up the spear with some general strengthening, then
spun it around a few times to study it. 

It was the nicest one I’d made so far, so naturally I gave it to Nira. She nodded with
approval and said the harpoon tip would make fishing much easier. 

While I waited for Enhance to cool down, we all worked on arrows.
The arrows were simple sharpened sticks hardened in the fire, and when it came to

figuring out the fletching, Voss became invaluable. She knew a lot more about the
process than she realized. The arrows used by the guard at her libropolis used a special
glue to affix the feathers to the shaft. What she described sounded like a two part epoxy,
but that didn’t help us at the moment. That process was used on the ‘good’ arrows used
by the city guard and the wealthy. The local hunters used sinew to attach the fletching. It
was sticky when wet and shrank when it dried. 

We didn’t have a lot of sinew, as we’d cooked most of it along with the bird. Nira had
chopped off the scaly part of the condor’s legs before sticking it on the spit, so we still
managed to harvest a bit. We used the razor-sharp karambit tooth blade to slice it into
strips, and wound up with barely four feet of very thin cord, but it was enough to get
started. 

Voss instructed us to use feathers from the same wing on a single arrow. That would
make the arrow’s spiral consistent and its path more predictable. That seemed obvious to
me, but it was probably still important to point out to a bunch of beginner arrowsmiths
like us. Unfortunately, the feathers had been torn from the condor and shoveled
haphazardly into a pile and held down with a few rocks. Yxlyn volunteered to sort the
pile, as her one good hand made her a poor choice for fletching.

Voss also showed us a way to easily split the feathers. I thought we were in for a lot
of tedious slicing, but it turned out feathers were fairly easy to simply tear in half. If you
gripped them right, the quill would unzip right down the middle. I destroyed several in
the course of learning how to do it, but once I started scoring the tops of the quills with
the knife, my success rate jumped to around ninety percent.

We quickly amassed a large pile of fletching, but we were limited by the number of
straight, usable branches we’d found, and even more so by our small harvest of sinew. 
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Enhance had refreshed at this point, so Voss showed Nira and Yxlyn how to affix the
feathers while I went to work on the first bow. In lieu of clever multi-material
construction methods, I decided that making recurve bows would be relatively
straightforward with the Eye-Q skill, and would give our arrows a lot more oomph. 

Voss said the preferred wood for most bows on her world was yew, or at least some
alien, yew-like equivalent, but we hadn’t been able to locate any in our short gathering
foray, so instead I went with a four-foot piece of ash. 

I got a tickle in the back of my head as I thought about how to enhance the branches
we found into a bow. I really wanted to make a compound bow, but I didn’t have the
materials to mess around with something like that quite yet, so I put it out of my mind
and concentrated on shaping the wood how I wanted. 

The bow wasn’t difficult to shape, but it was the most complex project I had used my
alien skill for so far. Unlike the weapons and tools I’d made, I wasn’t just concentrating
on making the whole thing harder. With the bow, I needed to make grip both tougher and
ergonomic, as well as making the tips harder in order to hold the bowstring. The rest of
the bow shaft, the ‘limbs’ as Voss later informed me, needed to be both elastic and
resilient. 

It took a bit more concentration to focus on all those things at once, but when I was
finished, the straight branch was now shaped like a pair of longhorns. I wasn’t satisfied
that I had struck the right balance with the springiness to toughness ratio, but I didn’t
have any bowstring to test the draw strength yet. 

I set the bow down near a coil of thin vine we had gathered for just such a purpose,
and helped with the fletching while I waited on Enhance to refresh, but we quickly ran
out of sinew, leaving us with just over a score of usable arrows. 

I couldn’t get the idea of a compound bow out of my head, so I took a half-burned
stick out of the fire and used it to start doodling on the rock next to me. I drew three
designs before Nira took notice. 

“What’s that? A crossbow?” she asked, munching on her last radish.
“A compound bow. Do you have them on your world?” I scratched out my first two

drafts and tapped on the third illustration. 
Nira and Voss weren’t familiar with the design, but Yxlyn had seen them before. 
“It’s a kind of bow that stores a lot of energy in these cams,” I pointed out the slightly

oblong rollers built into the limbs of the bow. “It allows you to have a bow that’s
relatively small, but packs a lot of power. It’s… probably unnecessary to try and make
one. I think the recurve bows will work just fine…” I trailed off, thinking about the
components.

“But you want to try?” Nira grinned.
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I nodded with a smile. “It’s been a long time since I’ve had a project, even something
as simple as this. I like to tinker.” I shrugged.

“What did you do on your homeworld, Sam?” Voss asked.
“Oh, he was a…” Nira started, but paused while her face scrunched slightly. “Wait…

didn’t you ever tell me?”
“I guess it never came up,” I replied.
“Oh no! I’m a terrible lioda!” She balked. 
“Well, one, we were busy trying to not getting eaten most of the time,” I chuckled.

“And two, what’s a lioda?”
“It’s a… lioda.” Nira tilted her head at me questioningly. My only response was to

arch an eyebrow so she continued. “You know. A lioda. Lioda? Liodin?”
“Whatever you’re saying isn’t translating, Nira.” I explained. “What is the definition

of lioda?”
“Oh!” Voss exclaimed. “Did the translators fail for that word? It’s…” She double

winked to check her Eye-Q. “It does not appear to be my skill’s doing.”
I shook my head. “When we hear a word in someone’s native language, it means the

speaker is using a term for which there is no direct equivalent in our own. Yxlyn’s has
quite a few, which isn’t all that surprising considering her race is invisible all the time.
They’d have to have words to address that, and our societies wouldn’t need vocabulary
for it.”

“How exciting! I never encountered that with…” Voss’s face darkened slightly. “With
Ass-breath. His language seemed simple and terse. Not that we had long conversations.” 

“Maybe he was simple and terse,” Nira offered. 
Voss smiled a bit at that. “Both of those things were definitely true. Zo what does this

term from your world mean?”
“It’s uh…” Nira put on a scholarly face as she thought about how to describe it. “A

lioda is a female lover met under strenuous and ongoing circumstances.” 
“A female love interest!” I said, suddenly getting it.
Nira frowned. “A love interest? That sounds like someone who you haven’t had the

courage to approach yet.”
“No, it’s… narratively, there’s usually a limited cast of characters… In a story I

mean. For pacing reasons, there’s usually only like… I don’t know, ten major characters
in any given story, and it’s usually easy to figure out who’s going to get with who—”

Nira opened her mouth, but I waved her off.
“Not in a romance. Discovering who gets with who is part of the fun in those, but in
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“Not in a romance. Discovering who gets with who is part of the fun in those, but in

other genres where the characters are busy solving a crime or fighting bad guys, the
romance sub-plot gets simplified, often putting two characters together who might not
normally get along, but circumstances and adrenaline catalyze the relationship.”

Nira’s eyes lit up. “Yeah! That’s exactly it!”
“Liodin is the male equivalent?” Voss asked, keenly interested.
“Yup!” Nira confirmed.
“I thought I was your sparkmate.” I grinned at Nira.
“You are!” she laughed. “I just thought love interest would make more sense

contextually, but I was way off!”
“This is zo wonderful to be able to discuss these things!” Voss practically clapped.

“This chance to study alien languages and cultures is amazing! It’s too bad we can only
do it with select words.” 

“Couldn’t you use your power briefly to learn sentences and phrases?” Yxlyn
suggested.

“Oh, yes!” Voss exclaimed and turned to me. “Do you think I could—”
I held up a hand to cut her off. “I appreciate your intellectual curiosity, Voss, but I

don’t think that’s a good idea right now. We might feel relatively safe up here at the
moment, but I’d like to keep our abilities in reserve in case we need them.”

She slowly closed her mouth.
“Once we’re more secure, when we have multiple means of defending ourselves,” I

gestured at the meager pile of arrows and the unfinished bow. “Then we can spare some
of our abilities on less survival-critical endeavors.”

“Yes. Of course, zur. That is most sensible.” Voss nodded sedately. 
“How often can you use Babel?” Yxlyn asked.
Voss studied her Eye-Q screen for a moment. “I must confess I do not know. That

was only the second time I’ve used it. The word is… faded at the moment.”
“Okay,” I nodded. “Please keep an eye on it, and let us know when it’s ready again,

so we can get a feel for the recharge time.”
“Yes, zur!” She nodded sharply.
“Hey, speaking of which,” Nira nudged my less injured side with her elbow. “And

speaking of optimizing our defensibility, you shouldn’t enhance anything until you’ve
recharged me. While you’re on cooldown, I can’t use Wrath.”

“That’s a good point, but didn’t you just spark that bird a few hours ago?” I grinned
and leaned close to her mouth. 

“I can stun multiple small things in a day, Sam. But maybe being enhanced by you
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“I can stun multiple small things in a day, Sam. But maybe being enhanced by you
speeds up my recharge even more,” she said, her lips almost touching mine. 

I was acutely aware of Yxlyn and Voss sitting only a few feet away, both watching us
intently, so I gave Nira a quick kiss before leaning back. “I suppose we should learn if
that’s the case.”

“For survival reasons.” Nira nodded sagely.
“Yes. For survival reasons.” I grinned.
“Also, sex with you is amazing and we should do it a lot!” Nira whooped, throwing

her arms up.
Yxlyn and I laughed, and Voss blushed but smiled. 
“Am I right, Yxlyn?” Nira asked, leaning across me to prompt Yxlyn for one of

Nira’s incorrect high five-by-fives.
Yxlyn blushed herself to near invisibility and glanced self-consciously at Voss before

slowly extending her hand to receive Nira’s penta-slap. “It was… the most wonderful
thing I’ve ever experienced.” She met my eyes with dilated pupils, staring at me with
sincere desire.

I leaned over and kissed her, and she hungrily returned the gesture. When we broke it
off, she put her good arm around my neck.

“I want to do that with you again, Sam. Soon, please?” she whispered in my ear.
“Of course, Yxs. It was wonderful for me too,” I whispered back. 
Nira was still partially leaning over us and heard the exchange. “But me first, right?”

She grinned toothily.
“You’re right about keeping charged up. We shouldn’t ever again be in a position

where we can’t use it.” I pulled up my Eye-Q. “But maybe we should wait till everyone
else has gone to bed?”

“Then we don’t have our big harpoon if you use your skill between now and then!”
She pouted.

I sighed. “I get that, but it’s still a little awkward, given our cramped living conditions
—”

“Awkward is better than dead, Sam.” Nira folded her arms over her chest. “I’ve seen
things flying around that were much bigger than the condor, and you just lectured Voss
on not being perfectly safe up here.”

“You’re right.” I rested my hand on her shoulder. “I’m going to enhance the vine we
gathered for bowstrings, then I’ll hold the next charge for you. That way we’ll have at
least one bow—”

Nira shook her head. “Charging us doesn’t use up your skill, Sam. You should charge



Tamer Enhancer 2

26

Nira shook her head. “Charging us doesn’t use up your skill, Sam. You should charge

me, then make us some bowstrings.”
I frowned, realizing she was right.
“I know you’re less comfortable with intimacy than me,” Nira continued, “and we

appreciate that you’re trying to take everyone’s feelings into account, but even if Yxlyn’s
skill is charged right now, she still can’t use it until Vanish resets. If something or
someone attacked us right now, all we’d have are pointy sticks. You shouldn’t make
survival decisions based on social discomfort.”

I sighed and shook my head. “You’re right, Nira. I’m… I’m trying to prioritize
everyone’s feelings. I’ve never had multiple… uh, lovers before. Girlfriends. Lioda.
However you want to label it. I’m also not comfortable with the idea of… ah, how
should I put it? Tactical intimacy? It feels like that cheapens the act, but you’re right. We
have to survive in order to do anything else.”

Voss raised her hand politely, and I smiled at her etiquette while giving her a nod.
“Can Sam only, erm, charge our skills when his is available?” she asked.
“Well, we haven’t actually tested that,” Nira admitted quickly. “But why chance it?”

She plopped down next to me. “Speaking of which, how long—”
“About fifteen minutes,” I laughed.
“What ever could we do until then?” she asked suggestively.
“You never got a chance to tell us about your profession, Sam,” Yxlyn said softly,

still looking smitten.
“Yxlyn,” Nira cut in before I could answer. “Remind me to tell you all about foreplay

sometime.”
Yxlyn looked between us, obviously confused. “Um… okay?” 
I had to stifle a laugh as I leaned over and gave Yxlyn a quick kiss, then whispered in

her ear, “It’s all that stuff we did before we actually had sex.”
“Oh!” Yxlyn bit her lip. I could see her face relatively well since I was just a few

inches from her, but it was still amusing to see two little incisors appear from behind her
camouflaged skin to nibble on her moistened lower lip. “That was my favorite part,” she
said breathily. “And the other part. And cuddling afterward.” She looked up at me then
glanced away with a shy smile. “It was all so… just… it feels like my brain is dancing
every time I think about it.”

“We’ll make love again soon, Yxs.” I whispered in her ear, then kissed her neck,
causing her to giggle and shimmy in place. 

“Hey! I wanted to tell her!” Nira poked my shoulder.
“I imagine you’ll fill her head with all manner of filth eventually.” I gave Nira a level

stare.
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Yxlyn giggled then patted my arm. “You can’t protect me from everything, Sam.”
That got a surprised laugh out of me, Nira, and even Voss. 
Yxlyn buried her face in her hands and laughed to herself. 
Nira wrapped Yxlyn up in a hug. “Aw! Are you embarrassed ‘cause you’re the center

of attention now?”
Yxlyn giggled into her hands a bit more and nodded. “I used to have panic attacks

about situations like this, but it’s… it’s actually not so bad, I guess.” She jerked her face
out of her hands and looked up at me. “Sam! Please tell us about your profession!”

I chuckled at her abrupt segue. “Well, immediately prior to being taken and coming
here, I had gotten…” I paused as I considered how to phrase it. “Sidetracked… from my
calling.” I didn’t want to get into my prison time if I could avoid it. “But before that, I
was an engineer. I love building all kinds of stuff! I worked on large projects, like I
helped design a new kind of drawbridge, but I love anything that lets me problem solve,
and I especially like making improvements on existing ideas.

“I built some working replica movie props and took them to this maker’s fair, and
some guys who worked in the industry were impressed enough to offer me a job doing it
for real. I did that for a few years, then got interested in material sciences, and started
working with a team that was trying to create a commercially viable way to mass produce
cutting-edge stuff like graphene and carbon nanotubes. It was a real shift, because
instead of building stuff every day, I was doing a ton of math and working in a lab,
but…” I trailed off when I saw everyone’s grins and realized I had been rambling.

“It sounds like you really enjoyed your work.” Yxlyn smiled happily. 
“I must confess,” Voss added. “I did not understand much of what you said, but I

agree with Yxlyn. You were quite animated just now.”
Nira smiled and shook her head. “Well now I doubly regret not bringing it up sooner.

Do you think that’s why our abductors unlocked your spark in the manner they did?”
“I can’t imagine what other power they would have given me. I’d say it would have

been nice to have back in my workshop, but I would’ve wound up relying on it too much
and never would have learned half the things I did.”

“His spark?” Voss asked. 
I smiled evenly at Nira. “I’ll let Nira tell you all about that.” 
Nira smirked at me, but turned and started proselytizing to Voss and Yxlyn about

lifesparks. Voss seemed receptive to the idea, but in the same breath revealed that her
world had magic, mages, seers and the like.

Or at least, she and her people believed in magic. 
I half listened as I resumed working on the doodle for the compound bow. I didn’t



Tamer Enhancer 2

28

I half listened as I resumed working on the doodle for the compound bow. I didn’t

say so, but it sounded to me as though Voss’s world had a bunch of cold readers and
charlatans who had ingratiated themselves into the political fold. 

Nira asked Yxlyn about her beliefs, and the translucent girl said that her world had
several major religions. They all sounded like variants of Shintoism or Día de Muertos;
respect if not worship of ancestors, loved ones and/or friends. 

No mention of the source of consciousness, but Yxlyn was far too polite to outright
disagree with Nira on the subject. 

“What do you think, Sam?” Nira asked, turning to me.
“I think…” I scratched a few more lines into my sketch. “The hardest part will be

attaching the cams to the limbs. But if I simply make a deep enough U-shaped caliper-
like inset, they won’t pop out when the arrow is fired, and I’ll be able to do the whole
thing in only three separate enhances.” I looked up. “Well, four, including the bowstring,
but I can do all the bowstrings in one go, and I’ll need to make a saw…” I trailed off
when Nira’s expression told me I was off topic. 

“I was asking if you’d come around on lifesparks?” She arched an eyebrow. 
“I…” Didn’t want to get into a debate about it. “…think it’s a matter of faith, and

what I believe shouldn’t affect what you believe.”
“Boo!” Nira crossed her wrist and clapped the backs of her hands together twice, in

what I assumed was some sort of un-applause or thumbs down equivalent. “That was a
very safe answer.” 

I smiled. “You know me, always concerned about safety.”
That earned a bout of laughter from Nira and Yxlyn. Voss laughed in a ‘I haven’t

been here long enough to be in on the joke but it’s pretty obvious from context so I’m
laughing along but not too hard because I’m the outsider’ sort of way. 

I’m sure some abductee on this planet had a word for that in their language, and she
would be delighted to learn it.

Voss caught me smiling at her and she smiled back shyly, taking a sudden interest in
the arrow she was sharpening. “You, um, you said you had gotten sidetracked, Sam?
From your calling?” she asked from under her bangs.

“Yeah…” Nira said thoughtfully. “I bet it has something to do with your Bureau of
Mistakes.”

“His what?” Voss asked.
“That’s what it says on the back of his jumpsuit.” Nira pointed.
“Oh! I had been meaning to ask about that,” Voss said, her arrow forgotten.
“Department of Corrections,” I sighed. I supposed I needed to rip this band-aid off.

“It says ‘Department of Corrections.’”
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“What does that mean?” Yxlyn asked softly. 
“It means… I was in prison.” I grimaced as I said the word.
There was a moment of silence before Nira spoke. 
“Why? Were you fighting the good fight against an unjust and corrupt government?”
I laughed nervously. “Well, governmental corruption was a factor, but mostly I was in

jail because of all the people I murdered.”
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CHAPTER THREE

The silence that followed was… tense.
I expected Nira to say something sarcastic, but surprisingly, Voss spoke up first. 
“Did they deserve it?” she asked firmly. 
“I thought so.” I tried to smile reassuringly, but I couldn’t help but notice that Yxlyn

had gone very still. “Obviously my government disagreed.”
Another moment of silence threatened to descend upon us, but Nira clapped her

hands together loudly. 
“Well?!” She demanded. “Details!”
I took a deep breath before starting. “I don’t know how the justice systems on your

worlds work, but… I assume no one here objected to killing Ass-breath, right?”
“Hah!” Nira barked. “That guy earned his trip to the deep silt.”
Voss smiled grimly. “I believe my feelings on the matter should be obvious.”
I looked at Yxlyn, who shifted uncomfortably. 
“I… I was ready to kill him to protect you and Nira,” she said sadly. “And given the

circumstances, there was probably no other option…” The translucent girl trailed off and
grimaced. 

I only caught the nuance of her expression due to her proximity to the campfire. 
“Go on, Yxlyn,” I said gently, and placed a reassuring hand on her knee. “Please

speak your mind.”
She stared soulfully into my eyes for a moment, then nodded. “If… if there had been

a way to subdue him… I mean, if there was some sort of police force here…” She hung
her head. “I-I guess that’s stupid.”

“Not at all, Yxlyn. Most countries on my world don’t have any sort of death penalty.
The one I lived in did, but it took quite a bit of legal effort for the state to put someone
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The one I lived in did, but it took quite a bit of legal effort for the state to put someone

down. Which isn’t to say that system wasn’t flawed, but it generally wasn’t handled
casually.” 

I paused for a moment to collect myself. “I shouldn’t have been so flippant when I
just blurted out that I murdered a bunch of people. I want you to know it wasn’t
something I did on a whim.”

“I don’t think any of us were worried about that.” Nira chuckled softly and glanced at
the other two women. “So what did prompt it?”

“Do you remember me mentioning that I used to have a sister?” I asked the dolphin
woman. 

She stared at me for a moment, and I suspected she was guessing where my story was
about to lead. “You implied something like that. You mentioned something about her
husband looking in on your mother, I think?”

I nodded. “She worked in law enforcement. My sister, not my mother. Uh, without
getting into unnecessary details, it was an agency that dealt with illegal drugs. Dangerous
narcotics, mostly, and the people who dealt and supplied them. Do you guys have stuff
like that on your worlds?”

Voss nodded sternly. “Every alchemist has their own in-house brand of consciousness
expanding tinctures, but those are mostly tolerated as they are recreational hallucinogens.
Opium, on the other hand, has destroyed many lives. We do not have a separate police
force to deal with the problem, though.”

Nira shrugged. “Small scale stuff. People farming various creatures with mild toxins
that produce amusing effects. Nothing as serious as what it sounds like you two are
talking about.”

“Yes.” Yxlyn said tersely. 
“Just ‘yes?’” Nira asked.
“Problems like that tend to escalate on my world because no one wants to talk about

them,” Yxlyn said quietly. “But they eventually reach a breaking point, and then they
receive a lot of attention all at once. It seemed like every three or four years there would
be a new way to abuse medicine or a vapor to sniff.”

I nodded and placed my hand on Yxlyn’s knee reassuringly. She smiled expectantly
and rested her fingers over mine, but it was obvious she was waiting for my full story.

“So, my world has a population of roughly eight billion,” I started.
I saw Nira’s eyes widen and heard Voss gasp at the number, but I continued on.
 “Even though only a small portion of people indulged in using illegal drugs, the

potential for profit was staggering, and large, international cartels formed to meet
demand. Those people were unbelievably brutal, and would do anything to protect their
interests. Bribe or kill authorities, go to war with other cartels. Innocents got caught up
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interests. Bribe or kill authorities, go to war with other cartels. Innocents got caught up
in it all the time. 

“It didn’t affect the average person in my country, but in Mexico, a country to the
south of mine, the cartels were basically as well funded as the police, and agencies from
my country would work with Mexican authorities to combat them. 

“My sister… She, uh… Well, I suppose the details aren’t important, but basically, she
was working across the border with local authorities and…”

I paused and took a deep breath. 
“She got… captured…” My voice cracked slightly as I continued, and I saw Nira’s

face tighten. 
“She, uh…” I felt my face and neck getting hot as I tried to push down the memories.

“She didn’t die well,” I croaked out, and had to stop to wipe my eyes.
“Oh, Sam,” Yxlyn whispered before I felt her arms wrap around me. 
Nira scooted over and mirrored the gesture, and I put my arms around them both. 
“Sam, I’m zo zorry,” Voss said. “I didn’t mean to dredge up such painful events.”
“It’s okay, Voss,” I said with a sniff. “I just hadn’t thought about it for a while.” 
Why had I looked at the photos?
“Anyway,” I patted both girls on the back. Nira sat back but kept one hand on my

shoulder, while Yxlyn stayed latched to my other side. 
“Normally in my country, when a member of law enforcement is killed, it mobilizes

the force in response. That happened to some degree, but it was complicated because it
happened in another sovereign nation, and… allies or not, their leadership was rife with
corruption. My own country had a change of administration, and agency heads and
budgets were shuffled around…” I sighed. 

“After a year and a half of waiting for the criminals to be brought to justice… I,
well…” I sighed. “I guess I went a little crazy and… tried taking matters into my own
hands.”

“It zounds like you were correct to do zo, Sam,” Voss said grimly.
I huffed out a resentful laugh, giving Yxlyn another squeeze. “That is where my own

government disagreed with me. I started by tracking down a location in my country used
by the cartel for various illegal activities.”

I, in fact, had not tracked down any such place. Over the eighteen months of waiting
to hear about my sister’s case and calling various departments on a weekly or even daily
basis, I had become friends with a few people who worked there. One such person was
an agency hacker, who was similarly frustrated with the plodding pace of investigations
and was sympathetic to my situation. 
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I wasn’t a dunce with computers. I used them all the time while working on my
engineering projects, but I wasn’t a hacker. Initially, I had to rely on the information I
received from my contact in order to get a leg up on the cartels, but I decided not to
mention that detail to the women listening to my story. 

I had watched my share of sci-fi movies and TV growing up, and there was a tiny part
of my brain that told me not to mention my inside guy juuuuust in case I was really
hooked up to some experimental DEA internal affairs proto-The Matrix brain-scanning
device. 

I really didn’t think that was the case, though. I had accepted the reality of my
situation here on this alien planet, and it had been quite a while since I thought this might
be some sort of coma-fueled dream… But the girls didn’t need all the nitty gritty details
anyway. 

Just in case.
“Once I had the location, I, uh…” I glanced down at Yxlyn. “I built a bomb.”
Yxlyn stared soulfully up at me and nodded quietly.
“If I’m being completely honest… I… knew what I was doing wasn’t justice for my

sister. The cartel had… has thousands of men working for it. The idea that I would be
able to track down the individuals who…” I trailed off and clenched my jaw. 

“I wanted revenge.” I shrugged helplessly. “I know the good guys are supposed to be
better than the bad guys, but I was so furious that they were going to get away with it
and appalled at the impotence and corruption of the enforcement agencies. I just…
needed to hurt… someone. Even if I knew it wasn’t the same men. Anyone in that
cartel…”

I sighed and shook my head. “So, I killed a few very bad people, and that was
supposed to be it. Hurt them, cost them some money, which is the only thing people like
that really cared about. That and their own reputation. Their… domain. I was hoping it
would give me some closure. I could have gotten away with it. I should have stopped,
but… one guy survived. He was badly wounded and started babbling, telling me
everything he knew in the hopes I would help him.

“I couldn’t exactly pass the information along to the authorities. It had been obtained
so illegally, and I had totally lost faith in the system anyway. So… I did it again. And
again. Eventually I found myself across the border, hunting bigger game, as it were. I
speak the language there, and except for my blue eyes and to a lesser extent, my height, I
can kind of pass for Mexican. The country is more ethnically monolithic than… Well,
it’s not important.” I waved my hand, not wanting to get sidetracked. 

“Anyway. I kept escalating my attacks and funding myself with money stolen from
the cartel, but eventually it all caught up to me. Thankfully it was the DEA… er, my
sister’s agency who caught me, and not the cartel. The agency was careful not to say, but
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sister’s agency who caught me, and not the cartel. The agency was careful not to say, but

I think one of my attacks endangered an undercover agent of theirs, because suddenly I
was on their priority list.”

I looked down at Yxlyn, put my hands on both of her shoulders and looked right in
her eyes. “I killed a lot of horrible people, but I was very careful to never hurt an
innocent. It was difficult since most of my attacks used bombs, and I had to abort several
attempts, but I told myself I wouldn’t ever cross that line. To the best of my knowledge, I
never killed anyone who didn’t really, really deserve it.”

Yxlyn stared up at me thoughtfully, but didn’t speak up right away.
“I find no fault in your actions, Sam,” Voss interjected. “At least as you relay the tale,

and I have no reason to disbelieve you.” The teal librarian cast a slightly accusatory
glance at Nira the Deceiver, who didn’t seem to notice. 

Nira had an odd smile on her face. “It sounds like you would go to any lengths to
protect the people you care about,” my amphibious lover said. “Or at least avenge them.”

I decided the look on her face was… pride?
I looked back to Yxlyn, who still hadn’t spoken. “Do you need some time to process

all this? Again, I’m sorry for being so flippant about it.” 
She gave me a wavering smile and spoke softly. “I’m… I’m not upset, Sam. It’s just a

lot to take in all at once. I guess I’m still a little shocked to hear… I, uh… I mean… so
soon after we um…” Yxlyn cast a shy glance at Nira, who tactfully finished Yxlyn’s
thought.

“After you became lovers?” Nira beamed with a toothy smile. 
Yxlyn nodded and blushed herself to near invisibility.
“You were basking in the afterglow, Yxlyn,” Nira continued. “And Sam came along

and dumped a pitcher of ice water on your back.”
“Hey, I didn’t—” I started, but Nira waved her hand.
“Emotionally, I mean. I have to admit I was a little surprised by his story as well, but

if anything, I’m even more turned on by him now. Who knew my lover was such a bad
ass?”

I grinned at Nira, but Yxlyn’s shy giggle drew my attention back to her. I shifted my
legs a bit and gestured for her to come sit on my lap. 

“Did you help the man?” she asked. “The one who was injured?”
I nodded and smiled. “I did. I bandaged his worst wounds and called the authorities

to ensure he received medical attention.”
“Sounds risky,” Nira commented. 
“Well, people on my world don’t usually wear masks,” I smiled at Yxlyn. “But I did.
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“Well, people on my world don’t usually wear masks,” I smiled at Yxlyn. “But I did.

He never saw my face or anything that could identify me other than my general build.”
Yxlyn cast a quick glance at Nira and Voss, but she scooted over and settled across

my legs sidesaddle. 
I squeezed her shoulders with one arm and traced my fingers down her leg with the

other. “I lost myself to hatred for a few years after my sister’s death, but…” I took a deep
breath. “I think being sent here and meeting you and Nira and now Voss, it was the best
thing that could have happened to me. Now instead of having something to fight against,
I have something to fight for, and I feel like myself for the first time in years. I feel
like… I have a family again.”

I hadn’t realized the truth in my words until I spoke them, and was surprised by the
surge of emotions I felt. Despite all the terror and stress caused by this world since the
moment I had arrived, I suddenly felt strangely unburdened, and almost laughed when I
felt a tear form in the corner of one eye.

“Oh, Sam!” Yxlyn turned on my lap until she was straddling me and threw her arms
around me in a tight hug.

“That was sappy,” Nira informed me as she scooted next to me and planted a kiss on
my lips. “But it was really lovely to hear.”

I put my arms around them both and we all hugged for a moment, until Nira gestured
to Voss.

“Come on, Voss. Get in on this!” Nira chirped.
“Nira…” I groaned, but Voss surprised me by standing, smoothing down my

billowing undershirt, then walking over to our huddle. 
She placed her hand on my shoulder. “You have my deepest condolences, Sam. I am

zorry for both your sister’s ignominious demise, and your spiral into the world of the
people who took her from you. I hope it is zome comfort that you were able to save me
from a similar fate. I am eternally grateful and will stand by your side and zupport you in
any way you require. I hope that we will be able to save many others from the dangers of
this world.”

“Aw, damn,” Nira groaned before I could reply to Voss.
“What?” I turned to look at her. 
“I should have said something poignant and inspired like her.”
I smacked Nira’s backside and turned back to Voss. “Thank you, Voss. I think it’s a

good point that we have a lot of opportunity to help people here on this world.” I patted
Nira and Yxlyn, then stood. 

Yxlyn stayed wrapped around me until I was upright, then she gently lowered her
feet to the ground.
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“Now, let’s work on keeping ourselves alive so that we can help others.”
Nira jumped up and pumped her fist. “By having sex with Sam!”
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CHAPTER FOUR

Nira looked at me expectantly.
I smiled at her, then cast Voss a contrite glance. “So >ahem< again, I’d like to

apologize for the awkwardness of this situation…”
Voss blushed and focused on the arrow she had stooped to work on. “I understand,

Sam,” she said, softly. “It’s a way to help us zurvive this world.”
“It’s also super fun, right, Yxlyn?” Nira popped to her feet.
Yxlyn blushed herself down to just her eyes and a bashful smile. “It’s… really nice.”
I leaned over and gave Yxlyn a kiss, then stood and let Nira lead me over to the

cavelette. I tried to get my head in the game by focusing on her ass, but my mind was
having trouble shifting gears so quickly. 

“You two go gather stuff for twenty minutes,” Nira waved her hand dismissively as
she knelt to crawl inside. 

“Please,” I added. “And stay close to the rope so you can climb back up at the first
sign of danger.”

They both promised, and I crawled in after Nira. 
She yanked down my boxers immediately, and seconds later my emerging erection

was disappearing into her mouth. “You sure gob Yxlyb worked up earlier. How cumb I
dob’t get thap kinb of treapmemb?”

“For one thing… ahhuoa… you fall on my dick the instant we’re alone,” I
halfheartedly scolded her.

“Oh. I guethb there is thab.” She slurped loudly and grinned up at me.
“Second, I have done that to you, in case you don’t recall. Remember when I pinned

your arms above your head?”
“Oh, right.” She looked thoughtfully up at me for a moment. “Nah, let’s just bang this
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“Oh, right.” She looked thoughtfully up at me for a moment. “Nah, let’s just bang this

one out so we can help with gathering.”
“Hmm. Romantic and industrious,” I mused as she resumed her oral assault on my

manhood.
I laid back and thought about cams and water pots while she entertained herself with

my erection. Eventually she stopped and climbed up my body. 
“I’ve wanted to do that since this morning.” She nibbled my earlobe as the warm

muscles of her thighs wrapped around one of my legs. 
“You did do that this morning.”
“Yeah. And I’ve wanted to do it again ever since.” She undulated her hips against me

and pressed her breasts into my chest. Her hand slid between us, and she wasted no time
angling me so that she could slide herself down on my cock. “You feel so good inside of
me,” she groaned, then mashed her lips against mine.

I was torn between insisting that Nira keep her voice down and trying to make her
cum so hard she passed out. All we were really supposed to be doing was transferring
some of my genetic material to her, but in the end my ego won out and I gave her the
works. 

It was serendipitous then, that when she finally came, it was with such intensity that
her scream caught in her throat for nearly ten seconds. When her muscles unclenched
enough that she could breathe, the only noise that escaped her was a gravelly, moaning
rasp. 

The bioluminescent patterns on her sides fluttered throughout, so I gave her a few
minutes to recover while I enjoyed the light show. I liked to think of it as applause for a
job well done. I traced my finger up and down the line between her heaving abs, until
she pulled my head to hers and plastered my face with kisses. 

“Acceptable?” I smiled.
“Mmm.” She nodded, still playing at being half-insensate. “I feel as though I’m not

doing enough for you, though.”
I chuckled. “Nira, every part of you, inside and out, feels incredible. You’ve got

nothing to worry about.”
She shook her head. “I’m not one of those women who just lies there. If you’re not

completely addicted to me, then I’m not doing my job right.”
I leaned over her and gave her a long, deep kiss. Her eyes were wide when I finally

broke it off. “Nira, I am completely addicted to you. If I ever seem reluctant to have sex,
it’s because I’m worried about Yxlyn’s feelings. And Voss’s now. And… if I’m totally
honest, I sometimes act more reluctant than I’m feeling because I don’t want you to get
the impression that I only think of you in a sexual way.”

Nira’s eyes lit up with a gaze of adoration, but she also started laughing, so I wasn’t
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Nira’s eyes lit up with a gaze of adoration, but she also started laughing, so I wasn’t
quite sure how she was taking my honesty until she spoke. 

“Sam, you’re a really amazing man,” she said, putting a hand on my cheek. “Even
considering our current circumstances, I know I’m lucky to have met you.” 

I started to open my mouth, but she lightly slapped my cheek.
“But you’re allowed to think of me in very naughty ways whenever you like.” 
I rolled my eyes. “Nira, I pledge to think of you in base and sexual ways every day

for the rest of my life.”
“Yay!” She held her palm up to me expectantly.
I smiled and tried to single-slap high five her, but she whined about me not ‘doing it

right’ until I finally gave up the other four. 
After that she crawled out of the cave without gathering up her bathing suit.
“Nira! Wait! Dang it!” I struggled pulling my underwear back on in the tight confines

of the cave, banging my elbow at least once. I squeezed out of the opening of the cave to
find Nira stretching like a cat. 

Fifteen feet away, Voss stared, blushing herself violet. 
She and Yxlyn had returned from their foraging already, as there wasn’t much of use

near the cliff which we hadn’t already gathered.
Yxlyn had her back to the cave but turned to look over her shoulder. “Oh, yes. She

does that a lot. It’s still pretty embarrassing, but I suppose I am adjusting to my
circumstances.” 

“Why are you embarrassed by my nudity, Yxlyn?” Nira took the bathing suit I thrust
into her hands and started hopping around as she pulled on the shorts. 

“Nira, on my world, seeing any part of another person is terribly intimate,” Yxlyn
whined. “It’s polite to pretend you don’t even know someone else’s eye color, even
though most masks don’t actually cover the eyes.” 

“Wait,” I interjected, “there are some masks that do cover the eyes?”
“There’s a mesh…” Yxlyn waved her hand in front of her face. “Like a fabric screen.

I never wore them. They make it really hard to see at night.”
“So, you were practically a nudist on your world!” Nira plopped down next to Yxlyn,

still pulling on her top. She got it on backwards and fussed with it, distracting the
transparent girl.

“I was not!” Yxlyn squeaked. “I-I-I… uh…” She trailed off, watching Nira sort out
her breasts. 

“Yes?” Nira looked up suddenly, totally busting Yxlyn’s peeping.
As instructed, I watched the whole thing unabashedly. 
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“I didn’t! I mean, most people didn’t wear the foo’booli’gor! Only really strict
adherents of the foo’gooly’bata!”

“What?” Voss perked up, coming out from behind her hair. “What were those
words?”

“Oh,” I said, pointing at Yxlyn. “Remember we said that certain words don’t translate
correctly because there’s no cultural equivalent? Her language has quite a few of those.”

“How exciting! Tell me more about foo’booli’gor!” Voss leaned toward Yxlyn,
nailing the pronunciation. “I understand the meaning from context, but what is the
etymology of it? Can you break it down into roots and prefix or zuffixes?”

Yxlyn looked surprised at Voss’s sudden engagement and glanced questioningly at
me. 

I shrugged. “Go ahead if you want. Just keep working on arrows while we talk. I
need to enhance that vine for the bowstrings anyway.” I stood up to gather it.

“Well, uh, Voss,” Yxlyn started. “My language is built heavily around compound
words. All words either have or are a root, and then conjugation and other modifiers get
attached as needed. As a result, we can often say complete sentences with a single word.”
She giggled shyly. “A very long single word that might actually be the equivalent of one
of your regular sentences, but still, technically a single word.”

“This is amazing!” Voss cheered. “Exposure to new languages that have no common
roots with the languages of my world! Ooh! I wish I had zomething to write with, and a
stack of vellum the size of this mountain! Please! Tell me more!”

Yxlyn gave us a further breakdown of her language as we worked. Apparently, her
race was the ‘Foo’ or ‘Fooli’ depending on how the word was being used in a sentence,
sort of an ‘a/an’ situation, so any word beginning with either one was a reference to her
people. ‘Boo’ or ‘booli’ had to do with accoutrements relating to their culture of
concealment, and ‘gor’ was a specific reference to the eye mesh. 

It seemed to me they could save a lot of time by just saying ‘gor’ but when I
mentioned that, Yxlyn said that ‘gor’ had many different meanings depending on the
words proceeding it. She started talking about sunglasses which confused the whole
group because I heard the word ‘sunglasses,’ Nira heard the words for ‘eye’ and
‘shadow,’ but not as they relate to makeup, but Voss heard “foo’ata’gor” because none of
the languages she knew had a word for ‘sunglasses.’

It took us a while to figure that all out because the speaker couldn’t tell when the
words they were saying weren’t being translated unless someone made a face. Eventually
we sorted it out by holding a hand up when we heard a foreign word.

Another fun effect of the alien translators was that Voss occasionally heard words
from several of the different languages she knew. Mostly she heard us in the common
trade language of her world, but she also knew a language reserved for scientific
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trade language of her world, but she also knew a language reserved for scientific
endeavors (such as they were on her world - the sciences of her world sounded a lot more
like alchemy and half-assed mysticism to me), as well as an ancient language from a
people more advanced than hers. When I talked about ‘cams’ for the compound bow, she
heard me suddenly switch to the ancient language to cover the vocabulary gaps in her
trade language. 

I enhanced the vine while we talked, then cut it to the right length. I didn’t trust my
own skill with knots and was nervous it would come undone, and someone would get
whipped in the face. Fortunately, between Voss and Nira’s knowledge, it turned out to be
a trivial issue, and soon I was bending the bow around my leg to attach the bowstring. I
gingerly released the bow, half expecting something to snap, but it all held together and
made a very sturdy recurve bow.

The first thing we realized was that I had made the draw weight of the bow entirely
too high for Yxlyn or Voss to use. It was probably forty-five to fifty pounds, and Voss
struggled to draw it all the way back. Nira managed well enough, especially after Voss
gave her a tip to keep the arm holding the bow straight and draw from above her head,
lowering the bow until the arrow was lined up with her cheek. The technique reminded
me a great deal of Japanese Kyudo archery. It was probably okay for hunting, but I was
concerned about its practicality in a mid-range fight.

I found the pull to be negligible, but I could tell almost right away that I wanted the
bowstring to be thicker to keep it from biting into my skin so sharply. It reminded me
that the cuts I had received on the insides of my fingers the first day here hadn’t fully
healed yet. By now they were just red lines that I could mostly ignore, especially in light
of all the other injuries I had amassed, but they made themselves known while I was
actively agitating them.

I finally decided to cut the other arm from my jumpsuit, then sliced a few strips from
it. I wrapped one strip around the bit where the arrow would be nocked, which Voss
informed me was known as the ‘serving.’

We had almost fifty sticks sharpened and a big pile of feathers for fletching, but we’d
only completed twenty-one arrows before we ran out of sinew. Still, it was enough to test
the bow a few times. I didn’t want to waste our arrows by shooting them into the stone
wall of the cliff, but we didn’t have much else in the way of practice targets. Eventually I
decided to take a few shots at the small group of trees at the end of our little alcove. 

I stood about twenty feet from them, and with a little guidance from Voss about how
to sight and aim, drew back an arrow and let fly. 

For my first shot, the arrow fishtailed slightly as the fletching passed the grip, so the
point of the arrow just glanced off the side of the tree and smashed itself into the stone
cliff. 

Yxlyn quickly retrieved it and we studied it to see if it was salvageable. The fire-
hardened tip had been flattened and skewed slightly, but a few minutes resharpening
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hardened tip had been flattened and skewed slightly, but a few minutes resharpening

would make it perfectly usable again, if slightly shorter. 
My second shot missed the tree entirely and the arrow practically detonated when it

hit the stone. The tip had shattered and there was a split that ran down the shaft nearly to
the fletching.

My third shot struck the tree nearly dead center with a satisfying ‘thonk.’ Yxlyn
skipped over to retrieve it, but laughed when she couldn’t pull it from the trunk. I had
similar difficulty until I really yanked on it, popping the arrow out crowned with a
shingle of bark.

We took a quick moment to celebrate our first ranged weapon, then sat back down
around the fire. We were out of sinew, so instead, Yxlyn started making plans for quivers
which would be constructed similarly to my backpack. The rest of us set to sorting the
loot and stripping down leaves to weave into cordage, but Nira quickly got bored with
the tedious task and nudged my charcoal doodles with her toe. 

“So, explain how this complex bow works—”
“Compound bow,” I corrected.
“…and why it’s worth the effort to make.” 
“Well…” I drew a long breath. “To be honest, it might not be. Getting the cams

balanced and set up just right might take a few tries, but if I can get it to work, it should
increase the arrow velocity by at least fifty percent. That’s going to make a big difference
in lethality, but it won’t matter if we can’t hit anything.” 

“Now that I know what your profession was,” Nira grinned, “I think you just want a
project other than making pointy sticks.”

“I… can’t deny that,” I chuckled.
“I had a cousin like that,” Nira said, then paused. “Or.. still do, I guess. He always

has a dozen half-finished projects in his shed. Drives his wife foamy.”
I chuckled. “That sounds familiar.”
“Would you be okay with Voss using it?” Nira asked.
The teal woman perked up at her name, but didn’t say anything.
“The bow? I, uh… To be honest, I had pictured myself using it, but that doesn’t make

any sense if she’s a better shot than me.” 
“Then I say go for it.” Nira declared. “What else are you going to be enhancing for

the rest of today and tomorrow?”
“More bows, we could probably use another axe, a few knives, and definitely

something to carry water in. Beyond that, I’m open to suggestions, but if I’m going to
make the compound bow, I’ll need a saw, too.”
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When Enhance refreshed, I took the lesson from my first attempt and enhanced the
second recurve bow with Voss in mind. I cut the branch itself to be a bit shorter first,
then concentrated on flexibility and the ultimate draw strength in addition to shaping a
grip and the bowstring notches. Once strung, it was still a bit heavy on the draw for her,
but nothing she couldn’t work with. She fired a few test shots, two-thirds of which were
reusable with a little touch up. It was obvious she was more skilled than me, and overall,
the bow was an improvement over the first attempt. 

By this point we only had about an hour of light left in the day, so I pulled on my
boots and jumpsuit and we all made our way down the ledge to the waterfall. I rinsed all
the sticky melon juice out of the backpack and we took turns taking drinks. Yxlyn
wanted to climb down the cliff and look for Voss’s robe, but there were a number of
medium-sized raptors drinking from or loitering around the pond. After the day we’d
had, I didn’t want to invite any more trouble. Voss agreed, saying that her robe would
still be there the next day, and that was assuming it was still intact after the baryonyx had
trod all over it.

We returned to the cave and talked until Enhance was ready once more and I made a
third bow. Ostensibly it was for Nira since Yxlyn couldn’t use one while her wrist was
injured, but until we had some quivers and more arrows to fill them, it was really just a
backup.

Yxlyn, Voss and I finished the last of the honeydew, then we put out the fire and all
crawled into the cave for the night. I was worried the sleeping arrangements would be
awkward to figure out, but we sorted it out quickly. The limited amount of space in the
cave factored in. Being the tallest, Nira and I arranged ourselves in the middle, with
Yxlyn on my other side and Voss behind Nira. There was room for maybe one other
person to lie beside us, and someone would fit at our head and feet if they lied
perpendicularly to us, but that would be about the limit of the small space. 

The cold rock didn’t bother Nira, and I would be sandwiched between two bodies, so
I stripped off my jumpsuit and insisted Yxlyn use it as bedding. She protested feebly
until I insisted she at least experience ‘spooning’ which intrigued her once I told her it
was intimate but not sexual.

Once her back was snuggled against me and my arm was around her, she cooed and
murmured before quickly falling asleep. 

Nira was content to be my big spoon, as it was what she was used to with the shorter
males of her world, but suggested that we switch at some point during the night or I
might experience some pouting the next day. I quickly acquiesced to the transparent
blackmail with a laugh, then raised my head to check on Voss. She was still wearing my
undershirt like a dress, but I caught her pulling her bra out from one of the armholes. 

She froze when she noticed me looking, but I gave her what I hoped was a reassuring
smile and lay down to try and sleep. 
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My mind returned to visions of cams and dinosaurs felled by hails of arrows before I
snapped back to some other basic necessities. Water containers topped the list, and as
comfortable as I was with warm female flesh pressed against both sides of me, the stone
floor of the cave made me think of bedding or hammocks. I started thinking about
worktables and kilns before I realized that almost everything I wanted to build required
us to have a more permanent base. Something as safe as the cave but with room for
buildings, storage, maybe even gardens full of melons and radishes. 

I was almost asleep when I barely caught a flash of light though my eyelids. Under
different circumstances I might not have noticed, but recent events had made me a light
sleeper. I jerked and looked to the mouth of the cave, waking up Yxlyn with a start. 

“Sam?” she asked quietly.
I quietly pointed to the mouth of the cave. Yxlyn twisted over and craned her neck to

look out through the gap in the rocks. 
A red beam of light split the night sky.
I quickly checked behind me to find Nira and Voss slumbering obliviously, so I

quietly slid forward to push two of the rocks out of the way. I slithered out of the gap
with Yxlyn just behind me, then stood on the cliff studying the night sky. 

With the mesa behind us, we could only see three beams through the canopy of
sequoias. Two of them, a blue and orange beam were each way off to our left and quite
distant from us, but the red beam was bright in the sky. I bobbed my head back and forth,
trying to use the parallax of the trees to help gauge its distance. My best guess put it
somewhere between one and two miles away. It might have been all the way down where
Nira and I appeared on the beach.

“Do you think they’re a way off this world?” Yxlyn asked quietly, slipping her hand
into mine. 

“No.” I pulled her against me and put an arm around her. “As much as I want to
believe there’s a solution that straightforward, I think those are one way.”

Yxlyn didn’t say anything, but I felt her sag slightly in my arms.
“I don’t mean they’re not worth checking out. Maybe the different colors mean

something.” I sighed. “But mostly I think they just mean someone is arriving.” I
clenched my jaw. “And they’re alone. Confused. And probably about to be attacked by
dinosaurs.”

I stood quietly for a while, watching the beam until it went out.
“You want to try and help them, don’t you?” she asked softly.
“They might be some asshole like Ass-breath, but… what if it’s someone like you?

Scared, alone, but probably without an ability that will let them survive the first thirty
minutes here.” I squeezed her a little tighter. “But it’s dark, it’s too far. The beam has
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minutes here.” I squeezed her a little tighter. “But it’s dark, it’s too far. The beam has

gone out. We’d never find them.”
Yxlyn was quiet for a moment before taking a deep breath. She held it like she was

about to say something, but paused before finally speaking. “I could go look—”
“No!” I almost shouted and squeezed her tight. “It’s far too dangerous, Yxs! Even if

you could find them and even if they weren’t some idiot who attacked you, you’d never
be able to lead them back here safely.”

“Sam,” she rasped and started squirming. “Can’t breathe…”
“Oh! Sorry!” I relaxed my grip and dropped to one knee. Yxlyn turned to face me,

and I pulled her in for a hug. “I want to help people, Yxs. Well, some people. The ones
who deserve it, but I’m not going to put anyone I love in harm’s way to do it.”

Yxlyn froze and stared at me, her lips slowly widening into a sweet smile. “You’re
such a good man, Sam.” She sighed and put her good arm around my neck.

“I’m only a good man because I’m with good people,” I said earnestly.
“Sam?” She said softly. “I…” She chewed her lip. I think. The dazzling starfield

above us provided a surprising amount of light, and I saw her teeth half disappear under
her lips. “I l-love you too,” she whispered. She put her good arm around me and hugged
tight. “I… maybe it was because I was so lonely and scared, but I think I fell in love with
you the first time I saw you.” She let out a weak laugh. “Even though I ran away. That
makes me sound like a silly girl—”

She squeaked as I kissed her, then moaned and pressed herself into me. 
We made out for a long time under the stars. This kiss was far more passionate than

our first one. I moved my hands freely over her whole body, enjoying her soft, warm
skin. Emboldened by the enthusiasm she returned through the kiss, I wrapped my hands
around her ass and lifted her off the ground, pulling her tightly against me. 

She gasped and wrapped her legs around me, grinding herself into my body. I knew
she could feel my erection growing through my boxers, and it only seemed to encourage
her.

Panting, she finally pulled back and laughed blissfully. “Also, seeing you blow up a
dinosaur was pretty amazing too.”

I chuckled. “That was mostly Nira, but thank you.”
“Sam?” She chewed her lip again. Probably.
“Yes, Yxs?”
“Can… can we have sex again? U-under the stars? Like you did with Nira?” 
I kissed her again. “I think we should definitely do that.”
There were a lot of differences between making love to Yxlyn and Nira. Being so
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There were a lot of differences between making love to Yxlyn and Nira. Being so

inexperienced, Yxlyn was amazed and overwhelmed by everything I did. She had almost
no initiative and was excited just to be along for the ride. I assumed that would change
the more things she discovered she liked, but that evening there on the ledge, the
difference I especially appreciated was her ability to stay relatively quiet. 

I admit I took that as something of a challenge, as waking Nira with a squealing
Yxlyn alarm clock would probably not be the worst thing in the world. Yxlyn defeated
me though. She would slowly get louder and more animated up to a point, but when she
came, she clamped down (all over) and made little peeping noises, strangling her cries
somewhere in the back of her throat. 

Afterward we cuddled on the ledge for a bit, then crawled back into the cave. I think
Voss might have woken up as I dragged the stones back into place. I heard her breathing
change, but she didn’t say anything. Nira was busy making a weird snoring sound that
came from her gills. I snuggled back up against her and she shifted to drape her arm over
me. That silenced the snoring for a few minutes, anyway. 

Yxlyn wriggled face-to-face with me. I wrapped my arms around her, gave her a few
kisses, then we both drifted off to sleep again.
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CHAPTER FIVE

I awoke with my arm around Nira, who in turn had her arm around Voss. I felt around
behind me for Yxlyn, but couldn’t find her, noticing one of the rocks had been pushed
away from the opening of the cave. I rolled away from Nira, gathered up my jumpsuit
and slid it under her head, then pushed a second rock away so I could scoot my way out.

I was really sore. Not just from sleeping on a stone floor, but my collection of
punctures and bruises were particularly livid this morning. I gently stretched and
kneaded the worst spots, wincing as about a thousand body hairs pulled free from scabs. 

Yxlyn was sitting on the ledge sewing up the sides of a quiver. Like the backpack, it
had been made from several layers of very large leaves. Her injured arm was still
wrapped up in the splint, but free from the sling. She was using one pinky from that hand
to hold the top edge of the quiver, and her dexterous feet to keep the sides straight like
she was holding a bouquet of flowers with them. Her other hand was methodically
stitching a long piece of grass through one of the seams. 

She looked up as I crawled out of the cave with a delighted expression on her face. 
“Good morning, Sam!” she said cheerfully, but at a mindful volume. “I was hoping to

have this done before you woke up, but it’s challenging with one hand. Forgive me for
not getting up, but this will fall apart if I stop now.”

“Not at all, Yxs. Do you need any help?” I tried to keep the discomfort from my
voice as I walked over and gingerly sat down in front of her.

“Actually, if you could pinch the top here, that would be very helpful.” She wiggled
her pinky.

“Sure.” I pressed the top of the quiver-to-be together where she indicated, and Yxlyn
withdrew her splinted hand, giving it a gentle shake before resting it in her lap. 

“You look much better this morning,” she said softly. “Your eyebrow has a bruise
above it, but the swelling around your eye has mostly gone down.”

“That’s good,” I nodded, poking my forehead with my other hand. “Hopefully I’ll be
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“That’s good,” I nodded, poking my forehead with my other hand. “Hopefully I’ll be

fresh and baby-faced in a few days.”
Yxlyn giggled, then bit down on her lips to stop her hand from shaking. She

methodically stitched up the side, then instructed me to hold a piece of the long grass to
either side of the top edge. Once I did, she tightly stitched a figure 8 loop back and forth
between them. 

“Your craftsmanship is excellent, Yxs,” I commented, looking at the half-finished
quiver. 

“Thank you, Sam.” She carefully hooked another piece of grass to her thorn needle.
“It’s just a little bit of know-how and a lot of common sense, really.” 

“You’d be surprised how rarely those two things are combined on my world,” I
chuckled, and held up the next edge for her to work on.

We worked on the quiver for a while longer and I learned some sewing techniques
from Yxlyn. Mostly it had to do with knots that prevented a whole seam from unraveling
if one part of the stitch came lose. Nira would be proud, and I thought of several ways to
use the technique in primitive construction. 

Voss woke just as we were finishing the final touches on the quiver. She hadn’t put
her bra back on and I got a good look down the neckline of my oversized undershirt as
she crawled out of the cave. I tried not to notice that her nipples were the same light blue
as her lips and freckles before I quickly averted my eyes. The billowing garment should
have robbed her lithe form of most of its feminine charm, but as she stood and stretched,
the front of her hip bone tented the shirt outward, and my mind filled in the rest.

She was a very attractive young woman, so I ascribed my interest to simply being a
man who liked looking at beautiful women. My three-year hiatus from female company
was probably a factor, but I was already with Yxlyn and Nira, and somehow that had
been working out extremely well. I wasn’t entirely clear why Nira had been pushing me
into Yxlyn’s arms quite so aggressively, but I was happy she had, for both my sake and
Yxlyn’s. 

If Nira was operating under the impression that we had to amass lovers to win this
game our abductors had us playing, it was probably only a matter of time before she
started pitching the idea to Voss. I knew Nira well enough by now to realize that
dissuading her from the notion would be Sisyphean at best, so I would have to work to
reassure Voss that Nira’s motivations were well meaning but speculative. 

Not that there wasn’t a small part of my mind that hadn’t already thought about being
with Voss. I was happy, blissful even, with Nira and Yxlyn, and I wouldn’t do anything
to hurt either of them, but our discussion about languages the previous night revealed
Voss to be extraordinarily intelligent and engaged when she wasn’t reeling from the
abuses this world had heaped on her. 

“Good morning, Voss,” I said, giving her a cheerful wave. “I know the
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“Good morning, Voss,” I said, giving her a cheerful wave. “I know the

accommodations here aren’t quite fit for a king, but I hope you slept well.”
“Good morning, Sam, Yxlyn,” she said demurely. “I felt very safe last night, thank

you.” She took a long pause, and it was obvious she had something else to say, but was
uncomfortable doing so.

“Please, Voss, feel free to say anything you like,” I offered. “We’re still very much
roughing it, but we’re certainly open to suggestions.”

“Oh, um, thank you, Sam. I don’t want to seem ungrateful. I am most appreciative of
your… um. Our existing accommodations,” she said as she worked a knot in her back
with her knuckles. “But perhaps we could discuss adding zome bedding to the cave?
Once we have taken care of other higher priority tasks of course.”

I chuckled. “That’s something I’ve wanted since the first night, but we keep getting
distracted with everything else that needs doing.”

She smiled shyly, her face partially obscured by her hair. “Thank you for allowing me
to suggest that. I could handle it if you want? Unless you need me for any other task? Is
there anything you’d like me to do at the present? I want to contribute in any way you
need.”

“That’s good to hear, Voss, but you don’t need to get to work right away. Why don’t
you come sit with us and relax for a bit.” I smiled wryly. “Unless you’re a morning
person.” I shuddered theatrically.

Voss tittered into her hand and strode over to sit next to us. “I’ve never heard it
phrased that way, but I zuppose I am. I like to rise before the sun. The Libropolis and
dormitories can get quite busy during the day, and it’s nice to have those places more or
less to myself for a while.” She pulled her hair back over her teal but otherwise human-
looking ear. “I usually splash some water on my face to help wake myself up, then tie my
hair back and do the macalaren.”

“Macalaren?” I asked, suppressing a laugh. “Is that, um… like a dance?”
“Hmm, I zuppose in a way it is,” she said with a smile. “I would generally describe it

as a set of exercises, but it builds to some dance-like moves toward the end.” Her head
lilted to one side, and she sighed. “I have not been able to do the macalaren since I
arrived in this place.”

This time I couldn’t keep a snerk from escaping my nose, and had to quickly explain
myself to assuage Voss’s slightly offended expression. This of course led to me showing
Yxlyn and Voss the dance. And, yes, singing the song. Voss found herself mimicking the
moves, and before long even Yxlyn was kneeling on the ground doing it as I sung the
chorus.

“What in Narsus’s Depth’s am I looking at?” Nira’s voice came from within the cave.
We all broke up laughing as Nira emerged from the mouth of the cave, her face a mix
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We all broke up laughing as Nira emerged from the mouth of the cave, her face a mix

of confusion and morning stupor. 
“Come on, Nira, dance with us!” I said cheerfully and broke into another round of the

song. 
She arched an eyebrow over one sleepy eye. “Does that look better when you’re fully

dressed?” 
“It does not.” I shook my head with a grin.
Nira watched as I Macarena’d at her for a bit, and I saw a smile tugging at the corner

of her mouth. “I’m going back to sleep.” 
I pounced on her as she turned and grabbed her wrists from behind. “Dale a tu cuerpo

alegría Macarena…” I sang as I moved her arms to the first position.
“No! I’m not doing your stupid pink alien man dance!” She writhed as she struggled

against my instruction.
“Sexy pink alien man dance.”
“This dance is anything but!” She twisted around with her arms crossed in front of

her.
“Well, I actually agree with you there.” I smiled and kissed her while I had her arms

trapped. “You want to show us a sexy dance, then?”
“Sure.” She grinned. “Next time I’m underwater.”
“Oh? Are you too good for land dancing?”
“Too right I am. Flopping around like a beached fish isn’t my style,” she huffed.
I released her arms and gave her a hug. “I bet underwater dancing is beautiful.”
“It can be. If it’s the right dance and the right people are doing it.” She grinned and

lightly slapped my cheek. “I have to pee.”
I swept my arm invitingly toward the cliff. Nira inclined her head and walked around

the edge of the mesa. 
“Do you think we could restart the fire, Sam?” Yxlyn asked, rubbing her arms. The

air was warmer than the previous foggy morning, but still cool enough that a fire
sounded quite nice. Besides, there were a few flies gathered on the remnants of the
spitted condor. I wasn’t putting that in my mouth until I was sure it was heat sterilized,
even if that meant eating dry, well-done leather.

“I can do that!” Voss volunteered, then looked down at the shirt she was wearing. “I
should really return this to you, Yxlyn. Thank you for allowing me to wear it last night,
but I was more concerned about modesty than warmth.”

“It’s okay, Voss.” She smiled. “I don’t mind you wearing it. A fire will be fine to help
me warm up.”
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Voss shook her head. “As I said, it’s an issue of modesty. It’s obvious I need to…”
She glanced at my boxer-clad body. “Adjust to present circumstances.”

“Oh… Um, okay.” Yxlyn shrugged. “It’s up to you. I’ll wear it if you’re not going
to.”

Voss started gathering the shirt in her hands to remove it, then looked down, seeing
through the oversized neckline that she was braless. She gasped and pressed the bunched
material to her chest.

“I’ll get your top.” I offered. “I need to get the rest of my clothes out of the cave,
anyway.” 

Voss stammered as I crawled into the cave. I guessed that me handling her underwear
was a step further than she was ready for, but I figured that as long as I didn’t emerge
pressing it to my cheek or wearing it, she’d manage. 

Once I wriggled back out, she accepted the orange lacy bra with slightly flushed
cheeks, and I turned and began pulling on my socks. Just as I was starting to pull my
jumpsuit on, I heard Nira’s voice as she returned to the camp. 

“Ah, ah, aaah.” She admonished. “If the rest of us are going to be prancing around in
bathing suits and lingerie at most, then you have to at least go topless.”

“Well, I cut the other arm off of it last night, so I’m not sure how I’m going to tie it
around my waist.” I smiled as she watched me pull the jumpsuit up halfway.

“Come on, engineer man. Surely you can figure something out?” 
I rolled my eyes. “Well, I guess I could just tie a vine around my waist.”
“See? Problem solved. Though I will say I’ve become rather fond of looking at your

muscular thighs.” Nira thoughtfully traced a finger over her lips. 
I laughed and shucked the jumpsuit off, then threw my socks on top of the pile. “I

guess I’ll get dressed later.” 
“Mmm. So thoughtful and trainable.” She stepped up to me and delivered a

passionate kiss, her hands squeezing my ass while she pressed her body into me. 
I briefly returned the kiss, but quickly squirmed out of her grasp when I felt my blood

starting to head south. Nira looked put-out momentarily, but arched an eyebrow and gave
me a knowing smirk. 

“Voss, are you decent?” I asked over my shoulder. 
She barked out a short laugh. “In only the most technical sense, yes.”
I turned to see Yxlyn huddled up under my billowing undershirt, rubbing her arms for

warmth. Voss was kneeling next to the fire ring, and had paused piling sticks into a tepee
shape in order to partially cover herself. She was turned sideways to me, so I really
couldn’t see anything particularly scandalous, at least not to my sensibilities. I could,
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couldn’t see anything particularly scandalous, at least not to my sensibilities. I could,
however, appreciate that prior to her abduction, she had probably never exposed her bare
thighs or stomach to anyone. I didn’t know that for sure, but I got a heavy ‘medieval or
Victorian Europe’ vibe from hearing her talk about her home world. 

I could easily picture her in a regency dress with an easily ejectable bodice like on the
cover of a romance novel. I wasn’t sure if her world had pre- or post- Victorian era levels
of décolletage, which might also dictate how much ankle she was used to showing. 

“I’ll try not to, uh, stare, Voss.” I smiled. “But I can’t promise to control my eyes at
all times. Just let me know if I’m making you uncomfortable, okay?”

She nodded and smiled nervously. “Of course, zur. Thank you for your
consideration.”

“Does my own state of undress bother you at all?” I asked, shooting Nira a look.
Voss’s eyes widened slightly and she swept them up and down my body slowly. “I

must confess, your current state of dress…” She chewed her lower lip, thinking.
“Bothers me most acutely.” She finished, tittering into her hand.

Yxlyn giggled, and Nira laughed boisterously. Voss glanced at them and seemed
relieved by their approving laughter. 

“Okay, I see how it’s going to be.” I grinned. “That’s fine. I don’t mind parading
around in my skivvies for your entertainment.”

“Hah! You’re one of us now, Voss!” Nira strode over and plopped down next to the
teal girl, then proceeded to teach her the high five-by-five. 

“You’re still doing it wrong!” I hissed. 
We got the fire started, then all of us shimmied down the ledge to the waterfall for a

drink while the condor reheated. It was edible, but the twice-cooked meat was bordering
on something a thief might equip to maintain their stealth bonus, so we talked about
ways of drying and preserving meat while we ate. Voss only knew about the process
from observing vendors near her research campus, which put her expertise way above
mine or Yxlyn’s. Nira knew how to do it for fish, but after comparing notes, Nira and
Voss realized their methods were essentially the same. Cake the meat in salt, then sun dry
or smoke it.

As we didn’t have a big barrel of salt, I considered constructing a simple water
desalinator. Primitive materials would make the project slightly challenging and
inefficient, but possible. It would provide us with both salt and perfectly clean water, but
the amount of seawater we would need to lug back before we got an appreciable amount
of salt made the idea impractical. 

We all climbed down to the forest floor, and the first thing I did was cut a few upside-
down T-shapes into several of the trees. I shoved seashells into the horizontal cut, hoping
the wedge I’d carved above it would channel sap into the bowl-shaped collection plates. 
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While I was doing that, Yxlyn gave my undershirt back to a self-conscious Voss, then
we spent the better part of the morning denuding the forest below our cave of anything
that could be turned into arrows, axe handles, spears, et cetera. 

Climbing up and down forty feet of vine to deliver our goods to the cave was
inefficient and tiring, so we quickly switched to using the second vine I’d enhanced as a
haul line. Once we’d gathered a reasonably-sized bundle of sticks and branches, we
lashed them to the bottom of the vine and then Voss could quickly pull them up the side
of the cliff. 

She got the job because while her strength stat was the same as Yxlyn’s, Voss didn’t
have my invisible lover’s affinity for climbing. The teal woman’s slender and slightly
malnourished arms reached their limits rather quickly, and the second time she tried to
climb the rope, she ran out of steam halfway up, and I had to haul her to the top.

We prepared to take a jaunt down to the waterfall for a drink, and Voss strapped
Yxlyn’s now finished quiver to her leg using two more of the straps from Ass-breath’s
skater shorts. The dress-like undershirt took a bit of wrangling, but she managed to
bunch it up at the waist and held it in place with one of the straps, and the other strap
secured the quiver to her thigh. 

This configuration caused the hem of the shirt to ride halfway up her ass, which
seemed to make her more self-conscious than when she was sitting around the camp in
just her lingerie. Stowing the bow across her back made the bowstring plunge the shirt
deeply into her cleavage, which didn’t help. 

She spent a few moments trying to arrange things to her liking, but Yxlyn pointed out
that Voss’s teal skin would actually help hide her in the verdant forest below, while the
dirty but still technically white shirt would make her stand out against the rich greens and
deep browns. 

Voss cast me some slightly bashful glances, but agreed it would make sense to
relinquish the undershirt. 

Of course, Nira insisted that me going shirtless would help Voss feel at ease, as we
would all be in a state of partial undress. The fact that she made her argument with a
beaming lascivious grin on her face didn’t make her wrong. Voss was too bashful to
contribute to either position, but her furtive glances at me throughout made me think she
didn’t exactly hate Nira’s stance. 

I actually didn’t really care either way, but I did enjoy participating in Nira’s
thoroughly transparent machinations, so I agreed with minimal resistance, then busied
myself fashioning a belt out of two more of the straps from the canvas shorts. 

While I did that, Yxlyn and Nira helped Voss rub charcoal and grease from the fire
into her already dirty but still relatively bright orange lingerie. When I turned around,
Voss’s underwear, much like my own orange jumpsuit, was more of a burnt sienna. She
had also drawn some diagonal stripes across her skin with the greased charcoal,
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had also drawn some diagonal stripes across her skin with the greased charcoal,
reminding me a bit of Arnold Schwarzenegger in Predator. Also Conan and Commando,
come to think of it. Dude likes to stripe up, I guess.

I almost pointed out that we could easily give the undershirt the same treatment, but
the practical (and thirsty) side of me didn’t want to spend another ten minutes messing
with it. The selfish side of me thought that Voss looked pretty cool and very sexy with
the black stripes painted all over her. 

We made our way down the pond and I found a good place on our side of the
waterfall to hammer an enhanced suchomimus tooth into the cliff. The hammer worked
perfectly, though swinging it while squatting on the fourteen-inch-wide ledge was
awkward and a bit harrowing. 

Once I was certain the tooth was never going to wiggle free of the stone, Nira tied the
enhanced vine with climbing knots to it, and we all scurried down for more gathering.  

The first thing we did after taking long drinks from the waterfall was to try and
recover Voss’s robe. We found it smashed deeply into the mud at the base of the cliff
where the baryonyx had nearly eaten me. The robe had survived only in the most
technical sense. One of the sleeves was hanging by a few threads and had a gaping rent
in the elbow. The rear had a gash that went from the middle of the back all the way
down, nearly bisecting the garment, making it resemble some sort of medieval hospital
gown.

Voss rinsed it off in the pond then studied it. After a few bashful glances my way, she
announced that it wasn’t worth trying to wear until we’d had a chance to at least stitch up
the back, so we left it on a rock to dry while we set about scavenging. 

We set about filling the backpack with every sharp rock we could scrounge up, while
keeping an eye out for anything else useful. I gathered a handful of coarse sand and
hoped Yxlyn’s fine stitch work would retain most of it until we returned to camp.

The biggest hold-up to our arrow production was that we’d run out of sinew. I
thought some enhanced sap could solve the problem, but in case that didn’t work out, we
went and checked the remains of the suchomimus. 

Nothing usable remained. No sinew at any rate. Everything that was remotely edible
had been gnawed down to the bone. 

There was, however, a bounty of bones and teeth. A lot of the larger bones had been
trampled into pieces, and the one intact femur I found was entirely too thick to try and
use as a club, so I left it and instead gathered up nearly two dozen teeth, some toe claws
and a few intact ribs. The ribs were thin and slightly curved and I didn’t know what I
was going to do with them, but it wouldn’t hurt to throw them on the pile of sticks and
branches we’d already collected.

As we began to emerge from the tree line by the suchomimus, Voss suddenly stopped
and held out her arms to halt the group. I was ten feet behind her and couldn’t see any
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and held out her arms to halt the group. I was ten feet behind her and couldn’t see any

large threats from where I stood, so I readied my spear and glanced to Nira to see her
doing the same.

Voss slowly shrugged the bow from her back, then pulled an arrow from the quiver
on her thigh. Carefully nocking the arrow and drawing it back, she aimed low into the
bushes a dozen feet away.

I had spent most of the day trying not to stare at Voss’s slender teal body, which
wasn’t too hard while Nira was nearby to give me an alternative target. At the moment,
however, Voss was standing right in front of me, and I couldn’t help but admire the shape
of her thighs, her lingerie-clad butt, and especially the slight muscles in her back as she
drew the bowstring.

She held the draw for several seconds, then fired. The bow made a smacking noise
and the arrow whistled into the brush, hitting something with a thwack. I expected to
either hear a squeal or see something come racing from the bushes. Instead, the squeal
came from Voss, and she dashed ahead fifteen feet to pull back the foliage, revealing a
large mammal with an arrow stuck halfway through its brainpan like one of those
comedy headbands. 

“Wow, Voss!” Nira exclaimed. “That was a terrific shot!”
“Thank you, Nira!” she replied, looking entirely pleased with herself. “The fact that

the arrow hit exactly where I intended had as much to do with luck as skill this time, but
I am pleased with the result all the same.”

I studied the animal for a moment. It looked rather a lot like a capybara, but smaller,
probably weighing in at forty or fifty pounds. It had taller ears, more pronounced than a
capybara’s little rounded ones, but not quite rabbit tall.

“Nurga…” I said, trying to remember the name of the animal. “Nura… lepine?
Nuralagus! Yeah, nuralagus rex. King of the bunnies.”  

“How does that help?” Nira asked, staring at me with an amused grin.
“How does it hurt?” I retorted, swatting her behind.
“I think Sam’s knowledge of these creatures is very useful.” Yxlyn said quietly.

“Otherwise we’d be calling them all ‘the big monster’ and ‘the bigger monster with all
the teeth,’” she giggled.

“I suppose.” Nira rolled her eyes slightly, but leaned toward me and gave me a peck
on the cheek. 

“Ooh!” Voss clapped her hands together excitedly. “I so want to know how the words
you just said break down!” She beamed at Yxlyn.

“Uh… well, I used the root for ‘monster,’ and added the modifier for ‘big’ for the first
word. The second word used the same root, then a comparative modifier for ‘bigger,’
then added the root for ‘tooth’ as a second claritive modifier, with a contractive
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then added the root for ‘tooth’ as a second claritive modifier, with a contractive

declarative suffix, further modifying ‘tooth’ to include the value for ‘all.’”
Voss looked like she was in nirvana. “Libros! That’s such wonderful syntax!”
“See?” Nira slapped my shoulder with a grin. “That was useful information!”
“Nira!” Yxlyn protested, blushing herself down to a Cheshire-like grin. “Voss asked!

She’s obviously very interested in languages.”
Nira pulled Yxlyn in for a quick hug. “I only tease people I like, Yxlyn.” 
I watched the two for a moment, then turned to Voss. “Seriously, Voss, that was a

great shot. Hopefully those things taste good, plus now we’ll have more sinew so we can
make enough arrows to practice with.” I placed my hand on Voss’s shoulder without
thinking about it.

Voss stiffened and her eyes shot to my hand. 
I quickly yanked it back. It wasn’t the first time I had touched her. I’d had to do it

when figuring out how my power enhanced hers, and earlier in the day, I took her hand
as I helped her climb onto the ledge. This was the first time I’d touched her anywhere
besides her hand, and in so casual a manner.

“Sorry! I didn’t mean—” I started but she cut me off with a shake of her head.
“It’s okay, Sam. It just startled me.” She bit her lip self-consciously. “I know you

only meant it as a gesture of camaraderie.”
“Okay, good. Still, I should be more self-aware of my behavior, given…” I trailed

off, not wanting to finish the sentence.
Voss tightened her jaw and looked out toward the pond. There was no sign of Ass-

breath’s body anywhere besides some blood stains on some rocks near the shore. It
seemed something had eventually found him palatable. 

“I… in truth, I have surprised myself with my resilience. I keep expecting that I will
fall into a state of dysfunction…” She paused to smile wanly at me. “And perhaps that is
yet to come, but… you, Nira and Yxlyn have been zo kind and welcoming, and have
asked nothing in return other than I help participate in our zurvival. Perhaps I am in a
state of shock at how quickly my fortune has improved.” She turned to face all of us,
declining her head in a slight bow. “If I have not said it enough, I wish to again thank
you all.”

There was a moment of silence, discounting the usual forest and water sounds, before
Nira broke it.

“Well, you heard her, Sam. Put your hand back on her shoulder!”
Voss looked up, surprised but far from horrified.
“Feel free to ignore roughly fifty percent of what Nira says.” I reassured Voss,

eliciting a grin from her.
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“Hey!” Nira barked. 
Yxlyn, whose hair had been thoroughly tousled if I was reading her refracted outline

correctly, giggled and squirmed away from Nira. “You don’t ever have to worry about
Sam. He’s a big… ah, you probably don’t have an equivalent creature on your worlds.
Um, Sam’s very considerate and gentle when he’s not being fiercely protective.”

I shared a smile with her until Voss leaned toward Yxlyn with a manically expectant
expression on her face.

Yxlyn rolled her eyes. “Buin’arga’leb. I was going to compare Sam to a
buin’arga’leb. Do you have those on your world?”

Voss squealed in delight. “Break that word down for me!”
While Yxlyn did so, we moved back to the stream and began cataloging our loot.

Getting the rock-and-sand-laden backpack up the cliff would probably come down to
simply hauling it up the rope with me, but I was having trouble deciding if I wanted to
make a second trip for the nuralagus rex, or if I wanted to muscle its fifty pounds up at
the same time. 

I decided to do it all at once, especially after Nira began cleaning it. Once we had
drained all the blood from the animal, it was a few pounds lighter. Honestly it was barely
noticeable, but I insisted that Nira leave all the organs intact until we got back to the
cave, as I knew I could probably find uses for the intestines and stomach, at least.

It was a grueling climb, and by the time I got to the top the talon wound in my side
was throbbing, but I managed it with a minimum of grunting. The fact that I had three
attractive women watching me make the climb girded my stoicism. 
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CHAPTER SIX

When we got back to camp, Nira got to work cleaning the giant rabbit. Voss offered
my undershirt to Yxlyn, then donned the garment when the translucent girl said she
wanted to climb back down the cliff to check on my seashells. 

They had, in fact, gathered up some sap. But not a lot. I didn’t know if that was
because I had made the wrong kind of cuts, if I had chosen the wrong kind of trees, or if
it normally takes a week to gather a cup of sap. Ultimately it didn’t matter at the moment.
The project I had in mind wouldn’t need much, and I could continue to experiment for as
long as I didn’t meet a horrible tooth or disease-related fate.

Nira, Voss and Yxlyn worked on harvesting meat, skin and sinew from the rabbit
while I built my next tool.

I needed a cutting tool with more precision than an axe, so I set about making a
hacksaw. First thing I needed was a bow-shaped branch, which I collected from the pile
we had gathered earlier. It was about a foot long and much studier than the little branch
I’d used for the fire starting bow drill. Next I strung the thinnest, strongest vine I could
find across the tips, forming a capital ‘D’ shape. I coated the vine using the small amount
of sap we’d collected, and finally, thoroughly caked the sticky vine with the coarse sand
I’d gathered down at the pond. 

Once that was done, I Enhanced the whole thing, focusing mostly on the strength of
the vine, the sharpness of the sand, and converting the sap into a hopefully steel-hard
epoxy. 

It was a lot to concentrate on all at once, but I was getting more used to using the
weird ability, so I felt it was worth trying to push myself.

The finished product with its tiny sand barbs looked more suited to cut metal than
wood, but until we happened across a beached shark with a bounty of readily-harvestable
teeth, this was going to have to do. 

Next, I rummaged through our stick pile until I found a sapling with an oval trunk I
had selected for this specific project. My plan was to slice it into plates using my new
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had selected for this specific project. My plan was to slice it into plates using my new
hacksaw, and it would provide me with oblong disks that were roughly three inches by
five - a perfect starting point for my compound bow cams. 

I spent the next hour painstakingly cutting through the trunk. The barbed cord of the
hacksaw was surprisingly effective at cutting through wood… for about a minute at a
time. The tiny teeth quickly got gummed up with wood pulp, so I had to keep stopping to
clean it off. The good news was that my jury-rigged hacksaw held up admirably. The sap
only lost a few grains of sand, mostly in the first 10 minutes of cutting, and the vine
didn’t snap or lose its tension. 

It took half an hour to make the first cut, and as I began the second cut, I found
myself wishing for a vice grip. I made do by propping the trunk up on some rocks, then
setting the backpack full of river stones on top of that. It worked okay until I got about
halfway through the trunk, then I had to get Yxlyn to come sit on the trunk to keep it
from wiggling around while I sawed. 

The women finished cleaning the giant rabbit and harvesting all the sinew they could,
placing the meat on skewers over the fire as they went, then resumed working on
fletching for the arrows. 

I was nearly done cutting the first cam off the trunk when my Enhance refreshed, so I
used it to prepare the shaft of my compound bow. Under ideal circumstances, I would
have created the grip and riser in one go, then the lower and upper limbs, but then I’d
have to design a way to attach them to the riser which might need another set of
enhanced pieces. The cams would each have to be done separately regardless, so for this
first go, I decided to do as much as I could with each use of the skill. 

The whole thing was arguably an unnecessary vanity project, but honestly, having a
project to focus on was helping center me, regardless of how much time I spent cursing
at the slow progress of my saw and wishing for some proper, metal tools. 

I had already enhanced a length of vine we could cut down for all the bows, so that
didn’t count towards time spent on this one. The riser and limbs would require an
enhance, as would each cam, as would the fulcrum pins, but I was certain I could do both
in a single go. So really, four hours to create a primitive compound bow, verses the single
Enhance I would use on a recurve. 

That thought made me chuckle. If I had my workshop full of belt sanders and files
and drills and access to all the modern materials I could dream of, I could easily spend
twenty hours or more on a single project like this. Of course, in my workshop, I would
obsess over every contour, measure the draw strength with a pull scale, and probably
refashion the cams multiple times to make sure everything was perfect. Four hours of
work wasn’t too bad, considering. 

The cams would be complex, but I knew if I didn’t have a good way to seat them, the
whole thing would come apart the first time it was fired, so the riser and limbs had to be
perfect. I had examined and discarded a ton of branches, and for a while I couldn’t
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perfect. I had examined and discarded a ton of branches, and for a while I couldn’t

decide if I wanted to start with one that was bow-shaped already, or use a straight branch
and bend it to my specifications as I enhanced it. 

For this first attempt, I decided to use a relatively bow-shaped branch. However,
instead of a branch with a gentle curve to it, I selected one that bent into two nearly right-
angles, making it shaped more like a bracket or staple. The girls didn’t think that would
make a very good bow, but they had never seen a compound one before. The particular
one I selected happened to have a knot right in the middle, which wasn’t particularly
ergonomic, but it would give me a little extra mass to play with.

I decided with as much enhancing that would need to be done with the bow itself, I
first wanted to split the ends of the branch to make space for the cams. I scored the wood
with my hacksaw, then using the hand axe as a wedge, I tapped a furrow into the limb
with the hammer, being careful not to let the grain of the wood control the angle of the
channel. I only needed to get the split started, so I deemed a two inch channel on either
end to be sufficient. 

The last bit of prep was to tightly lash a small piece of wood to each of the split
pieces of the limbs, like little splints. Once shaped, they would hold the fulcrum pins in
place and keep them from popping out of the ‘U’ shaped divots I planned on crafting.
Initially I thought the tension of the whole system might keep the cams in place, but I
didn’t want to risk that in the middle of a hunt or a fight. Shaping a hole straight through
the wood would have been the ideal choice, but I had plenty else to concentrate on this
time around, so this seemed like a good compromise. 

Finally ready, I double checked with Voss to make sure she was right-handed, or
rather, that she held the bow in her left hand and drew with her right, than activated the
skill. 

I had a lot to do, and only ten seconds to do it. Most importantly, the forked prongs at
the ends of the limbs that would hold the cams would all need to have the exact same
amount of spring in them, or they would skew when the string was drawn. That took up
so much of my enhancing time that I abandoned the idea of reshaping the knot into a
perfect ergonomic grip. Instead I quickly reshaped the riser and the angle of the limbs.
The last thing I did was to add the ‘U’ channels for the fulcrum pins, being careful to
align them perfectly. 

Fortunately, wood was slightly easier to work with than stone, so I managed to just
barely get it all done in time, but as I studied the finished product, I felt dissatisfied with
it. I was pretty sure it would work like I wanted, but it wasn’t nearly as pretty as I’d
hoped. The unshaped knot in the middle of the grip bothered me quite a bit, but I
consoled myself that as I hadn’t really touched it with my power, it should still be
possible to carve into something more visually and ergonomically pleasing. Except, of
course, that it was a knot, and those were never easy to work with even with proper
woodworking tools. 
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I set it aside and went back to cutting out my cams from the oval sapling trunk and
picturing ways I could improve my process if I ever wanted to attempt this again. 

I finally got the first cam cut, but Enhance wasn’t ready yet, so we all took a break
for lunch and tried our first bite of Neanderthal rabbit, which turned out to be much
better than twice-cooked condor. It actually tasted like strongly flavored, earthier
chicken. 

I suggested it was time to start thinking about clay cookware. Something we could
use to store liquids and cook stews in. Everyone agreed, but no one was sure where to
get clay from. That lead to a discussion about the differences between mud and clay, and
a decision to take a closer look at the riverbank the next time we returned to the pond. 

After lunch, Nira and Voss returned to fletching the arrows, while Yxlyn started on a
second quiver. I got back to my cams. The first one had some splinters where I had
cracked the last bit from the branch, so I found a good rough spot on the cliff wall to
sand them off while trying not to pine for a belt sander. 

Once that was done, I double-checked my charcoal sketch, then drew a few guide
marks on the egg-shaped disk, and activated my skill. The easy part was adding the three
holes I needed. One for the fulcrum and two for the bowstring. Adding a V-shaped bevel
to the outside rim of the cam to channel the bowstring was also simple. The harder part
was extruding a new oblong shape out from the side of the disk about a centimeter which
would guide the return cables. 

I finished that with a greater sense of satisfaction than the bow itself, but then realized
that making the extrusion would have been easier if I’d put some guide marks into the
cam before enhancing. 

By the time I finally finished cutting the second cam from the sapling, my arm was
burning like someone’s giving their boyfriend a handjob while he was loaded with
antidepressants. 

I sanded off the rough bits, then helped the girls with fletching arrows while I waited
for Enhance to refresh. I felt a little guilty putting so much effort into my project when I
could be using my skill for something else a little more practical, but besides some
backup spears and axes, we didn’t really need anything else at the moment. Besides a ton
of things that I couldn’t Enhance out of thin air. Like a water bucket. We also needed a
safe place we could expand into and start building better shelters and planting gardens. I
couldn’t Enhance a patch of ground and make a hut spring up, but I could start planning
for the time when we were ready to start building. We couldn’t make nails out of
anything yet, but dowels would help with construction, so it’d be best to have a drill. 

Hmm. Yeah. 
A drill would help with tool building as well. As soon as I finished this bow, whether

or not it worked as intended, I was going to make a water bucket and then figure out how
to make a drill out of… stone?
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Enhance finally refreshed, but we were running out of straight branches we could use
to make arrows. I considered holding on to the charge while we foraged for more, as the
enhancement to both Nira’s and Yxlyn’s skills had expired, but we were also low on
feathers large enough to use for fletching. 

The girls had been at it for hours. Voss had it down to about five minutes each,
including splitting the feathers and scoring the back of the shaft to create the knock. Nira
was a bit slower, and Yxlyn was slower still with her one good hand. Still, they had
made a total of 63 arrows, which was more than enough to stuff both of Yxlyn’s quivers. 

We decided to take a quick trek down to the waterfall, each of us leaning out for a
quick drink before heading back to camp. 

When we came back, I carefully marked the cam as I had with the first one, but this
time I took the karambit blade I’d made from the suchomimus tooth and used it to trace
the outline of where I wanted to raise the extrusion. 

We spent the next hour switching between practicing with the bows. Instead of firing
our arrows at the relatively narrow tree in our alcove and risk smashing them against the
stone wall when we missed, we climbed down into the forest and used the trunk of a
sequoia for target practice. It was twenty feet in diameter, and no one missed it even
once. 

Well, Nira and I had a few misfires because we didn’t have them nocked correctly.
Those fell to the ground or flew a dozen feet while spiraling wildly through the air, but
no one who successfully launched an arrow missed the tree. 

Two arrows broke, one on impact, and one when I tried to wrench it from the bark,
and a few lost their fletching, but most of them survived practice. 

Voss was a good instructor, and by the time my refresh was up (not including five
minutes when we hunkered down and hid from something large stomping past us deeper
in the forest) I felt confident that I could hit a man-sized object from thirty feet away at
least half the time… if that object held perfectly still. There was plenty of room to
improve yet, but our current modest supply of arrows and skill would have entirely
changed the encounter with Ass-breath.

We climbed back up the rope to camp and everyone watched with anticipation as I
enhanced the final piece of my compound bow.  

All this primitive tool use was slowly building my respect for how strong a good
piece of even unenhanced wood could be, but even so, I didn’t trust that a wooden dowel
would be strong enough to act as a fulcrum pin for the cams. 

I decided to go with stone this time around, especially once I’d found a long, narrow
river stone that was already close to the shape I wanted. I took some time to score the
middle before starting, double checked the size of the ‘U’ shaped divots at the tip of the
bow’s limbs, then activated my power. I quickly reshaped the stone into a perfectly
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bow’s limbs, then activated my power. I quickly reshaped the stone into a perfectly

cylindrical pin, then concentrated on strengthening it, minimizing its brittleness so it
wouldn’t snap under pressure. The last second was spent deepening the furrow until the
pin almost broke in two in my hand. 

I set the pin at an angle against a rock, then used my hammer to snap the two pieces
apart. It was encouraging that the first tap with the hammer didn’t work, and I had to
strike the stone peg quite hard to separate them. 

I grabbed each cam and carefully tapped the pins into place. The top pin was very
tight in the bushing, but had slightly more play than I would have liked with the cam
itself. The bottom one had the reverse problem, so I swapped them. It helped with how
they seated against the bow, but it seemed the cams weren’t spec’d out exactly the same. 

If the mechanism was too tight, it would affect both the draw and the snap of the bow.
If they were too loose, the cams would rattle when the bow was fired, and it would cause
wear on the cams and pins. 

It wasn’t like I could make an axle with greased ball bearings, so I put it together as
best I could, planning to use this first bow as a learning tool for future efforts whether or
not it was a viable weapon.

I had described how the bow would work when it was put together, and had even
drawn the bow in its neutral state and again in the drawn position. It seemed they all
understood in theory, as they were all familiar with pulleys, but they were still eager to
see it in action.

“And now for the hard part,” I said, holding up the unstrung bow to show the girls. 
Stringing a compound bow usually requires the use of a brace or vice to clamp down

the limbs and give enough slack that wrestling with tension isn’t a factor while it’s being
strung. We of course didn’t have that, so I secured a few branches across some rocks,
then set the bow on top of those so the bottom cam wasn’t pressed against the ground.
Yxlyn sat on the top of the bow to compress it, but she didn’t have enough weight by
herself. I had to refill the backpack with rocks and set it on her lap to bend the limbs
down far enough. 

The girls voiced their skepticism that any of us would be able to draw the bow, but I
just grinned and shrugged.

“It is entirely possible that I’ve screwed something up.” I agreed. “But we’re almost
there, so let’s find out.”

Nira’s knot craft was critical at this point. I needed one-way slipknots so I could
gauge the exact length of the strings, and once we had everything tied in place, Nira
looped some threads from my jumpsuit’s sleeve though the knots to lock them down
completely. 

Once everything was ready, I had Yxlyn gently stand up, then jump away from the
bow. We strung it with the thin vine I’d enhanced for all the bows, and I’d concentrated
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bow. We strung it with the thin vine I’d enhanced for all the bows, and I’d concentrated
on making that flexible but also as strong as I could. I wasn’t too worried about it
snapping, but the whole thing still creaked ominously as she stood. The cams slowly
spun into place, but we found that the drawstring itself wasn’t tight enough. Yxlyn sat
back down and Nira slid her slipknots up a centimeter on each end, and I restrung it. 

Yxlyn hopped off again, and I held up this world’s first compound bow. 
Probably. Unless some other survivor had a skill relating to gear ratios or something.
While I was overall pleased with it given the limited timetable and the primitive

materials I’d had available, I couldn’t help but hold it in my hand like it was a loaded
mousetrap. I kind of expected it to explode any second, and assuming I survived that, I
thought there would be a non-zero chance we’d stumble across the corpse of a
pterodactyl a mile from camp with a cam embedded in its torso. 

After a few moments of nothing happening, I experimentally drew the bowstring
back. I had again made the draw weight very high… at least for the first few inches, then
the cams kicked in, and the remainder of the draw was very reasonable. I was worried
that Voss would have trouble with getting it started, and I started thinking of ways to
alleviate the steep initial draw weight. 

That was when I noticed the top cam tilting slightly to the right. The cams were held
in place between a tuning-fork-like split in the top and bottom limbs of the bow, and I
had tried to make each side equally strong, but under full draw tension, tiny initial
differences were revealing themselves. I knew if I fired an arrow like this that the cam
would vibrate violently and eventually break the limb if it didn’t immediately throw the
string. 

I grumbled and explained the problem to the girls along with an apology.
“I’m sorry, guys. This was probably a stupid project to begin with. I might be able to

fix it by tying another piece of wood to the underside of the weak limb, but… I don’t
know. Getting it just right is probably not worth the time I’d spend on it. Not when we
need stuff like water storage and cookware and the like.”

Nira stood and wrapped me in a firm hug. “You’re a man, you can’t help but lose
yourself in your projects.”

I hugged her back. “I can’t tell if you’re being sincere or patronizing.”
“I can do two things at once,” she smirked and kissed my cheek.
Yxlyn bounded up and gave me a more sincere hug. “It was cool watching you work.

I’d loved to have seen you in your workshop.”
“Thanks, Yxs.” I wrapped my arm around her and returned the hug. “Maybe when

we have some of the survival basics out of the way I can make myself a new workshop.
In the meantime, let’s uh… make some water buckets I guess.”

“Guys?” Voss’s tone prompted for clarification.
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I laughed and sat back down, telling Voss about the gender bias in English. We ate a
bit more rabbit, then started throwing ideas around about how to make a bucket. All of
my initial thoughts involved trying to hollow out a section of tree-trunk, and possibly
sealing the wood with enhanced sap, but I realized that would require either a much
larger and more efficient hacksaw, or better yet, a two-man crosscut saw. Even that
would only get us a relatively cleanly cut cylinder of wood. The idea of trying to hollow
it out with knives or chisels really didn’t appeal to me. 

I was hoping the relatively primitive technology level of Voss’s world would give us
some ideas, but she said most liquid storage was accomplished with glass, copper, bronze
or ceramics of some type. 

“I guess we should go down to the pond and see if we can find some clay,” I sighed.
“And build a kiln.”

“Aww. Hey, buddy.” Nira grinned sympathetically as she scooted next to me and put
her arm around my waist. “You were so excited about your other project. What’s the
matter?” 

I couldn’t help but grin at her sardonically. “Building a kiln isn’t the same.”
“Not enough pulleys?” Nira asked, jutting her bottom lip out in a pout.
“No!” I laughed and nudged her with my elbow. “It’s not that. We just don’t have

room for stuff like that up here.” I twisted around and swept my hand over the three
hundred-ish square feet of ledge we occupied. “Okay, technically, we could build a kiln,
and maybe a water trough or something else small, but I never figured this would be our
permanent base. It’s obviously safe, at least from large dinosaurs. If a group of hostile
abductees were to corner us here, our little cave would be a deathtrap. There’s no room
for any sort of garden. Maybe we could domesticate some birds and harvest their eggs,
but not on this ledge.”

“There’s room for a garden below us,” Voss suggested. “We could chop down some
trees and cordon off a space between some of the large trees, using them as very sturdy
fence posts, and try to cultivate some plants down there.” 

“Hmm,” Yxlyn hummed, leaning over the edge to study the ground forty feet below.
“It doesn’t get a lot of sunlight. Between the forest canopy and being up against the
mesa.” She looked to Voss apologetically. “It’s a good suggestion, but I think we’d be
limited to what plants would flourish in that spot.”

“That’s why I wanted to check out the top of the mesa. If this formation actually is a
mesa, and not some…” I waved my hand around and sighed, “…landlocked peninsula,
then we’d be just as safe up there as we are here on the ledge, plus we could have a
square mile or more of land to build and grow on.”

Yxlyn started to open her mouth, but stopped herself when Nira put her hand on my
cheek.
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“Hey.” She looked me in the eye. “Seriously, are you okay?”
I stared at her for a second, the realized I was being overly dramatic about the messed

up bow. I sat up straighter and smiled. “Yeah, I’m fine. I’m just being a baby about the
stupid bow, and now I’m mad at myself for not using all those Enhances for more useful
tools.”

Nira scooted around behind me and gave me a genuine hug, then waved Yxlyn over.
The translucent girl came over and straddled my lap, then joined in the hug. 

“Guys, I’m fine…” I laughed. “Ah, what am I complaining about? This is nice.”
I was surprised when Voss came around the fire and knelt next to me, then cautiously

placed a hand on my shoulder. “I would have liked to see your bow in action, Sam, but
it’s important to remember that we do have two extremely well crafted bows now, and
threescore arrows, which we did not have yesterday. An extra axe or shovel would have
been useful to be sure, but the bows you created contribute far more to our ability to hunt
and defend ourselves.”

“Thanks, Voss,” I smiled at her. “You’re right of course.” I reached out to place a
hand on her knee, but caught myself just before I touched her. 

She stiffened slightly, but started to nod her assent when Nira pushed my hand down
from behind.

“She said she was okay with it earlier, Sam.”
Voss jumped when my hand touched her, but she quickly relaxed and placed her other

hand on top of mine. 
“See?” Nira crowed in my ear. “I know of what I speak.”
I twisted my head around and could just about give her a kiss on the jaw. “Okay, back

to work. Let’s go get us some clay.”
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CHAPTER SEVEN

We went down to the waterfall for water and to forage for clay. It was getting dark,
and the stream was busy with a dozen animals getting drinks. There were several raptors,
but there seemed to be an unspoken truce at the moment. The predators were ignoring the
herbivores, who in turn gave them plenty of space while they all drank. 

I had seen similar scenes on the Discovery channel plenty of times, but it still seemed
like a recipe for instant chaos. 

“We’re breaking the rules,” Nira observed as we studied the scene below us. 
“How do you mean?” I asked.
“Neither Yxlyn nor I are charged up, and your Enhance is still on cooldown.” She

frowned. 
For a second, I thought Nira was being lewd and trying to get a reaction from me, or

embarrass the two other girls, but I realized she was right. Voss and I had bows and a
quiver full of arrows, but who knew what crazy thing could happen next on this world?
If those baryonyxes returned, a bunch of pinpricks from tiny arrows wasn’t going to
deter them. 

I thought about it for a moment, considering the options. “I think if we stick to the
area around the pond and stay close to the vine, we should be okay. We’re running out of
light, and if we return to the cave to try and charge one of you up, it might be too dark
when we return to discern the difference between mud and clay.”

“Plus, we don’t know if it will work when Sam’s ability is on cooldown.” Yxlyn
added. 

“Don’t we?” Nira asked, looking back and forth between us.
“Uh…” I had to think about that one. I was fairly sure I had always had Enhance

ready to go each time I had been with the girls in the past. “I guess not.” 
“Fine,” Nira grumped. “But when we get back to camp, we need to try something we

haven’t yet.”
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“What’s that?” I asked.
“We should figure out if you can administer your charge… orally,” Nira said, licking

her lips. 
I laughed and shook my head. “We definitely already know I can.”
“O-orally? What… what do you mean?” Yxlyn asked quietly.
“I’ll explain it later,” I quickly told her, not wanting the conversation to digress any

further.
“I bet you will.” Nira grinned.
I glanced at Voss, who leaned against the cliff, trying to look as if she wasn’t

flustered by Nira’s brashness. I opened my mouth, but before I could say anything, Nira
quickly interrupted me.

“Sam wants to apologize for me, Voss.” She turned to smirk at me. “Right?”
I wanted to say something snarky, but I wasn’t actually upset at Nira. “You are who

you are, Nira.” I smiled. “I just don’t want Voss or Yxlyn feeling uncomfortable.”
Nira looked a little surprised, but a warm smile spread on her lips, then turned to

speak to Voss. “He’s a good guy, huh?” 
Voss looked up at the taller woman, a little surprised, then glanced at me. “I believe

zo, yes.”
“Okay, well, I guess I’m sorry if I’m making you uncomfortable, Voss, but being

with Sam is extremely enjoyable, and…” She rolled her head around contritely. “I guess
I could be more tactful at times.”

“I think you are correct, Nira,” Voss said.
Nira stared at Voss, looking taken aback.
“About our abilities,” Voss added quickly. “We should endeavor to learn everything

we can about them, and their… interactions. Sam’s especially, since it can grant us such
powerful tools for survival.”

She was right. They both were. We’d be foolish to ignore any possible edge we could
get on this world. 

“I… you’re both right,” I admitted. “Let’s try and put our culturally inherited hang-
ups aside when we get back to camp and talk about this stuff in pragmatic terms.”

“And I should chair that discussion, since you three are the ones with the hang-ups,”
Nira announced, pleased with herself. “Tactfully,” she quickly added, seeing me open my
mouth.

Voss, Yxlyn and I looked at each other, and despite our collective discomfort about
the idea, there was a tacit resignation. 
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“Alright. For now, let’s get down there and find some clay while there’s still light.” I
turned to our teal librarian. “Voss, since you have the most trouble climbing the rope, I’d
like you to stay up here on the cliff and keep lookout for us.”

“Yes, zur.” She nodded, and carefully pulled her bow from around her shoulder. 
“Yxs, I don’t want you getting covered in mud and making yourself visible.” I said to

her. “Nira and I can forage for clay. In the meantime, uh, maybe you could try and find
my other hand axe?” I gestured to the grassy area where I’d tussled with Ass-breath.
“And generally keep a lookout on the ground.”

“Sure, Sam, I’d be happy to.” She nodded. 
The three of us climbed down, and Nira and I dug around the edge of the pond near

the cliff. Most of what we found was either mud or mud with bits of eroded cliff in it, but
Nira slipped into the pond and found something we agreed was clay-like nearer to the
bottom edge of the pond where sediment collected before being funneled out into the
stream. 

The backpack was the only thing we had that could really hold the clay, so we’d
emptied it before trekking to the pond. Nira took it underwater with her to load it up,
while I spent several tense minutes watching the various dinosaurs mill around the
stream. The sun seemed to set at an accelerated rate here, but maybe it felt that way
because we got covered in shadows from the forest long before the sun actually dipped
beneath the horizon. I could see the sky, bright with reds and oranges through the leaves,
but the forest floor was becoming increasingly gloomy. 

Dinosaurs started leaving the area as the light faded, and my attention was
increasingly drawn to the tree line near the pond, which was becoming murky with
shadows. I didn’t hear anything besides general forest din, but in some places the foliage
was only fifteen feet from the edge of the water. It wouldn’t leave a lot of time to react if
something burst from the bushes looking for an evening snack.

Finally, Nira popped out of the water, coughing heavily. She lugged the backpack
onto the bank and, being full to the top with water and wet clay, it was quite heavy. It
was a good thing I’d enhanced the strap and seams, otherwise it never could have taken
the weight.

As soon as I’d secured it over my shoulder, Nira whipped off her top and put her fist
to her lips then coughed a bunch of silt out of her gills. 

“That’s no fun,” she said hoarsely, kneeling by the edge of the pond to scoop some
cleaner water into her mouth. She coughed again, this time producing tea colored water,
then repeated the procedure until the water coming out looked the same as it did when it
went in.

“Each time you cough, your breasts quiver, so it’s pretty fun for me,” I said,
shamelessly ogling her.
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Nira glanced down and grinned as she stood. “Well, it’s all worth it, then.”
 I nodded and reached out to take her top, then leaned forward and kissed her. “Arms

up.”
She lifted her hands over her head without breaking the kiss. 
Instead of putting her top back on, I decided to rub my hands up and down her back a

few times. “I really like how slippery your skin gets when it’s wet,” I said into her
mouth. 

“We should have sex in the water sometime,” she replied. 
 I had to assume that water being a terrible lubricant wasn’t an issue for seerans.
“I agree,” I said, kissing my way down her chin, throat, and onto the top swell of her

breasts. Before we got too distracted, I leaned back and flapped the water out of her top a
few times. 

Nira chewed her lower lip lustfully as I slid the garment over her arms and pulled it
down, but didn’t comment further. I intentionally pulled the seam over her tightened
nipples, making her jump just a bit, then stepped back to admire my handiwork. 

Nira grabbed her breasts and jostled them a bit to better seat them in the garment,
then rubbed her nipples roughly, as if that would convince them to recede. “You have a
way to go before you’re ready for the lady in waiting job.” She smirked. 

I grinned. “Come on, let’s get this heavy-ass backpack up—”
“Sam!” Yxlyn hissed from across the pond. 
It was fully dusk now, and even though she sounded like she was probably no more

than thirty or forty feet from me, I couldn’t spot her at all.
“Yxlyn? Where are you? Are you okay?” I called back to her.
“Over here, by the old fire ring! You should see this!” she replied, then I saw one of

the stones from the ring float up into the air and wave around.
I juked the heavy pack to better seat it on my shoulder, then skirted the pond near the

cliff. I was able to cross under the waterfall without getting splashed, but it didn’t matter.
Silty water was dripping from all the seams of the pack, but at least my boots and socks
weren’t soaked quite yet. 

Nira just dove into the water and slid across the pond under water, emerging on the
other side before I was even halfway around.

When I met up with them, they were both staring at the cliff behind the burned-out
fire ring. I looked at it and my eyes widened. 

Someone had drawn on the cliff with a piece of charcoal. 
“I think the dinosaurs are getting smarter,” Nira said ominously, trying to keep a
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“I think the dinosaurs are getting smarter,” Nira said ominously, trying to keep a

straight face as she nodded sagely. 
“I-I… I think it’s another… abductee?” Yxlyn suggested, then looked up at us. In the

fading light of dusk, I could really only see her eyes. “Oh,” she said flatly a moment
later. “You were kidding.”

Nira laughed and moved to put her arm around the invisible girl.
“Ow!” Yxlyn squealed. “Don’t poke me in the ear!”
“Oh! Yxlyn, I’m sorry!” Nira jerked her hand back. “I was trying to hug you but

you’re so hard to see!”
While Yxlyn dodged additional hug attempts, I took a closer look at the drawing on

the cliff. 
“What did you find?” Voss called down from her perch on the ledge. 
“Yeah, there’s a… cave drawing on the wall.” I called up to her.
“Ooh! What does it look like!?” Voss bounced excitedly, then for a heart-stopping

moment she waved her arms about before slapping them against the cliff behind her. 
“You okay?” 
“Mm-hmm!” The reply was condensed to slightly less than one syllable, mirroring

her heart rate. A handful of sharp breaths later, she squeaked out, “Could you describe
it?”

“Okay… yeah, there’s a horizontal line, which is probably the ground, and two…
eh… stick figures? Not stick figures, their torsos are squares, but they’re obviously
people. In between them there’s a vertical line that goes up until it bisects a circle with
three triangles around it. I guess they’re radiating from the circle. I think it’s probably an
icon of a sun. Maybe the triangles are sun beams? Below the ground line is… uh…” I
stared for a second. “A large tadpole?” 

“It’s the pond and the stream.” Yxlyn said from the other side of me, having taken
refuge from Nira’s apology hug tour. Apparently I was home base.

I looked at the shape again, then back at the stream. They both serpentined the same
way. 

“The vertical line is perpendicular to the ground line?” Voss asked down.
“Yeah!” I called back up. “Well. Perpendicular-ish. It’s a crude drawing, but I think

that was the intent.”
“I believe whoever drew it wants to meet tomorrow at noon, here at the pond!” Voss

said excitedly.
I looked at the drawing again. It was a reasonable guess. Considering no one had

watches here, it was a pretty good way to communicate “noon.”
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“Yeah, I think you’re right, Voss,” I said, glancing around the clearing. It was too
dark to see much of anything lurking in the trees, but I suddenly had a suspicion that we
were being watched. 

“I think we should go,” I said, heading back to the vine.
I didn’t want to go straight back to our camp and potentially lead someone there, but

if we had been seen arriving via the ledge, tracking us back to the cave would be simple.
Even if they hadn’t been watching the whole time, seeing Voss up on the ledge now
would made checking in that direction the obvious choice. We were going to have to
have someone on watch tonight.

When we were all up on the ledge, I pulled the vine up and left it coiled on the ridge.
No point in advertising our location if they didn’t already know it.

Back at the cave, I dumped out the clay, and we split it into two piles. We decided to
try and make two buckets from the material. One shaped like a typical bucket that we
could fill up at the waterfall, and one that was shaped like a flask, with a wide base and a
narrow neck. The aim was to craft something we could use to bring salt water back from
the ocean that would be less susceptible to sloshing.

The river clay was overly wet, so Voss and I sat near the fire as we worked it, trying
to get it to firm up enough to hold a shape.

“So what do we do about tomorrow?” Yxlyn asked. 
“Everyone should be charged up,” Nira said, matter-of-factly. It was odd hearing her

say something potentially salacious in a serious tone. 
“Assuming we’re going to meet them.” Yxlyn looked to me for confirmation.
Voss watched me quietly, content to defer to my decision.
She’d opted not to put my undershirt back on while she worked with the clay, not

wanting it to get dirty. She sat on her heels in her orange lingerie with clay all over her
hands and a cute swatch of it across the bridge of her nose. I tried not to read anything
into the fact that it hadn’t seemed to have occurred to her to put her robe back on. It was
still cleaved almost in two up the back, but it was dry and would have protected her
modesty from the front.

I had been thinking about the meeting on the way back. It was an obvious risk. The
question was, was that risk worth the reward of meeting another abductee, assuming they
were friendly and just looking for help surviving?

It could be a group like ours, or a group of maniacs like Ass-breath. 
I rolled my head back and forth, cracking my neck. 
“I think we should try and meet.” I looked to each of the girls. They nodded in assent.

“We spent all day crafting arrows and bows, but if we’re going to thrive in this place,
much less survive, we need more hands. We’ll always have a need for cordage and
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much less survive, we need more hands. We’ll always have a need for cordage and
arrows, but we’ll also need shelter and plumbing and farming and any number of other
basics. We’re going to be smart about it, though. Nira’s right, she and Yxs need to be
ready to use their enhanced abilities.” 

Voss hadn’t seen Nira’s Castriel’s Wrath in action, but she’d been told the story
behind the remains of the suchomimus while we scavenged from it. 

I looked at the teal girl. “Voss, we don’t know what Discord does yet, but your Babel
power is already going to be incredibly useful in a situation like this. Do you know what
the range is on it, or is there a limit to how many people it can effect?”

“I-I’m zorry, Sam. I’ve only ever used it twice.” She shook her head, causing her hair
to fall in front of her face. She reached up to brush it back, but stopped when she
remembered her hands were covered in clay.

“Let me help.” Yxlyn offered. Her hands were clay-free. When we’d returned to
camp, she promptly put her splint back on, and had started work on a second backpack.

“Thank you, Yxlyn,” Voss said shyly as the invisible girl tucked her hair behind her
ears. “If it helps, I believe the power affects an area in front of me, and is not limited by
the number of people in that area.” She frowned. “Though I’m not sure why I think I
know that. It could be my imagination.”

“Babel is level two, yes?” I asked, and she nodded. “Maybe as the level goes up, we
get more in tune with our powers?” I suggested. “Well, you were about fifty feet away
from us when you were using your ability, and we know it covers an area at least twenty
feet across.”

I had gotten my clay to firm up by kneading it on the deck of our ledge, picking up
bits of dust and dirt accumulated from higher up on the mesa. I started rolling sections of
it into a half-inch thick tubes we could use to coil into a pot.

“I… think it is larger than that, but we should not make assumptions while we plan
tomorrow’s encounter.” Voss started to tap her lip thoughtfully, but caught herself before
she could get clay on her face. 

“I suspect I know the answer to this, but I don’t suppose you know if you can affect
‘enemies’ in that area without affecting ‘friendlies?’” I asked, using air quotes. I realized
as I did it that gestures weren’t covered by the translators’ functions, so I quickly
explained to everyone that air quotes could either be used to stretch the definition of a
word or to demonstrate sarcasm.

“Huh. That’s very ‘interesting,’ Sam,” Nira said, practicing the new gesture.
“To answer your question Sam, I don’t know, but I would guess not,” Voss answered

with a smile on her face which told me that she would probably prefer a lecture on xeno-
syntax to foreplay.

“Okay, we’ll have to work out some hand signals just in case,” I mused. 
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“Besides ‘this one?’” Nira air-quoted.
I stared at her evenly until we both laughed.
“I can teach everyone the signals my hunting group uses,” Nira offered. “For when

we’re trying to be stealthy and not using Deep Speak.”
“Okay, that will be a good place to start.” I nodded. “I’ll be the one to meet—”
Nira shook her head. “I’m going too.”
“We’re all going, Nira,” I continued. “But I’ll be the only one they see. The drawing

had one person on each side of the line. They were probably trying to keep the drawing’s
meaning simple, but we should plan to have to deal with a group.”

“That’s why I should—”
“I do want you close by, hiding in the pond.” I smiled.
“Ooh, I like that.” She grinned toothily. 
“Yxlyn, I want you somewhere concealed, maximizing your camouflage. Somewhere

you can activate Vanish and do what you need to if it becomes necessary. If this is some
kind of ambush and ten people show up, if things go bad, you don’t need to kill anyone,
but slashing some tendons will sow confusion and let us get away.” I mimed a slash
across my own Achilles tendon as I spoke. 

The silty water drizzling from the backpack on the way back to the camp had
eventually gotten my socks damp, so I’d removed them and my boots as soon as we’d
returned.

Voss shuddered. “I do not believe there would be a way to repair an injury like that
on this world.”

“Well, yeah, so… only if things go south.” I shrugged. 
They all stared at me. 
“If things go badly.” I clarified. 
“The geopolitics of your world must be fascinating if you have an expression like

that,” Voss said, a gleam of pure academic lust plain in her eyes.
“Uh… I suppose,” I chuckled at her sudden interest. “I’m not sure where to put you,

Voss. Do you think you could use a bow and your skill at the same time?”
“Oh.” Voss tapped her lip, and this time got clay on her mouth. She spit several times,

then wiped her mouth on the back of her forearm. “I don’t think I could. >ptu< Maybe…
Mmm. I wouldn’t want to promise it.” She grimaced slightly. 

“That’s fine. My instinct says to put you in a tree so you can provide overwatch and
fire support, but that would leave you stranded if things begin to move quickly.”

“I believe I can climb down quicker than I can climb up.” She smiled. 
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I laughed but shook my head. “With these arrows, the range on your recurve bow is
going to be about 50 to 75 feet. Maybe a bit more if you’re high up, but someone could
cover that distance in the time it would take to climb down.” I scratched my beard before
I remembered I had clay on my hands as well. “Ack! Damn it!” I rubbed my chin on my
shoulder as I spoke. “Maybe if you had a vine you could slide down, but I wouldn’t feel
comfortable unless you had a hell of a head start… or an obstacle between you and
someone trying to give chase.”

“An obstacle?” Nira asked. “Like a fence?”
“Hmm, I was thinking of a tiger trap, but that would take way too long to dig out.” I

looked at the girls. “A tiger is… did you understand what I meant there?”
“A concealed pit full of spikes,” Voss reported. 
I nodded. “Well, it’s impractical. Maybe we could sharpen a few dozen sticks and put

them in the ground around a tree.” 
“Could your compound bow have shot further?” Nira asked. “You said you might be

able to fix it with a splint?”
“Hmm.” I thought. I stood and wiped my hands on my jumpsuit. “Maybe. Well,

definitely, yes, it should be able to shoot much further, but the quality of the arrows
becomes a factor at a certain point.” 

I walked over to the bow and picked it up. I carefully drew back the string, watching
the top cam as it tilted, then returned the bow to its neutral state. 

“I don’t think it’s worth messing with before—” I jumped as something flashed in my
vision. 

“What is it, Sam?” Yxlyn asked.
“I think Enhance just refreshed, but it never blinked like that before.” I pulled up the

screen to study it. “Oh…” I grinned. 
The Eye-Q screen now read:
Special Skill: Enhance - Level Two.
“Ding,” I said softly.
“Sam?” Yxlyn asked.
I had to know if I could double enhance something. I held the bow in front of me and

realized I could sense tiny flaws on the weak limb. 
In the weak limb.
I wasn’t seeing something new, it was like some sort of… sonar or X-ray. It was a

new sense, like my sight and sense of touch had been merged somehow, and it felt totally
natural, like it had been there all my life. 
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I could sense the bow as a whole as I held it in my left hand, but I ran my fingers all
over the surface, touching the cams, the strings, the limbs and grip, and it focused this
new structural sense on each part, bringing them into further detail.

The whole thing was a mess, quite frankly, but I realized it didn’t have to be perfect,
not to do what I needed it to.

I took a deep breath and activated the power.
It worked! I was able to reshape the previously enhanced bow. Tamping down my

excitement, I concentrated on the flaws in the limb, fixing them and matching the tensile
strength of the others. Then I concentrated on the wiggly fulcrum pins, increased the
strength of the string, adjusted the draw strength by playing with the tension in the limbs,
and had time left to completely reshape the grip into a nice, ergonomic handhold with a
little shelf to rest a nocked arrow. I even put a little cutaway into the grip so the fletching
wouldn’t fishtail the arrow as it left the bow. 

It seemed enhancing something my power had previously touched conditioned the
material for a second round. 

“Your skill leveled up!” Yxlyn called out, jumping to her feet.
“Oh! Hah, I was wondering how he was enhancing the bow again. Duh.” Nira

grinned.
I grinned like a mad scientist and drew the string back. The limb flexed exactly right

and the cams spun just as I’d envisioned. The whole thing still wasn’t machine perfect,
but considering the source materials, it drew back exactly right and felt solid. The draw
weight felt better as well, and I was sure Voss would be able to use it. 

“Yeah!” I cheered. “Level Two, baby!” I practically skipped over to my pile of tools
and grabbed the first hand axe I’d made. I was sure the stone blade was unevenly
strengthened, and now I was going to fix it. 

I held it up and… couldn’t feel any flaws in it. I stared at it for a second, wondering
what was wrong, then shook my head. 

“Heh. Still have to wait for the power to refresh.” I chuckled sheepishly, dropping the
axe back on the pile. “Got a little excited there.”

“Boys and their toys,” Nira grinned patiently, prompting a giggle from Yxlyn and
Voss.

“All right, well, let me show you this bow anyway.” I walked back to the group and
fished an arrow out of a quiver. “It should give us a lot more arrow speed, which will
translate into range and penetrative power.” I nocked it, then drew the bow and aimed at
the small trees at the end of the alcove. 

I released the bowstring, expecting to see the arrow sail clean through the small trunk
in front of me, but instead, there was a loud crack along with an explosion of feathers and
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in front of me, but instead, there was a loud crack along with an explosion of feathers and

splinters. 
The women jumped, and I flinched away from the bow, thinking for a split second

that the bowstring had snapped. 
After realizing I hadn’t lost an eye or any other major facial features, I glanced at the

bow to try and figure out what had happened. 
“Fuck off,” I groaned. “It’s always something.”
I held up the bow for the girls to see. The bowstring was embedded about a third of

the way up the back of the arrow. The bow had so much power it had split the arrow at
the notch and the bowstring ripped straight through the sinew holding the fletching. 

“Wow,” Voss said, sincerely impressed. 
“That’s, uh… real impressive, boss.” Nira grinned. 
Yxlyn just blinked, staring at the damaged arrow.
“This is solvable,” I said, my brain already working on solutions. “There’s an old

engineering adage; ‘If it ain’t broke, you’re not trying hard enough.’”
That got a laugh from Nira, and bemused giggling from Yxlyn. Voss just looked

confused, the academic in her probably taking it too literally.
“Before you get too comfortable,” Nira said as I started to sit down. “We have some

experiments to perform.”
I looked at her questioningly, my brain already working on the arrow problem.
“Now, while you’re still on cooldown, and again in an hour if it doesn’t work.” She

smiled.
“Oh, that,” I chuckled and glanced at the sky. We were into dusk now and Voss and I

were relying more on the fire than twilight to work the clay. “This isn’t the last time
today I’ll use Enhance. Let’s get this water jug shaped and drying by the fire. Then I’ll
enhance it and we can… experiment. In the meantime, Nira, teach us your hunting hand
gestures.”
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CHAPTER EIGHT

I took the final watch, and sat on the ledge mulling over solutions to our arrow
problem while I listened to the forest and stared at the stars. Even with the possibility of
swooping death and hostile abductees scaling the cliffs, it was beyond serene. If I ever
got back to Earth, my very next project was going to be building a cabin out on the side
of a mountain somewhere. Near a lake. 

In a non-extradition country.
The problem with the arrows was simple. The bowstring was acting like a wedge and

splitting the wood down the grain. The nocks we’d cut into the branches were just done
on the edge of a stone, leaving a ninety degree angle that focused the splitting force of
the bowstring. 

My first thought was to harden the back end of the arrow with fire like we had with
the tips, but I honestly didn’t know if that would help or if it would make the arrow more
likely to split. Plus it would be difficult to do without setting the feathers on fire. I could
prep a bunch of new arrows now that we had additional sinew from the rabbit, but I was
hoping for a way to easily mod our existing batch. 

With a regular wooden arrow, overcoming issues with the grain is as simple as cutting
the end flat and affixing a pronged cap to it. I briefly considered trying something like
that with clay, but discounted the idea almost immediately. It would require tedious
production. Every piece would have to be fired in a kiln to have a chance of not coming
apart under the force of the bowstring, plus I couldn’t think of a good way to affix them,
although the sap I had enhanced for my hacksaw was pretty damn strong, and that was
when my skill was level 1. 

A band around the back of the arrow might work. Just a little extra sinew on each
one. Hmm, maybe a nail. No metal for nails. A dowel? Something with the grain going
the other way. 

I pinched the bridge of my nose and stood up to pace for a bit. It’s not like I had
never fallen asleep dreaming of ways to fine-tune some project or other, and I would
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never fallen asleep dreaming of ways to fine-tune some project or other, and I would

never forgive myself if I drifted off and something happened to any of the girls.
My pacing brought me to Yxlyn’s backpack. It was made entirely out of grass and

leaves. Granted, it had been enhanced by my abilities, but I’d been surprised at its
strength even before that. 

Maybe there was a simple solution. Nothing like a little experimentation to keep me
awake. I grabbed a few arrows and the hacksaw, then proceeded to widen the nock a bit
on each one. The small round vine I’d used to make the saw changed the shape of the
nock from a roughly 90 degree wedge to a U-shape. 

That might have been enough, but I suspected that would only help with certain
arrows. Ideally, all our arrows would be made from the same kind of wood, which would
help to keep the flight characteristics predictable, but finding perfectly straight branches
meant having to be a little less picky when it came to source material. 

The next thing I needed was something flat and fibrous, like grass. I briefly
considered climbing down the cliff and grabbing a handful from the base of the mesa, but
the paranoid in me kept me from attempting it. If someone did know where we were and
was close by enough to take advantage of my absence, they could get onto the alcove and
untie or cut the vine. With the vine by the waterfall coiled up on the ledge, that would
leave me with no way back up except for running to the tree Nira and I had originally
climbed. I figured it would take me twelve to fifteen minutes to get back to the cave if I
went all out, and that was assuming I didn’t encounter trouble while running through a
pitch black forest teeming with dinosaurs.

Instead I rummaged around the stick pile a bit more, then wandered over to the trees
where I found a small pile of scraps left over from the second bag Yxlyn had been
making. I picked through that until I found what I was looking for. 

I didn’t have much sap left in the seashell, but I didn’t need a lot, and we had enough
sticks up on the ledge now that I could easily find a few beads of it here and there. 

I took a blade of grass and cut a square-ish patch from it. I coated the back of the
patch with sap, then pressed it into the widened nock on one of the arrows, being sure to
align the grain of the grass perpendicular to the bowstring. Once I was sure the sap
would hold, I trimmed any excess grass away using the razor-sharp suchomimus-tooth
karambit blade. 

I was confident the U-shaped nock reinforced with the grass fibers would improve, if
not solve, the issue with the arrows. It still might come down to the kind of wood each
arrow was made from, but if that was the case, we could sort the arrows in the quivers to
ensure the best results. 

I wanted to test fire the bow, but it made quite a lot of noise, and I didn’t want to
wake the girls if I could avoid it. 

That started me thinking about how to quiet the bow down. Not that it would ever be
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That started me thinking about how to quiet the bow down. Not that it would ever be

silent, but reducing the noise would reduce vibration and make it easier to shoot and
probably more consistent to aim, especially at longer ranges. 

I did have a few hours until sun up, and my Enhance skill was sitting idle.

*          *          *          *          *

Yxlyn woke just as the sun was barely starting to rise. She crawled out of the cave as
I was adding some wood to the fire, which we had left simmering all night. 

“S-Sam?” Yxlyn asked, rubbing her eyes and looking at the sky. “It’s morning. You
didn’t wake me for my watch?”

I shook my head. “I knew the sleep would help your wrist, and uh, heh. If I’m honest,
I was having fun making things.” I grinned sheepishly. “I can’t use Enhance while I’m
sleeping.”

My undershirt was still in the cave being used as a pillow, so she curled up in my
arms while we waited for the fire to grow. 

“It does look like you had a productive night,” she said sleepily as she eyed the bow.
I had added a stabilizer to the bottom half of the grip. It was nothing more than an

unenhanced bit of branch with a knot at the end, jutting about eighteen inches out. The
weight would keep the bow from jumping when it was fired, as well as pull some of the
vibration away from the grip. 

I had also used a bit of sinew to tie some tufts of prehistoric rabbit fur to the top and
bottom third of the bowstring. That would slightly dampen the whipcrack noise of the
string cutting through the air. I knew they would lessen the power of the bow a bit, but it
would be an infinitesimal amount, and the reduction in noise was worth it.  

“I hope so. I think I solved the problem with the arrows as well.” I gestured to the
two quivers. One had been filled with my modified arrows, though I still didn’t know
what kind of wood was going to work best. We would have to figure that out as we went.

“I also made a new knife, enhanced an old knife, and I enhanced the taller of the two
water carriers. Level 2 Enhance is quite a bit better.” I held up the knives for Yxlyn to
see. One was another karambit blade. Like the first one, it too was made from a
suchomimus tooth, but I had put more effort into improving the grip, adding a more
pronounced guard, and I even remembered a hole for a lanyard. The blade on the first
one was still razor sharp, which that was tough to improve on, so I’d concentrated on
making this blade even stronger than the first. 

The second knife was actually the stone Bowie knife, the one I’d made from a kind
of triangular, football-shaped rock I’d found back at the stream the first day with Nira.
I’d hit it with my power a second time, using the ability to examine its structure and
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I’d hit it with my power a second time, using the ability to examine its structure and
ferret out flaws. The original rock had been quartzite, and had looked like sand-colored
granite, though I wasn’t sure what the double-enhanced knife was composed of now. 

The handle and spine still looked much like the original rock, but had more
crystalline flecks in it than I remembered the raw rock having. The blade now looked
almost like silty water that had frozen solid. It wasn’t see through, but the thinner it got,
the less it looked like polished stone and the more it looked like crystal with particles of
glitter suspended throughout.

It was incredibly hard and sharp, though I was hesitant to call it diamond-like quite
yet. Maybe by the time Enhance got to level 3 or 4, though if that was the case, what the
heck would I be able to turn a rock or stick into at level 10? It was possible I’d be into a
realm of materials beyond my experience well before then. 

The only problem with the new knife was that it was now way too sharp to try and
carry around without a sheath. Fortunately I knew a good sheath-smith. 

“How is your wrist?” I asked, pulling Yxlyn in for a tight hug. 
“Okay, I think. A little swollen, but it only really hurts when I forget that it’s injured

and start bending it around,” she sighed. “As long as I keep the splint on, it doesn’t really
bother me.” She snuggled into me and leaned her head against my chest. 

“It’s too bad we don’t have any aspirin,” I mused. “You know, I think the bark of
willow trees has aspirin in it. Or… the active ingredient, anyway.”

Yxlyn giggled. “It doesn’t hurt enough for me to want to chew on bark.” 
“Fair enough.” I chuckled, bouncing her head against my pecs. 
Voss woke shortly thereafter and greeted us, handing my undershirt to Yxlyn. She

then proceeded to do what I assumed were the Macalaren exercises she’d spoken of the
previous morning. It started off with some basic stretching, then moved into what was
basically Tai Chi for about ten minutes. After that she started doing bicycle crunches,
then pushups, mountain climbers, then finished it off with some lunges and squat jumps. 

As she was still clad in her now dark orange lingerie, I tried to watch with polite
interest but without staring.

My relationship trajectory with Voss seemed to be a foregone conclusion, but we
weren’t there yet. I didn’t want to rush what already felt like an accelerated timeline, so
once she started doing the squat jumps I decided it was time to turn around. 

Instead, I watched Yxlyn’s eyes track her up and down while trying to ignore the
little tennis grunts Voss emitted with each jump. 

“Oh my,” Yxlyn whispered. “Her bra is not made for that.”
I bit down on my lips to keep from laughing and gave Yxlyn an admonishing

squeeze. 
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Voss sat down next to us, slightly winded, but not quite sweaty. “I usually do that
several times a day. It gets the blood flowing and balances the humors. It’s also a good
pick me up after spending hours bent over a dusty tome in a quiet library.”

“Humors?” Yxlyn asked.
Voss nodded. “It is the fluids of the body that account for health and temperament.

When they are out of balance, you can experience dizziness, foul moods, forgetfulness,
exhaustion, unprovoked lusts, et cetera.”

“Oh,” Yxlyn said, sounding politely unconvinced. “My people don’t have anything
like that.”

“How curious,” Voss said. “Surely you have blood, bile, ichor and the like?”
“Oh, of course there’s, uh…f-fluid in our bodies.” Yxlyn glanced at me for help.
“Surely you could see that having too much blood could cause high blood pressure,

dizziness or arousal, yes?” Voss said, clearly enjoying being in lecture mode.
“Um… I… uh, I suppose.” Yxlyn frowned.
Voss nodded, pleased with herself. “It is a curious branch of science, in that once

explained, the logic behind it seems almost self-evident.”
She studied the both of us for a moment, realizing we hadn’t quite converted over to

her point of view. “You are not convinced?”
“It, uh…” I didn’t see the value of getting into this at the moment, but I couldn’t

think of a good way to deflect the conversation. “It’s not what the science of my world
accepts, but we’re all different species, and none of us are doctors so… I think maybe
our time would be better spent on planning our meeting this afternoon?”

Voss considered me for a moment, then glanced at the pimped-out compound bow
next to me. “Your people seem quite advanced, Sam.” She smiled coyly. “I would be
interested to learn whatever medical knowledge you have… but I concede your point
that our meeting this afternoon is more pressing.” 

I smiled back. I was certain she wanted to debate the finer points of humorism with
me, but was attempting to moderate her desire to do so.

“Let’s get Nira up, and we can do some more planning and prep.” I nodded.
We woke Nira with some effort. Taking first watch left her mildly sleep-deprived and

equally grumpy, but at least the reheated neanderabbit was better tasting than reheated
jurrasicondor. 

Once everyone had some food in them, I hopped up and grabbed the bow. 
“So, I worked on this a bit last night, and I think I solved the arrow problem. I didn’t

test fire it though, because it’s still probably pretty loud and I didn’t want to wake you
guys.”
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“I believe in you, Sam!” Yxlyn cheered.
I smiled, then quickly explained what I did to the arrows and the bow, then took a

few steps back.
“If this doesn’t work, I guess I’ll have to start enhancing the arrows.” I half-joked. 
I aimed at the tree in the corner of the alcove like we’d practiced yesterday, and let

fly. 
The arrow didn’t explode. The altered and reinforced knock did the trick, and the

arrow hit the tree so hard it sunk several inches into the wood. 
“Wow!” Yxlyn hopped up and ran over to examine the tree. 
We all gathered around to take a look, and when I tried to pull the arrow out, it

wouldn’t budge. I handed the bow to Voss and tried to pry the arrow out of the trunk
with both hands. I thought I’d started to make progress when the shaft snapped, leaving
at least two inches of the arrow inside the tree. 

“Hah hah, whoops.” I held up the remains of the shaft for everyone to see. “You want
to take a few test shots with that, Voss? It should be your bow since you’re the best
shot.”

Voss held the bow reverently and shook her head. “Sam, this device is marvelous.
You should be the one to wield it.”

I held my hand up. “You’re the better shot. We all confirmed that yesterday when we
were practicing. And while I’m nowhere near as good with a spear as Nira, my physical
strength makes me the best choice to back her up. I don’t want to be precious with our
tools. We need to deploy them with maximum efficiency.”

Voss turned the bow over in her hand to study it. “What you say makes sense. I
zuppose I am curious to fire it at least once.”

I smiled and handed her an arrow. “I only made a dozen of these last night… er,
there’s only eleven now, since I didn’t know if my solution would work. We should be
able to convert a few more before we head down to the pond today.”

“I think we could do all the arrows by then, Sam,” Yxlyn said. 
“We only need one quivers worth,” I said. “At least for now. The regular arrows work

just fine with the recurve bow.”
Voss pinched the arrow I’d given her against the grip with her left hand. It was

angled so that she could quickly draw it right into the string, but instead of doing so, she
merely held it there and gave the bow a dry test draw. 

“The draw seems rather high…” she said, struggling with the bowstring. 
“Keep pulling.” I smiled. 
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“I don’t think I’ll be able to… whoa!” Voss exclaimed as the cams kicked in and the
draw weight lessened dramatically, allowing her to fully draw the string with minimal
effort.

“The power… of science!” I announced dramatically, pointing at the cams. “Don’t,
uh… don’t dry fire the bow, though. It’s bad for the cams.”

Voss nodded and slowly released the string. “Since we are unlikely to recover arrows
fired at the tree here, I would like to practice shooting at a greater range.” She turned and
faced the forest beyond the mesa. 

“Okay, that’s a good idea.” I pointed at the trunk of a sequoia fifty feet away. “The
arrows will fly faster than ones shot from a recurve, so they’ll have a flatter trajectory.”

Voss nodded her understanding and nocked her arrow. We all stepped back to give
her room, then watched as she took aim. She used her Kyudo technique, lowering the
bow as she drew, which seemed to help with the initial draw weight quite a bit. She held
the draw for a moment as she aimed, then fired.

The arrow flew like a bullet and slammed into the tree with a satisfying thwack. The
sequoia was literally the width of a barn door, so no one had expected her to miss, but the
speed of the arrow had been impressive. 

I grabbed my fifty pound recurve bow and an unmodified arrow and told her to take
another shot alongside me. She nodded, took aim, then I counted down from three to
zero and we both fired at the same time. After eyeballing the results, we estimated her
arrow had flown at least thirty percent faster. 

A number of improperly done high fives followed, then we sat down to decide what
projects needed to be worked on before our meeting. 

“Let’s get some water first.” I rapped my knuckles on the tall water jug. 
It had the diameter of a two-liter soda bottle, but was tall enough to hold roughly two

gallons. The base was flared so that it would stand easily without tipping, and the lip was
pinched down to the size of a soda can to minimize the amount of water that sloshed out. 

Clay, it turned out, was easy to reshape, at least with Enhance at level 2. I’d
strengthened the whole thing and was fairly certain it was now sturdier and less brittle
than a properly fired pot. For that reason I’d added loops at the top to feed some rope
through. My thinking was that I could build a second tall jug and some sort of yoke, then
balance it across my shoulders. Failing that, I’d made the holes large enough to shove an
old spear through them.

“I can go.” Nira volunteered. 
“I think now that there’s four of us, we should always travel in pairs. With exceptions

for Yxlyn scouting.” I nodded to the translucent girl.
Nira shrugged. “That’s sensible. Come on, Voss. Grab that death machine and you
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Nira shrugged. “That’s sensible. Come on, Voss. Grab that death machine and you

can guard me while I carry the water.” Nira gestured to the compound bow.
“Okay.” Voss popped to her feet, strapped the quiver of modified arrows to her thigh,

and they both edged around the side of the cliff. 
I grabbed Yxlyn for a quick snuggle, then we started working on some projects. I

asked her to finish the backpack for Nira, then work on a sheath for my knife, something
I could strap to my leg or around my back. She nodded and scampered down the cliff to
gather up some leaves to work with. 

I spent some time whittling some of the branches from the pile into punji sticks.
Whether or not we situated Voss in a tree or just hid her behind a bush, I wanted
something between her and any other abductees we were going to encounter at noon. 

Nira and Voss returned with the water, Yxlyn and I got a drink, then we all worked
on projects for a while. 

Voss spent some time repairing the rent up the back of her robes using grass for
thread. She used the long grasses from the savanna, but tied each stitch off in groups of
three so the whole thing wouldn’t come undone when the grass inevitably began to dry
and split. 

Nira and I worked on modifying another dozen arrows, Yxlyn finished the sheath for
my stowie knife, which was really just some large leaves folded over, trimmed to the
right size, and stitched into a simple, snug pouch. She did the same for the new karambit
blade, and used some of the leftover bowstring as a lanyard.

We still had several hours till noon. We’d planned on showing up early to scout and
set up, but we had some more prep to do first. We went over hand signals again. See,
hear, attack, hold, scatter, numbers; the works. Mostly we used Nira’s hunting gestures,
but we came up with a few more we thought we might need, as well as modified some of
Nira’s.

In addition to Deep Speak and hand signals, her people also had a very simplistic
form of communication using their bioluminescence, but that didn’t really help, as the
rest of us couldn’t do it, compounded by the fact that the glow wasn’t bright enough to
see above water in the middle of the day.

Then we came to the part of the discussion that I knew Nira would broach.
“I don’t like having to keep watch in shifts,” she grumped. “I understand it’s a

sensible precaution, but it does confirm one theory we had about Sam’s power. The timer
on our enhanced powers doesn’t start until he stops touching us, or is at least on pause
while he’s touching us. With him taking the final watch last night, my power reverted
back to Spark. I’m sure you’re the same way, Yxlyn.”

Yxlyn pulled up her screen and studied it. “Um, actually I still have about a third of
the timer full on Vanish.”
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“Really?” I asked, surprised. “I didn’t wake you last night for your watch, so that was
three-ish hours, and we’ve been up for nearly an hour now.” 

“Perhaps the charge on your upgraded power lasts longer?” Voss suggested. 
“Hmm, that would be immensely useful.” I scratched my neck. “I guess that’s

something we’ll have to keep an eye on.” 
I was starting to get a lot of stubble around my beard, so on a whim, I decided to tidy

it up. I stood, walked over to the water jug to splash some of it on my neck, then pulled
my knife out of its new sheath.

“S-Sam, what are you doing?” Nira yelped as I brought the knife up to my throat.
“Huh?” I glanced at the knife and chuckled, having forgotten that seera had no hair

on their bodies at all. Shaving wouldn’t be a thing on her world. “I was going to shave
some of this stubble off my neck, it’s getting itchy. Here, watch.”

I knelt down in front of her and turned my head so she could see, then carefully
dragged the razor-sharp knife across the stubble. 

It occurred to me that shaving with a hand-made stone Bowie knife was about the
manliest thing I’d ever done. I could probably only exceed this if I was in the process of
impregnating someone, all the while building a meat smoker without looking at the
instructions.

Nira, on the other hand, looked terrified as she watched me drag the big knife across
my throat. 

“This is how you… shear yourself? What if you slip?” she asked with wide eyes.
“He’s shaving. Not shearing,” Voss corrected.
“Well, normally I’d use a much smaller blade with a safety guide on it.” I pulled the

knife away to show her the stubble collected on the blade. “But it hadn’t occurred to me
to make something like that yet.” 

Nira studied the stubble with a worried look. “You’ve never… shaved with a giant
homemade knife before?” 

“I usually have a mirror, too, and some lubricating soap to help the blade slide over
my skin, but we don’t have anything like that yet.” I grinned and wiped the blade on my
boxers. 

Nira’s brow furrowed at my flippancy, then put her hands over her mouth and made a
worried groan while she watched as I carefully finished shaving my throat. 

The stubble gathering on my cheeks above my beard would have to wait untill I had a
smaller blade ready. The karambits might have worked if I’d had a mirror, but they were
curved the wrong way. 

“Should we make zoap?” Voss asked. 
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“Soap would be nice,” Yxlyn said quietly.
“Do you know how?” I asked Voss.
Voss looked at me curiously. “Do you not?”
“Well, not off the top of my head—”
Voss suddenly blushed furiously. “By the First Kingdom! That was very disrespectful

of me! I’m zo zorry zur!”
I laughed and held up a hand. “It’s fine, Voss. My civilization is advanced enough

that commodities like soap are made in factories which are usually far from where the
majority of my people live. I can simply walk into any grocery store and buy soap
whenever I want. I’ve never seen it made or had cause to try and produce it myself.”

“I understand that, zur, but you are our leader and—”
“Voss, it’s fine, really. I appreciate that your society probably has more investment in

hierarchy than any of ours do, but hopefully you recognize that I’m not some thin-
skinned noble who’s going to lose his temper if you have the occasional good-natured
dig at me.”

“Yes, zur.” Voss seemed a bit flustered. “That is quite evident. I am simply used to
paying much more respect to… um…” She glanced at me, then off to the side. “Thank
you for your patience while I continue to adjust, Sam.”

“Of course, Voss,” I reassured her. “As for soap, do we just mix fat and lye in a pot
and, what, cook it? Let it cure?” I asked. 

“Essentially, yes. I might need to experiment with the exact ratios, but I should be
able to produce zomething serviceable with a few tries.” 

“Okay. Well, we would need pots first.” I rapped my knuckles against the water jug.
“I suppose I could enhance each clay piece we make, but it would be much more
efficient to have a kiln, and before we do that, we need more space to grow into.”

“Before we do that, we need to have this meeting,” Nira said, delicately rubbing her
fingers over my relatively smooth throat. “And before we do that, we need to prepare.”

“That’s what we have been…” I stopped, realizing what she meant. “You mean I
need to prepare you and Yxlyn.”

“You make it sound like such a chore.” Nira smirked. 
“You know I don’t think that. I just… like I said last night, I don’t like the idea of

tactical intercourse,” I said.
“You think it should be more sensuous and meaningful?” Nira asked.
“Ideally.”
“What about spontaneous?” She tilted her head.
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“Sure, that can be nice too—” I was cut off as Nira crawled on top of me for a kiss,
pushing me onto my back and nearly knocking over the water jug in the process. 

“Spontaneous enough for you?” she asked, breaking the kiss just long enough to pull
her top off.

“Nira!” I barked, but was interrupted as she looked over to Yxlyn and Voss.
“You two are welcome to stay and watch, or you can go down the rope and collect

sticks and sap.” She grinned then pushed her lips back onto mine.
Voss quickly scooped up the bow and slung it around her shoulder. “We have our

shopping list, Yxlyn. Shall we go?”
The teal girl glanced back at us as she disappeared down the rope. Her expression

was a mix of embarrassment, apprehension, and curiosity.
Yxlyn carefully unwrapped her splint and walked to the edge of the cliff. “Let us

know when you’re done.” She smiled her Cheshire grin and clamored over the side.
“Oh, you’ll know when I’m done.” Nira called after her, tugging off my boxers.
I couldn’t help but grin at her enthusiasm. Now that we didn’t have an audience, I

relaxed and allowed myself to enjoy her eager flesh as it pressed against me, quickly
pushing down her boy shorts and kissing her breasts. 

If there’s one advantage with being with a tall woman, it’s that her breasts are so
much closer to your lips while she straddles you. Much less core work to get one in your
mouth.

Nira stroked my growing erection while continuing to kiss me. I slid one hand up and
down her back and thigh, squeezing her firm ass on each pass, while the other hand
kneaded her breast. It didn’t take long for me to be ready, but instead of putting me
inside her, Nira laid my erection on my stomach and straddled it. She slid her hips up and
down the underside of my cock, leaving it glistening with her arousal.

I’d never gotten a pussy-job before, but it felt amazing. Nira obviously enjoyed it
immensely as well, as her thighs started to quiver after only a few minutes of rubbing. I
spent the time lavishing her lips, neck and breasts with kisses. 

“As frustrated as I get with how delicately you treat Voss,” Nira panted, grinding her
clit into my cock, “>pant< I have to grudgingly admit your caring nature makes me like
you even more.” 

I started to respond, but Nira buried her tongue in my mouth and increased the
urgency of the movement of her hips. 

“Even still,” she gasped hotly into my mouth. “I wish you would spend a whole day
just taking turns with all three of us.”

Nira punctuated her thought by sliding herself to the tip of my cock, then with a tilt
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Nira punctuated her thought by sliding herself to the tip of my cock, then with a tilt

of her hips, she plunged herself down, fully engulfing me inside her. The change in
sensations from having her pubic bone roughly rubbed against me, to being fully
enveloped in her silky, tight, slippery heat was almost enough to set me off. 

It was certainly enough for her. She sank fully onto me and her hand flew to her
pussy. She had barely touched her clit when she fastened her lips over mine and
screamed into my mouth so hard it rattled my teeth. I concentrated on that instead of her
sex spasming and pulsing around me, trying to make this encounter last longer than a few
minutes.

She sagged on top of me when she’d finished, panting into my neck for several
moments. “Did… >huff< did you finish?” 

I shook my head, trailing a finger down her spine. “Almost, but I want to feel you
come one more time before I do.”

She sat up and gave me a hard look. “It’s like swimming upstream with you. Getting
you started is so much work…”

“I know, it’s like getting a kid to take a bath.” I grinned and gently kneaded her
breasts.

“What?” she laughed. 
Damn, it felt good when her insides jerked like that.
“Getting a child to take a bath? You have to chase them around or promise rewards or

threaten them or even just physically put them in the bath, but once they’re in there, they
never want to come out?” It was my turn to chuckle. “I guess it’s less of an issue with an
aquatic species.”

“You humans are a weird lot, Sam.” She lifted herself off me then knelt on her knees
and elbows beside me. “You’re doing all the work this time.”

“Fair enough,” I said as I pivoted myself behind her and took a firm hold of her hips.
Without my mouth to cover hers, the ‘Nira signal’ went out loud and clear this time

around. Fortunately, her finish triggered mine, and a moment later we fell forward on the
rock with me half on top and half spooning her. 

“I hope you know that my reluctance—” I started.
“Yes, yes. Feelings, privacy.” Her eyes rolled as she turned her head to kiss me. She

was flexible enough that our lips easily met, even though I was still spooning her. “This
cave is very safe, but you’re right, we need room to grow. Especially if this person who
wants to meet us is looking to join up.”

“Assuming it’s a single person.” I frowned.
“You think it’s a group?”
“All we can do is make educated guesses and prepare for the worst,” I said.
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“Well, they’re in for a surprise if they try something now.” She patted her white
tummy to indicate her prepared state.

I laid my hand on hers. “What if their ability is to make us fall asleep or go blind?” 
“Oh, hmm. I hadn’t thought of that,” she said, chewing a lip. 
“That’s why it’s just going to be me out in the open, and the rest of you hiding around

the clearing.” 
“I don’t like that plan, but… I can’t think of a better one.” She flipped her hand over

and interlaced her fingers with mine.
“With just the four of us and with limited time to prepare, we have only so many

options.”
“We could just send Yxlyn!” Nira squirmed onto her side so she could face me. “See

who shows up, and have her track them back to their camp. Then we’d have so much
more information to work with.”

I sat up and crossed my legs. “I had thought about that…” I frowned. “But who
knows how long she’d be tracking them, or how far.” I shook my head. “I’d be going out
of my mind while we waited for her to come back, wondering if she somehow got
detected and captured.”

Nira sat up as well, stretching one leg out to scoot her boyshorts closer to her with her
toes. “Yeah,” she whispered. “I’d feel pretty guilty if anything happened to her. I still
don’t like the plan.”

I nodded as I watched her dress. 
She pulled her top over her head and regarded me. “You not dressing yet?”
I smiled. “Send Yxlyn up, would you?”
“Look at you with the impressive refractory period!” Nira beamed, flashing her broad

teeth.
“Clean air and beautiful company.” I smiled back.
And possibly alien hardware in my brain.
 
*          *          *          *          *

My time with Yxlyn was much more tender and sensual than it was with Nira, which
made her incredibly intense, almost panicked orgasms all the more arousing. 

After we finished, I spent almost as much time doing post-play as I had with foreplay,
lying with her on the ground, kissing her and stroking her skin.
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“Sam?” she sighed dreamily.
“Yes, Yxs?”
“Can we do that again? Sometime soon?” 
“I would love to, Yxs,” I said, kissing the top of her chest. “Anytime you want. I love

making you feel good.”
She looked up, and with her large eyes so close to my face it made her appear slightly

cross-eyed and extra cute. “I… I make you feel good, too, right?” She chewed her lip
insecurely, but I saw an expectant grin on the edges of her mouth. This close I could
make out the subtle quirks of her expressions. 

“You feel amazing, outside and in, Yxs, and you make me feel amazing.” I smiled
and tickled her tummy.

She giggled and slapped at my hand. “Okay, good. You, um… you don’t make a lot
of noise, so I was wondering. Much less than me or… well, I was going to say less noise
than Nira, but I’ve heard brass bands that make less noise than her.”

I burst out laughing before I could slap a hand over my mouth, making Yxlyn join in
with a round of giggling.

“That’s just how men are for some reason,” I chuckled, wiping a tear from my eye. 
I saw the rope hanging over the edge of the cliff go taut and heard Nira grunting her

way up the cliff. 
“We should… uh, I should get dressed.” I patted Yxlyn on the thigh and stood up,

offering her a hand.
She stood with my help, then tilted her head back for a kiss. I leaned down and

obliged her, then scooped up my boxers and quickly tugged them on.
Nira clambered over the ledge. “What? What’d I miss?”
“Oh, uh, we were just… complimenting you on your, uh…” I glanced at Yxlyn

questioningly. 
“I think Voss might describe it as ‘carnal emotiveness,’” Yxlyn said, pinching her lips

around a smile.
Nira arched an eyebrow. “You’re saying I’m loud?” 
“N-not as an insult!” The nearly invisible girl waved her hands in front of her.
“Relax, Yxlyn, I know I’m loud, but it’s only because Sam is so skilled.” She hip

checked me as I walked past her to peer over the cliff.
Nira and Yxlyn continued chatting as I watched Voss inch her way up the rope.
“Voss? Would you like me to help pull you up?” I asked. She was only about ten feet

from the top, but was obviously struggling.
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“Thank you, Sam, but…” She paused to pant. “I think I can make it.” She pulled
herself up to the next handhold knot with a grunt. “I need to get -unf- stronger zo I can
do this reliably on my own.”

“Okay,” I smiled, then watched her muscle herself the rest of the way up. 
When she got to the top, she stared at the ledge, obviously tapped out with a

frustrated crease on her forehead. 
“Would you mind helping me over the edge please?” she panted, anxiously looking

back down over her shoulder to the ground forty feet below.
She took my offered hand, and I easily pulled her up into a standing position. The

teal woman squealed as I lifted her, then teetered when her feet touched down, so I
quickly wrapped my arm around her waist and pulled her away from the edge. 

She stared up at me wide-eyed, then looked back down the cliff. “Thank you.”
“That was my fault for setting you so close to the edge,” I said. Her robe was still

being repaired, so she was still in just her bra and panties. There was nothing to hide the
swell of her chest as she pressed against my bare torso.

I pulled my eyes back to her face and realized she’d caught me looking. 
“I’m sorry, Voss, I don’t mean to crowd you—” I started to step away, but she

unexpectedly tightened the arm around my waist. 
“Wait! I…” she started to say, then glanced up at me self-consciously. She stared

nervously for a moment, and I quietly waited for her to mentally resolve whatever
turmoil was churning in her head.

I realized Nira and Yxlyn had stopped talking, so I quickly glanced behind me. Nira
had frozen in place midway through poking at the fire, a grin slowly creeping across her
cheeks.

Yxlyn looked at us and then at Nira before grabbing Nira’s cheek in an attempt to
turn her away from the scene. Nira resisted for a few tugs before relenting, giving Voss
and I the pretense of privacy. 

“It’s okay, Sam,” Voss reassured me. “I know your intentions are honorable.” She
paused and bit her lip. “Even when your actions are not… entirely chaste.” She smiled
and blushed deeply into a lovely shade of violet. “You are only male, after all.”

I grinned and took the opportunity to pass my eyes down her body again. Her blush
extended down her décolletage, making the light blue freckles dappling her breasts and
cleavage more prominent. For a moment I had a crazy urge to lean down and start
kissing each and every one of them. 

I looked back up at her eyes and realized she was holding her breath. 
A few seconds that felt like minutes passed as I watched Voss’s blush slowly deepen. 
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I saw a flash in my vision, similar to when Enhance came off cooldown, but I didn’t
think it was time to check at the moment.

“I may not be quite as pure as…” I started to say, but stopped when I saw her face
tighten. “Voss?” I quickly asked. “Are you okay?”

She lowered her eyes for a moment, and I felt a tremble go through her. “I… I wish
to… replace the memories…” She trailed off and her grip tightened on my shoulders. “I
wish to create new memories… with you, but… you are a better man than I deserve.”

“What? That’s crazy, Voss, what makes you think that?” I tried to lift her chin up
with a finger, but she turned her head away from me.

“I am… no longer a maiden,” she whispered, and I saw tears spill down her teal
cheek.

“What? Voss, I don’t care about that,” I blurted out before I could think. 
Her head snapped up.
“What I mean is, I’m sorry for what happened, but it doesn’t change how I feel about

you.”
“But… my… my maidenhead…” she whispered.
I chuckled despite myself. “Voss, that’s just a piece of tissue… well, in human

women it is, but the state of it has nothing to do with virginity.”
“What? But that—” Voss started, but I shook my head.
“A lot of activities can damage it besides sex. Horseback riding, certain sports,

stretching, self… uh, satisfaction—”
“But I am impure!” Voss protested. 
“Voss, do you think I was the first man Nira slept with?”
Before Voss could consider the question, a loud “HAH!” came from the other side of

the fire. Voss shot Nira a look, and the dolphin woman had the decency to look mildly
sheepish as she glanced over her shoulder.

“Sorry to eavesdrop, but…” Nira gestured demonstratively around the limited space
in front of the cave. “Sam is right, Voss. He’s like my forty…” She trailed off, glanced at
the sky for a moment, half-squinted one eye, then started counting on her fingers. “Does
it count if you’re only using your—” she started to ask.

“I beg you to table that discussion for now.” I interrupted, holding my hand up. 
Thankfully she closed her mouth with a click of her teeth and sat with an impish

smile.
“The point is, Voss,” I took her shoulders and looked straight into her eyes.

“Physical… virtue might be a big deal in your culture, but it means nothing to me. You
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“Physical… virtue might be a big deal in your culture, but it means nothing to me. You

are not tarnished, unclean, or impure. You are skilled, industrious, resilient, beautiful,
and undeniably brilliant. You are Voss, and you are amazing. If you want to be with me,
or even just explore that possibility, then I’m honored, and it makes no difference to me
if I’m your first suitor or your hundredth.”

Voss stared at me wide-eyed as I spoke, and as soon as I finished, she stood on her
tip-toes and pressed her pale blue lips to mine as a new river of tears flowed down her
cheeks. 

I returned the kiss, wrapping my arms around her slender frame, and she leaned into
me, crossing both of her shaky arms behind my neck.

She tasted of something I couldn’t quite put my finger on. Sage and sweet lemons,
perhaps. The elusiveness of it encouraged me to explore her lips and tongue further with
an enthusiasm she returned. 

When she finally broke the kiss, she didn’t pull back, instead staying pressed against
me with her lips tickling my own. 

“That was my first kiss,” she whispered into my mouth. 
“I hope it was everything you dreamed,” I said sincerely.
Down boy.
She laughed, but I saw her face tighten as she tried to dam the next wave of tears. 
“Oh, Voss, I didn’t—”
She quickly shook her head and wiped her eyes. “There are perhaps one or two minor

differences to how I imagined it.” She huffed out a forced laugh and looked up at me.
Her eyes were wet, but she looked genuinely happy. “I don’t zuppose you are an arch-
duke on your world? Perchance a viceroy?”

“No, uh… we don’t have anything like that in my country.”
“Three differences.” She began to laugh gingerly, but genuinely. 
I joined in and held her tightly until the laughing faded into tittering. I suddenly

realized I hadn’t heard a peep from the peanut gallery, and looked over at Nira and
Yxlyn.

Unsurprisingly, Nira was delighted and made no effort to hide it. What was surprising
was seeing Yxlyn standing next to her with a sweet smile on her face. 

More accurately, a sweet smile was floating in the air next to Nira. 
I released Voss but kept my hand on her back, and we walked over to the two

voyeurs. 
“We’re so going to win this game.” Nira held her hand out to Voss, prompting her for

one of the embellished high fives the girls were doing.
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“Nira’s told you about her theories regarding victory conditions?” I asked Voss as she
slowly extended her hand. 

“At some length, yes,” the teal woman said. “I am not fully persuaded, nor did I kiss
you for… ah, as you put it, tactical reasons.” She passively exchanged the high five-by-
five with Nira, then looked up at me. “I do genuinely like you, Sam. I admit there is a
great number of extraordinary factors at play regarding our… unusual and accelerated
courtship.” She quickly cast her eyes over Nira and Yxlyn. “Not the least of which is
coming to terms with the idea that I would be… sharing you.” She shook her head
slightly with a crooked smile on her face. “A month ago, I could never have imagined
zuch an arrangement, but now, in truth, that is the aspect I find myself the least
preoccupied with.”

She stepped away from me and held both hands to Yxlyn. “Dear Yxlyn, you’re
certain you are okay with this development?” 

Yxlyn looked at the offered gesture, then gingerly placed her hands in Voss’s. “I’m
sure, Voss. I want us all to be safe, and more than that, I want us all to be happy. Being
with Sam is so… lovely, and you deserve to be… held by someone who loves you.”

Voss’s eyes began to well up again, but she smiled and contained the tears with a tight
blink. “I would like that very much, Yxlyn.”

I stepped behind Voss and put my arms around her waist. “So, we need to get down
to the pond early and set up, but it’s…” I glanced up, guessing the time. It was mid-
morning, but the sky was graying with clouds, so it was hard to be more precise than
that. “I’d say we have three hours ‘till noon? What else do we prepare before we go?”

Nira’s eyebrows popped up and she looked at me. Then she looked at Voss, then back
at me, her eyebrows raising more, then back at Voss and back at me again, somehow
managing to elevate her eyebrows even further. 

I was tempted to let her keep going to see if she would sprain her forehead, but for
Voss’s sake I cut her off. 

“We’ve discussed this, Nira. Voss’s ability is very useful on its own—”
“Against a group.” She folded her arms over her chest. “Against a single person it

doesn’t do anything.”
“Against a single person, we have bows, spears, the Wrath and the Wraith. Unless

twenty people show up, I think we’ll be okay. I don’t want to jump straight from a kiss to
—”

“Yes, yes, tactical reasons, we know.” Nira waved me off. “Voss, do you have any
input here?”

“I, uh…” She turned her head to glance up at me. 
“Or would you like Sam’s… input?” Nira’s anticipatory grin made Voss blink and
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“Or would you like Sam’s… input?” Nira’s anticipatory grin made Voss blink and

pause.
“Oh!” Voss nodded. “Yes, I see! A double entendre. That was quite clever, Nira.”
Nira’s eyes went flat. 
“I agree with Sam,” Voss continued right on, ignoring Nira’s sulk. “On a number of

things, but I did have another idea.” 
“What is it, Voss?” I asked.
“This may be a foolish thought, but I got the idea when you complained about getting

your zocks wet. But then you cut the arm from your jumpsuit with ease, zo I thought it
was worth mentioning.” She gestured at me.

“I think you’re a few steps ahead of us.” I furrowed my brow.
“Well, I thought you could Enhance your zocks to keep them from getting wet…

zomehow. I’m not actually sure how that would work, but that led me to the next logical
step…”

“Holy shit!” I slapped my forehead. “How did I not think of that?”
“Think of what?” Yxlyn and Nira asked at the same time.
Voss extended her hands toward me in a Vanna White gesture.
I couldn’t keep the grin from my face. “I could Enhance my jumpsuit.”
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CHAPTER NINE

I’d been standing by the pond for around two hours, trying not to dwell on my wet
socks. I hadn’t actually stepped in the pond, but it had been raining for at least an hour.

Thankfully it wasn’t a downpour. I solidly categorized the precipitation as an
‘afternoon shower’ - just enough to make keeping the fire going a challenge. My spear
was stuck in the ground near me, and I’d been holding my recurve bow, but I finally
slung it on my back while I ran back and forth with the hand axe as I gathered fuel.
Eventually I chopped down three saplings, each fifteen-ish feet high, and leaned them
against each other over the fire ring to form a sloppy canopy. It caused a few large drops
to gather on the leaves and fall into the fire, but enough of the rain was channeled away
so that I was no longer fighting a losing battle. 

I had expected the predators to be out in force, using the weather to cover the noise
of their own hunting, but the pond was nearly abandoned at the moment. I’d seen two
groups of herbivores wander through and one troop of some medium-sized raptors pass
by. The fire had been starting to feel like it was more work than it was worth, but the
raptors had started eying me until I waved a burning branch at them, so I decided to keep
it going. 

I hadn’t seen any other movement for a while, and I felt weirdly alone. I knew Nira
was in the pond less than twenty feet from me, and Voss was positioned in the big oak
tree on our side of the waterfall. Yxlyn was supposed to be skulking around and
watching for anyone approaching, but when the rain started, we had to change our plans.
The rain made her entirely too easy to see, so instead she was in the tree with Voss
keeping watch. 

We all assumed that her enhanced Vanish skill would make her invisible even in the
rain, but we had no idea how long it lasted. Her only previous use of the skill lasted less
than a minute, ending when she got clipped by Ass-breath’s club. We guessed there was
a time limit and that also required some amount of concentration, so we didn’t want to
use it before we had to.

I kept glancing at the sky, thinking it was probably a little past noon, but the sun had
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I kept glancing at the sky, thinking it was probably a little past noon, but the sun had
been nothing but a diffuse glare through the cloud cover all morning. I debated calling it,
but the longer I waited, the more I was concerned that this whole thing had been a setup
to discover our numbers and tail us back to our camp. 

It was something we had discussed beforehand. I had a hand signal for ‘I’m going to
wander down the stream to throw off a tail, then circle around.’ Ideally Voss and Yxlyn
would be able to catch a glimpse of anyone following and act on a number of strategies
we’d come up with.

A few of those strategies involved what we would do if an overwhelming force
showed up. Mostly, they involved letting me get captured. None of the women were
happy about that, and frankly, neither was I, but I had to consider the possibility. I could
play along with a large group without putting the girls at risk, and I knew my own power
would make me a valuable asset to anyone trying to survive here. 

Then there was the possibility that some asshole might try and put an arrow through
me from behind the tree line, but following Voss’s suggestion, I had enhanced my
jumpsuit. I was fairly confident it was arrow-resistant now. 

‘Resistant’ being a hedge word that engineers liked. After a quick test, I knew the
outfit would now repel a fire hardened arrow, even one fired from my compound bow. I
might still wind up with a broken rib, but that was probably better than getting
punctured. If someone had an arrow tipped with flint or obsidian, well, I guess I’d find
out when the time was right. 

Enhancing the jumpsuit taught me one other important thing about my power. I could
change the color of things! My outfit was no longer orange covered with charcoal, dirt,
clay and grease. It looked like a hand-painted camo job with dark orange, brown and
black patches. Which was covered with charcoal, dirt, clay and grease. 

Maybe next time my level went up, I’d see if there was a dry-cleaning mode.
While I waited, I spent some of the time looking around my Eye-Q screen, seeing if I

could discover any useful tidbits we had all somehow missed. The first thing I noticed
was that the Assets tab was highlighted. I browsed to it and saw a mark next to ‘Women.’
Checking it revealed Voss’s name had been added below Yxlyn’s. 

That made me scratch my head for a moment before I suddenly suspected its
significance, as well as the timing of the flash I saw earlier just before Voss had kissed
me. 

There were a lot of implications if even half of what I suspected was right. The Eye-
Q computers could read our thoughts, or at least certain aspects of them. That wasn’t
really news; they would have to in order for our powers to work right. Some could
simply be activated, on or off, but shaping a stone a certain way or hardening it just like I
wanted required a deeper connection. 

It seemed that women were added to my list based on their prerogatives, intentional
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It seemed that women were added to my list based on their prerogatives, intentional

or not. It meant that our implants were communicating with each other, if not directly,
then through a server of some sort, where data was being gathered and probably
monitored by our abductors. 

I briefly wondered if they knew I was thinking about this, but quickly decided it
wasn’t worth worrying about. It wasn’t like I could do anything about that at the
moment.

It also meant that Nira had decided to sleep with me within about ten minutes of
meeting me, which… come to think of it, wasn’t the least bit surprising.

Yxlyn had confessed the same thing to me, but it didn’t explain why I didn’t notice
the flash in my vision when they were added to my list. Nira probably happened while
we were fending off or running from the ceratosauruses, maybe even when I had been
blinking dirt out of my eyes. 

Yxlyn could have joined Team Sam after we’d taken down the suchomimus, when
I’d been trying to clear my eyes after the lightning blast. Or maybe both of them had
decided I was a guy worth getting to know better after the dino-detonation.

I didn’t know if it was worth sitting down with the girls to discuss it. Considering
how awkward it would be for fully two-thirds of them, I decided to keep my hypothesis
to myself for now. 

What felt like another hour passed, and I was sure it was well past noon. I tried not to
second guess our interpretation of the cliff drawing. Maybe what we assumed was the
sun actually represented the moon, and they’d wanted to meet at midnight. Not that the
moon was at its highest point at midnight. Moons didn’t work like that, and this planet
had two anyway.

I was getting tired of standing in the rain, and if nothing else, we were going to clear
out before six hours had lapsed. Nira and Yxlyn weren’t sure, but it seemed the boost to
their abilities had seen a 50% increase in duration since I’d reached level two. 

I was starting to consider the ‘lead them away plan’ when I decided to try one more
thing.

“Nice weather we’re having!” I called out to the tree line loudly.
“It reminds me of home— oops,” a new voice called back. It probably belonged to a

female, but was quite a bit lower than even Nira’s who, despite her height, had a clearly
feminine pitch. A contralto, I supposed.

I was floored that had worked, and I could practically feel Voss and Yxlyn tense
behind me up in their tree.

I was a little upset that I’d had to wait here in the rain for so long, but that had given
me a lot of time to think about what to say, so I set aside my waterlogged grumpiness and
attempted a diplomatic approach. 



Tamer Enhancer 2

100

“Oh? Do you have dinosaurs on your world as well?” I asked, scanning the tree line
for any movement. 

“Dino… saurs?” came the reply. The rain wasn’t helping me zero in on the voice, but
I was pretty sure the speaker was up in a tree. “You mean the god lizards?” 

“I do. They’re from my world. I happen to know rather a lot about them,” I said
truthfully.

There was a long pause before she (I assumed) replied. “Your people must be mighty
warriors to survive on a world with those creatures.”

“We do alright. Would you like to come down here and talk? There’s no reason to
play coy anymore.” I gestured to the fire, and realized the water was winning the battle
against it. I walked around it to where I had some wood stacked against the cliff. They
were partially out of the rain there, but I slammed a log against the rock three times,
paused, then twice more. Ostensibly it was to shake off any extra water, but I was
actually signaling Nira. She had a limited view from down in the pond behind me,
especially with the rain dappling the surface. 

Plus I wanted to make sure she was still awake. I didn’t think she would just fall
asleep, but she had been floating weightless in the water for several hours. I couldn’t say
I wouldn’t have. 

The logs hissed and popped when I added them to the fire, but slowly began to catch.
“Where are the others?” the voice called back.
“Would you care to be more specific?” I asked. 
“There’s a lot of traffic around this watering hole, but finding humanoid footprints

among the other tracks is easy. Yours especially, with the pattern on your shoes. I know
you’re not the only one who’s been around here.”

“I met another abductee here a few days ago.” I called out. “He had a kill or be killed
attitude and… well, I’m still here. I understand that you might have similar concerns, but
I don’t want to kill anyone. We need to work together to try and survive this place.”

“Hah! You said ‘we!’” the voice said. “There are more than just you!”
“Maybe I meant ‘you and I.’”
“Oh.” The voice was quiet for a moment. “Well, maybe you didn’t.” It said with less

confidence. 
“Look,” I chuckled. “All I can say is that I have no interest in fighting, so if you want

to talk some more, let’s meet face to face. Otherwise, I would really like to get out of this
rain and dry off.”

There was another pause. “I’ve had bad luck with the males on this world.”
“I can empathize. I’ve had to kill a hundred percent of the ones I’ve met.” I shrugged.
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“I can empathize. I’ve had to kill a hundred percent of the ones I’ve met.” I shrugged.
“But he was a real dick so I don’t feel bad about it.”

There was a longer pause this time. I hadn’t zeroed in on the voice completely, but I
had narrowed it down to one of three trees in front of me.

Unexpectedly, a spear flew out of the leftmost tree I’d suspected. 
I jumped back, but realized mid-arc that it would fall well short of me.
Before it hit the ground, someone burst from the leaves, their jump following the

spear. They took the twenty foot fall easily and hit the ground in a roll, tumbling forward
and coming to their feet exactly where the spear landed, then plucked it from the ground. 

As I’d suspected, it was a woman, but she looked quite different from my three very
slender tribemates. She was muscular, almost stocky. Not like a female bodybuilder who
abused HGH though. This woman was built like Serena Williams, and despite her
muscular limbs, was unmistakably feminine. She had large breasts, and while her waist
wasn’t cartoonishly waspy, the generous flare of her hips still gave her an hourglass
figure. I would say she bordered on ‘thicc,’ but she barely had enough body fat to smooth
over the striations of her muscles. 

Nira had an athletic swimmers build, but it was over a slender, willowy frame. This
woman stood in a hunched, wide-legged fighting stance, making it tough to estimate her
height. At a guess I put her within an inch of five nine.

The rest of her… I didn’t want to call her an orc - she didn’t have tusks or green skin,
but… she still kind of looked like an orc. Her skin was orange, but not bright like a
traffic cone. Darker, like the inside of a cooked sweet potato. Much of her skin was
covered in thick black stripes, smeared on using some rain-resistant oily paint, and the
combination made her look more than a little bit like a tiger.

Her hair was dark green and quite long, though much of it was pulled into a loose
ponytail high on the back of her head. I thought for a moment it was styled like dreads or
cornrows, but as I got a better look, it appeared that she had about a hundred finger-thick
pony tails that were tied off every few inches with colorful string. 

Like my own haircut, the sides of her head looked like they were supposed to be
shaved almost to the scalp, but I guessed she hadn’t gotten a trim for at least a month.

She was wearing what was probably the hardest-working bikini top I’d ever seen,
barely containing her impressive breasts. I had no idea how they’d stayed put when she
jumped out of the tree. The top was fur, made from some spotted animal, and she wore a
matching skirt tied low on one hip. It showed off nearly the entirety of one leg, the hem
dropping at a jagged angle to just above the opposite knee.  

There was a collar around her neck that looked like it was made from vines, and she
had cords tied around the tops of her biceps and the one exposed thigh. Each held several
feathers and teeth, and the strap around her thigh secured a long knife which looked to
have been carved from a large bone. In one hand she held her spear, in the other was a
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have been carved from a large bone. In one hand she held her spear, in the other was a
branch about three feet long. A series of sharp hazel stones were affixed to one side of
the branch, turning it into a sort of jagged machete, and I had no doubt she was strong
enough to wield both weapons simultaneously. On her back was a bow and quiver that I
hadn’t managed to get a good look at yet. 

Her face was angular, with a strong, square jaw and high cheekbones framing stern
features. If she were a human woman, I’d have guessed her age to be somewhere in her
late twenties or early thirties. Slanted, tapered eyebrows creased under two small horns
high on her forehead. She wore a thick stripe of black paint across her eyes, and her
irises were so dark that under the cloudy sky, it looked like her pupils had dilated edge to
edge. 

The bridge of her nose didn’t dip in under her brow, making her profile look a bit like
a Spartan helmet. Surprisingly full lips were curled into a half-hearted snarl, revealing a
mouth full of thick, sharp teeth.

The features of her face shouldn’t have added up to a beautiful woman, but it
absolutely worked in a way that I found strangely enticing.

I briefly wondered if my Eye-Q implant was making me think all the women here
were shockingly beautiful no matter what they actually looked like. For an instant I
pictured Nira as a gaping-mouthed tuna from the neck up. I quickly dismissed the idea. I
could feel her lips and face when we touched. I knew she was exactly as I saw her. 

The fact that any of our senses could have been compromised by our implants was a
possibility I furiously ignored.

I took some solace in the fact that my appraisal of this new abductee might have been
colored by the fact that she was covered in rainwater, and rivulets of it were running into
her amazing cleavage. 

“Wow, are all the women the aliens abduct absolute knockouts?” I asked before I
remembered I was trying to be diplomatic.

The woman was taken aback and her fighting stance relaxed considerably.
“Hah! Uh, sorry, that’s probably a rude thing to just blurt out,” I said sheepishly as I

scratched the back of my head, and used the movement to signal Voss and Yxlyn that
they should hold. “But I won’t take it back. You are savagely beautiful.”

Her eyes narrowed, but the slight tilt to her head told me it was more out of curiosity
than anger. “My people respect forthrightness. I am pleased by your appearance as well.”
Her eyes roamed over my exposed arms before coming back to my eyes. “You have the
face of a warrior.”

I arched my scarred eyebrow at that. “Fair enough. My people are… well, I’ve been
described as either very bold or overly considerate, depending on who you ask,” I
chuckled. 
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She regarded me for a moment before speaking. “Meaning there are at least two other
members in your tribe, yes?” she asked, glancing around into the trees and bushes behind
me.

I smiled. Despite her earlier gaffes, it was obvious she wasn’t stupid. Perhaps a little
impulsive. I could identify with that. 

“Oh, at least.” I gestured to the fire. “Would you like to warm up while we talk? My
name is Sam, by the way.”

She shifted her feet again. Her stance was still wide and centered, but I suspected that
was about as relaxed as she got. She eyed the tree line behind me a bit longer, but I
didn’t see her gaze linger on the tree Voss and Yxlyn were perched in. 

“You seem quite different from the other males I’ve met in this place, Sam.” 
“I’ll take that as a compliment.”
She glanced at the spear next to me, then to the knife strapped to my thigh. Her eyes

widened slightly as she stared at it, then suddenly held her spear out. She was standing
fifteen feet away, and was holding it sideways for me to inspect instead of thrusting the
point at me. 

“Did you make this?” she asked.
I took a better look at it and immediately recognized it as the second spear I’d made,

the one with the finger guards and knurling. She must have seen the knurling on the
handle of the stowie knife and made the connection.

“I did. I thought it had been eaten by a dinosaur.”
“It’s… very well made.” She watched me keenly as she spoke.
“Thanks. It was only my second ever attempt. You’re welcome to keep it. I’ve

improved considerably since then.”
She arched an eyebrow at that, but said nothing. 
“You didn’t happen to find my hand axe too, did you?” I asked.
“I did. It is also extraordinary.” She reached behind her and patted the small of her

back, but didn’t produce the axe.
“Thank you. You’re welcome to it as well.” I reached down to my leg and pulled out

the stowie knife. “This is sharp enough to shave with. You look like you could use a
trim.” I tapped the knife to the side of my head. “I’d be happy to make you one if you
ever decide that I’m not here to fight.”

The woman stood in the rain, studying me for a moment, then tilted her head back to
indicate the tree line behind her. “Do you know how the god lizard behind me died, and
how the tree was felled?” I realized she was referring to the carnage left behind after our
encounter with the suchomimus. 
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I laughed. “Well, I do, but I’m starting to feel like I’m boasting.”
She smiled back, which was slightly off-putting considering her sharp teeth, but her

full, wet lips were inviting enough to balance it out. 
She twirled the spear and slid it across her back where it stayed put under the quiver.

“You seem to be a good person to know on this world, Sam. My name is Mareth-Ur, but
Mareth is sufficient.”

Honestly, the way she looked, I’d half expected her name to be something like ‘Gurk’
or ‘Smasha.’

I walked over to the fire and put it between us. I didn’t think she was going to attack,
and I wanted her to think the same of me. The cliff protected us from about half of the
drizzling rain, but made up for it as larger drops gathered on the rock and splattered
down near the fire. The leaf canopy I’d built didn’t offer much shelter either, but the fire
was strong enough to start drying my front a bit. 

I felt bad for Voss and Yxlyn up in their tree. The rain wasn’t cold, but being soggy
makes any activity less pleasant, and they had been up there for two or three hours now.
They were going to have to hold out for a few more minutes at least while I got a better
feel for Mareth.

She walked up to the fire casting her eyes about. I didn’t blame her for being
suspicious, even if she had been the one to arrange the meeting. 

“So, Mareth, how long have you been here, if I may ask? I arrived about a week ago
and have been scrambling to survive ever since.” I tapped off another log and added it to
the fire. 

“In truth I have lost count. Eight weeks perhaps? No. Closer to ten now.” She tilted
her head to the side and ran her fingers through her hair, pinching out about a gallon of
water. 

I tried not to stare at the firelight dancing off the dripping water running over her
breasts, abs and thigh as she bent, but failed terribly and had a right good lech. The
muscles under her dark skin were too enticing to ignore. 

“You must be very skilled at survival to have lasted that long,” I said, sincerely
impressed.

Mareth clenched her jaw pensively. After a moment, she spoke. “Shortly after I
arrived, I was found by a group of men. Other abductees, as you call them. They were
part of a large tribe that has a camp far down the coast. They behaved as men do when
there is no law or honor,” she continued, “and attempted to tell me how I would serve
them in return for their protection from the god lizards.” 

I felt my expression darkening, having an uncomfortable idea where this tale was
going, but she surprised me with a feral grin. 



Tamer Enhancer 2

105

“I dissuaded them from the notion by killing four of their number. Very suddenly they
were eager to renegotiate terms.”

I barked out a laugh, relieved to hear she hadn’t shared Voss’s fate. “Let me guess, it
went something like ‘please don’t kill us, we have too much shelter and food, take as
much as you like!’”

She laughed in return, exposing her sharp teeth. “Rather a lot like that, yes.” The
smile didn’t last, though. “Their tribe is brutal. The men who can’t fight are nothing
more than slaves, performing menial labor for scraps of food. The women who can’t
fight earn their keep on their backs and are fought over by the warriors of the tribe.” She
stared at me evenly. “Many of those men did not treat their prizes well. Eventually I
began challenging for the women just to keep them out of the hands of the others, but
their leader got tired of me crippling his men and… took steps.” She lifted her hand to
idly touch the collar around her throat, but only grazed it before her hand jerked away to
brush some of her wet hair from her shoulder.

I had discounted the collar before, thinking it was decorative, but up closer I could
see it almost looked like a crown of thorns. It had been painted black like the stripes on
her body, but some had rubbed off, exposing a pale beige substance underneath. It
actually looked like the collar might have been made of bone. 

She saw me looking and quickly continued her story. “Eventually I reached a
breaking point and escaped with one of the slave women, deciding we were better off
taking our chances in the wilds.”

“Damn.” I shook my head, staring at the fire. It didn’t sit well with me that there was
a group like that out there. Even if they never presented a threat to the people I cared
about, knowing there were others suffering under a warlord would eat at me.

“How big is this group?” I looked up at Mareth to see her studying me. 
“Hard to say. They grow with each group of arrivals they capture, but life there is

hard and often short. I left several weeks ago, there were roundabout sixty or seventy?
Perhaps fifteen women slaves, ten or twelve males slaves and the rest were warriors.”

“Fifteen women.” That meant thirty or forty fighters, at least.
“What are your thoughts, Sam?” Mareth asked. 
“I’m thinking… that I have responsibilities to my tribe, but… I don’t know if I could

live with myself if I never tried to help those people.”
Mareth looked at me appraisingly. “It would be a worthy fight. But not something to

undertake brashly.”
“No, it would take numbers and planning,” I agreed. 
“Are you asking to join my tribe?” she asked. 
“Perhaps our tribes should meet on neutral ground, and we could discuss merging, or
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“Perhaps our tribes should meet on neutral ground, and we could discuss merging, or
at least working together,” I countered. “There’s a lot of shit that needs to get done, and
it’s hard to rebuild civilization when all our time is spent hunting and weaving cord.”

Mareth nodded. “This is true.”
I had taken a bit of a risk in hinting that my tribe was too small to be industrious, but

she had probably just confirmed that hers was in a similar state. 
“I know where to find honeydew and radishes. Granted, it might take some time

before the next batches are ready and ripe. And you’ve seen I’m skilled at making tools
and weapons.” I glanced down at her machete. “Is that flint? I could do some amazing
things with flint.”

Mareth held the weapon a bit higher and glanced at me.
“Want me to zhuzh that up for you?” I smiled amiably. 
“Zhuzh?” She arched an eyebrow.
“Strengthen and sharpen it,” I said, tapping the handle of my knife. 
She considered for a moment. “In exchange for what?”
“Just a friendly gesture from a neighboring tribe.” I smiled, but the smile came out a

bit strained. I realized as soon as I’d said ‘neighboring tribe’ that I might have given
away that our camp was nearby.

She stared at me for the space of a deep breath, then stepped around the fire moving
slowly, but confidently. When she stood a yard away she held the machete out, and her
eyes never wavered from mine. 

I reached my hand out to take it, trying to appear relaxed, but ready for her to attack
as well. I didn’t think she would, but even if she had been boasting about her fighting
prowess, her leap from the tree had me convinced that she was definitely stronger than
me. If I’d fallen twenty feet, I doubted very much I would have rolled gracefully to my
feet. 

I didn’t think I’d be able to win a fight against her, but if she did become aggressive,
I would only have to survive long enough for any of the girls to join in. I suddenly
wished I had double-enhanced my vambrace. 

My fingers closed over the back of the machete, but she didn’t release it.
“Sam. When I told you I killed the four men in the scouting party? I began that fight

unarmed.” Her expression wasn’t angry or threatening, it read to me as confident, and
just a little bit curious.

I nodded. “Trust is a hard thing to earn, and an easy thing to lose.”
She gave a knowing smile, but instead of releasing the machete, she stepped closer,

trapping the machete and each of our hands between us. 
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Her eyes never left mine, and I returned the gesture, trying to keep my surprise out
mine when her breasts pressed the flat of her weapon against my chest. This pressed the
fingers of my hand holding the spine of the machete into her breasts, and it was so hard
to keep my eyes from flicking down her wet, orange skin. 

God damned genetic imperatives.
Whatever she was up to, it was a bold but brash move on both our parts. Direct skin

contact opened up a lot of possibilities, and neither of us knew each other’s Eye-Q skill
yet.

She was perhaps three inches shorter than me, so my earlier estimation about her
height had only been off by a bit. Despite looking down at her, she didn’t feel small. 

Her eyes peered into mine from eight inches away, and the flicks of light from the
low fire beside us let me see they were a rich, dark reddish-brown. 

Her eyes finally moved from mine as she glanced to my neck. She tilted her head to
one side, then slowly leaned it forward. I was cognizant of her sharp teeth and would
have been worried she was going to try and take a chunk of meat out of my neck, but her
demeanor didn’t telegraph that intent.

My guess was right when she took a deep sniff of my shoulder, neck, and hair, then
pulled back to look into my eyes again. 

“You are nervous, but not afraid.” Her mouth was six inches from mine.
Hopefully honesty was the best policy. “I’m… trying not to show an inappropriate

level of interest.” 
She arched a brow and turned her head slightly in recognition of my meaning. “You

believe that would offend me?”
“I believe we’re all from different cultures, so I’m… ah, erring on the side of

caution.”
It was odd holding a conversation with someone who was so close my eyes could

barely focus on them. It removed body language from the equation, so I just met her gaze
with what hopefully registered as collected confidence.

I briefly wondered if I should sniff her. From so close, I already picked up the smell
of campfire smoke, copper, and something sweet and woody. Fresh cut hay, maybe? She
also had musky body odor, but not the sour kind that comes from neglected hygiene,
more like how a girlfriend smells after a sweaty tumble under the sheets. 

“You are the leader of your tribe,” Mareth said suddenly, pulling me from my
olfactory cataloging.

“It’s… something that has recently been brought to my attention,” I smiled.
Mareth tilted her head, trying to understand my vague response, then leaned in and
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Mareth tilted her head, trying to understand my vague response, then leaned in and

sniffed me again, this time dragging her cheek against mine as she took in a long drag of
Sam.

“You have females in your tribe,” she reported. 
I stared back evenly, hopefully revealing nothing.
“They do not fear you,” she concluded. 
I grinned and relaxed. “Very much the opposite.”
“Oh?” Mareth asked. 
“Not…” I rolled my eyes at myself and shook my head. “I don’t fear them, I meant

—”
Mareth laughed and stepped away from me, leaving her machete in my hand, and my

chest disappointingly cooler.
She took two steps backwards and folded her arms. The action plumped her chest up

and I couldn’t help but steal a glance. She seemed unperturbed by my gaze, so I allowed
myself to linger just a bit longer before studying the weapon. 

It was heavy, and not particularly well balanced. It was basically a baseball bat with
large, overlapping flint blades running most of the way down its length. The moniker
‘machete’ was a stretch, but I didn’t really know what else to call it. 

I gave it a few swings, which assured me that she was indeed stronger than me. She
must have been overcoming the weight and imbalance with raw power.

It was well put together, however. Each one of the triangular stones was about the
size of my fingers all pressed together, maybe three inches wide by three to four tall.
They sat in a fairly deep groove which had been tediously scraped down the middle. The
rocks had insets near the base, making them look like wide arrowheads, tightly held in
place with a braided cord.

The outset of each stone extended past the base, and they overlapped one another just
enough to protect the cords underneath. The result was something that looked a bit like a
giant prehistoric steak knife.

I studied the weapon closer, this time with the strange new structural sense I
possessed. It was in a good but failing condition. The two stones closest to the tip were
developing fractures. Some of the cords were frayed, but most significantly, there was a
split in the wood running up the back of the handle. I could see it with my eyes, but my
‘Engineer Sense’ told me it was more than cosmetic. The whole thing probably had only
twenty or thirty good whacks left in it before she’d have to build a new one. 

“This is pretty cool,” I said, inspecting it. 
Mareth’s eyebrow quirked at the expression, but she didn’t question the temperature

of the weapon. 
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“I bet with your strength you could cripple even a large dinosaur with a single hit.”
“It’s served me well,” she said evenly, watching me closely. 
“It’s top heavy.” I adjusted my grip and took a few more swings. “I don’t know that I

can fix that without adding weight to the back, but as I said I can strengthen and sharpen
it.”

“That would be plenty, thank you. How long will this take? Do you wish to meet
back here in a few days’ time?”

“Oh, heh. It should take a bit less than that.” I smiled and pulled up my UI.
I activated the skill and began my work. The priority was repairing the damage to the

weapon, but I was trying to impress Mareth to demonstrate my worth as an ally, so it was
also important that the weapon be visually improved by the time I was done. 

I twisted the handle so we could both watch as the split up the back of the handle
quickly closed, though other reinforcements I worked on were not as readily visible. I
wasn’t sure what was happening to the wood when I did this. I’d originally thought I
might have been partially petrifying it, but I was beginning to suspect a fibrous material
like wood was turning into something more akin to fiberglass. Only, not glass, but some
sort of polymerized super-cellulose that had no real equivalent back on Earth.

I thought I heard Mareth gasp, but had to concentrate before the power expired. I
quickly fixed the fissures in the stones, but decided to ignore the frayed cords. I could
enhance a cord separately later, and the existing one wasn’t nearly ready to break.
Instead I focused on hardening and sharpening the flint, which was not particularly easy
to work with, but oddly fun. I could feel the… disks of stone, for lack of a better term,
like little scalloped fissures, right where they would split and separate when struck just
right. Working with it almost felt like nudging a pile of quarters into the shape I wanted
with my fingers.

I concentrated on fusing the layers to each other, hardening the structure as a whole,
focusing especially on the edges, forming them into near-razor sharpness. I couldn’t
make each one quite as sharp as I would have liked since I had to improve them all
before time ran out. 

Mareth’s voice was louder now, and I guessed the stone sharpening caught her fancy.
I moved from the top to the bottom, hardening and sharpening each rock, and it felt

like I had more than ten seconds to work with, but that might have been the sort of time
dilation one experiences when especially focused on a task. 

Just as I was about to begin working on the bottom stone, I felt a hand on my
shoulder. 

“Sam!” Mareth hissed, shaking my arm. 
“Wha?” I gasped, feeling the remainder of the Enhance get lost to the aether. It was
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“Wha?” I gasped, feeling the remainder of the Enhance get lost to the aether. It was

only about a second’s worth, so all that remained unenhanced was the stone closest to the
grip. 

I looked at the orange not-an-orc woman to see her staring seriously downstream. She
was tense and I could tell her hackles were up. My blood chilled as I followed her gaze
to two baryonyxes looking right at us from less than a hundred feet away. 

Standing in the rain under the gray sky, the scene reminded me of the T-Rex
encounter in the first Jurassic Park movie. 

If they were part of the trio that had attacked us the other day, I couldn’t see the third
one anywhere. It’s possible he had been shitting his guts out after getting a mouthful of
Ass-breath. It was also possible he was clever girl-ing in the tree line, but these things
didn’t strike me as ambush predators.

I slowly handed the improved machete back to Mareth. “I guess I get a little wrapped
up in my projects.” I grinned despite the situation. I didn’t think the modest campfire we
stood next to was going to be sufficient deterrent to the large predators.

She carefully took the weapon and studied it briefly. “Your magic is incredibly useful
on this world,” she said quietly, “but it does not make you a warrior. Do you have a way
to escape these lizards?”

“As it happens, I came prepared this time.” My spear was out of easy reach, so
instead I slowly bent down and grabbed a stone from the edge of the fire ring. I banged it
on the ground once, then twice more, and stood just as Nira burst from the pond. 

Mareth yelped and stepped back into a fighting stance as Nira landed, brandishing
her spear.

I quickly held my hands out. “It’s okay, Nira. Everyone is getting along just fine.
Mareth, this is Nira. Nira, Mareth-Ur. We’re all friends here.” I gestured to the
baryonyxes. “Well, not all.”

The two women regarded each other suspiciously, but with me between them, they
could only give each other curt nods. 

It was weird seeing Nira in serious battle mode, but I could tell she was critically
sizing up Mareth. 

“Nira, you remember the baryonyxes?” I nudged her with my elbow. 
“Hmm?” She glanced downstream.
The whole exchange had only taken a few seconds, but I was thankful that the apex

predators of this world seemed to like staring down their prey before attacking.
“Oh, them.” She double-winked one nictitating eyelid to bring up her Eye-Q. “Yeah.

I can deal with them.”
“You can?” Mareth asked, obviously surprised. 
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Nira nodded with a grin, then looked at me. “One question before I go. Do you think
Mareth is sexy?”

Aaand there’s the Nira I know.
“What?” Mareth’s eyes widened slightly.
I could have tried to be coy about it, but I’d already told Mareth I thought she was a

knockout. 
“Yes,” I sighed. “She’s obviously very sexy. Now will you please kill those dinosaurs

before they eat us?”
“Awesome.” Nira smiled toothily, then began strutting confidently toward the two

giant predators. 
Mareth stared at me, a slew of questions on her face.
“I’ll explain later,” I chuckled. “Nira has some questionable ideas about why we’re

here.” 
“I am not perturbed by that! What is she doing?” Mareth pointed downstream with

her machete. 
“Oh! That. Yeah, we should stand close to the fire where the stone is driest.” I

gestured to a spot behind the waning fire.
I was trying to be calm for theatrical purposes, but it was a little harrowing watching

my lover calmly close the distance to the pair of three-ton carnivores. 
I suddenly had a terrible thought. 
We didn’t actually know that Nira could use Castriel’s Wrath right now. I knew she

was currently charged up, and her Eye-Q said Castriel’s Wrath instead of Spark, but this
was a terrible situation for a field test. For all we knew, I still had to be touching her, and
the difference in her Eye-Q status merely meant it didn’t use up the charge on my own
skill.

It didn’t seem likely, given the updated skill name, but I shifted my feet anyway so I
would be prepared to sprint to Nira’s side if something went wrong, while trying to
outwardly remain calm.

Fortunately, the baryonyxes seemed to think Nira’s advance was unusual enough that
they began shuffling backwards. 

The rain and distance made it a little hard to pick up, but I’m pretty sure I heard Nira
call out, “Oh no you don’t!”

She started running at the two dinosaurs, who were definitely freaked out by that turn
of events. One turned to run, but stumbled into the other. They didn’t fall, but it kept
them from accelerating away from the mad dolphin woman. 
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Nira pulled one hand back and her body started to glow. 
I carefully let out the breath I had been holding and glanced at Mareth. The orange

jungle woman watched with rapt attention as electricity began to arc down Nira’s arm. 
When she thrust it forward, I was reminded of why it was a bad idea to stare at a

lightning bolt. 
“Ow, shit.” I rubbed my eyes as the massive thunderclap roared through the clearing,

the shockwave shaking about ten thousand gallons of water from the nearby trees.
“Gods!” Mareth leapt backwards against the cliff, yanking an arm up to cover her

eyes.
When I looked back, I saw Nira shaking her head and swaying unevenly for a

moment. She shook it off quickly and turned to wave cheerfully back at us. 
I expected to see a mass of carnage behind her, but for whatever reason, the scene

was quite different than when we’d killed the suchomimus. Maybe it was the rain, or the
fact that the electricity had traveled through two dinosaurs, but neither of them had
exploded. Not exactly.

There was a huge, scorched hole clear through one of the barys, the edges of which
were still on fire. Beyond that it was mostly intact. 

The second baryonyx was intact, but was laying on the ground and didn’t seem to be
breathing. It had a terrible burn up one leg, and it was probably a safe bet that eating a
jillion amps had been bad for its heart. 

I turned to look at the woman standing next to me, trying so hard to not look like a
smug prick.

Mareth was agog. 
She stared slack-jawed at the instantaneous death of the two giant ‘god lizards’ before

her machete slipped from her fingers and clattered on the stone. 
“Mareth, pull up your Eye-Q, if you would, and give me your hand,” I asked with a

pleasant smile on my face. 
Still stunned, she slowly turned her eyes to me. Her stare lingered for a moment, then

closed her mouth and straightened slightly. She double winked, and cautiously extended
her arm.

“Look at your power,” I said as I took her hand.
I saw her eyes focus inward, then widen even further as she gasped. Despite the warm

rain, I saw a wave of goosebumps stipple her arm and shoulder.
“You said my power doesn’t make me a warrior.” I smiled. “But I can do more than

enhance weapons.”
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Mareth studied her screen, then withdrew her hand, and replaced it again, watching
her power switch back and forth. 

“You… you weren’t touching her when she called upon the spear of the gods,” she
whispered, watching Nira, who was busy taunting the dead lizards with a dance heavily
favoring gluteal gyrations.

“We’ve… well, we’ve figured out a sort of hack that keeps abilities charged for a
while.” I smiled calmly. 

“Hack?” she asked, unfamiliar with the usage of the word. 
“A, uh… side effect. A cheat.” I noticed she was still holding my hand. “Or maybe

it’s working exactly as intended. Who could say besides the aliens that took us?”
Mareth finally realized she was still touching my hand, but instead of pulling it away,

she reached out and grabbed my sleeveless arm. I took it as a gesture of camaraderie, but
the gentle squeezing of my bicep suggested she might have been testing for other
qualities. 

I hesitated a moment, unsure if I should return the gesture. I knew exactly what Nira
would have advised. 

“What’s going on here?” my aquatic lover asked suggestively as she trotted up, her
large feet slapping wetly against the stone.

Mareth gasped and stepped back, clearly regarding Nira in a new light. 
“I was—” I started, but Nira cut me off with a scorching kiss.
I watched Mareth’s reaction out of the corner of my eye. The surprise on her face

hadn’t abated, but she slowly tilted her head as she watched Nira try and locate the back
of my tongue with the tip of hers.

“>Mwah!< I much prefer that to running from them!” Nira laughed as she pulled
back.

“Ahem.” I wiped my lips and continued. “I was about to ask Mareth if she would like
to help us carve up those dinosaurs for their meat. There’s certainly more than enough for
us to split between our tribes.”

“Sam!” Mareth replaced her hand on my arm. “I think…” She paused, obviously
giving her next statement a lot of thought. “I think we should consider merging our
tribes. It’s clear that the power you can bring to mine will help us all survive. I can offer
you my strength and prowess in battle. My people live close to the earth, and are used to
existing in what some might call… primitive conditions.” She made a slight face at the
word, and I imagined at least one of her tribe mates was used to a more advanced level
of civilization. 

Our display had clearly impressed and humbled her, and I suspected she was
frustrated that she didn’t have more compelling enticements. 
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“I beg you to consider it. I believe we will all have a better chance together.” She
lowered her eyes in a hint of a bow that was obviously difficult for her.

I studied her for a moment, then glanced at Nira. 
She gestured behind us with her head.
I nodded, then spoke to Mareth. “I think it’s worth considering. Give us a moment to

discuss it if you would?”
“Of course.” She glanced at the baryonyxes on the riverbank. The rain had drowned

out the fire on the burning one. “I will begin collecting meat. Do your people have any
rituals regarding the spirit of the animal? Perhaps drinking its blood or eating from its
heart to gather its strength?”

“Oh, no. Nothing like that.” I smiled. “But knock yourself out.”
The savage looking warrior woman blinked and furrowed her brow. 
“I think he means that you are welcome to follow whatever rituals your people

observe,” Nira said, leaning on my shoulder. “Sam’s native language is about thirty
percent idiom. It’s cute but occasionally frustrating.”

“Ah. I see. Our shaman is similarly vexing.” Mareth frowned. “To bludgeon yourself
unconscious means to follow your rituals? It sounds as though you have some interesting
rituals on your world, Sam.”

I chuckled. “I imagine all our worlds do. I just meant ‘be my guest.’” I gestured to
the dinosaurs. 

“Guest?” Mareth asked as her eyes flicked questioningly to Nira.
“Just…” I sighed. “What Nira said. Do whatever you normally get up to. Not…

literally ‘up,’” I clarified after giving it a moment’s thought, then shook my head, feeling
slightly defeated by my own language. “We’ll join you in a moment.”

Mareth regarded me briefly with a warm expression on her face. She was still in awe
of our casual disposal of the two apex predators, but her caginess was abating quickly. 

“Thank you, Sam. I hope to share many meals with you.” Her eyes flicked to Nira
and a certain tenseness crossed her face briefly, but she nodded carefully and began
walking toward the downed dinos. 

I took a moment to study the bow strapped to her back. It made the ones I’d created
look positively elfin in comparison. Instead of a single piece of wood, it was composed
of multiple sticks all bound tightly together at regular intervals, and was about three
times as thick as the recurve bow on my back. I could only imagine the draw weight, but
I guessed I’d struggle with it. 

Supporting my theory were the arrows resting in the quiver on her back. They were
as thick as dry-erase markers and probably weighed three times what our arrows did. 
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I found myself intensely curious as to what she’d used to make the bow string,
because I didn’t think a vine would last long under that much stress.

My train of thought was interrupted as Nira stuck her lips in my ear and hotly
whispered, “She is desperate to bed you, Sam!”

“Nira,” I groaned. 
“I’m right,” she said matter of factly, standing and wrapping an arm around my

shoulder. “She sees me as a rival. You wait and see.”
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CHAPTER TEN

I shook my head and began walking back to the tree Voss had been crouching in for
several hours. I was fairly certain that revealing her to Mareth wouldn’t complicate
things, and I didn’t think we were in any danger of an ambush at this point.

I also thought Nira might be right about Mareth wanting to bed me, but I would sort
that out later. 

We came to the bottom of the tree and I started to called up to Voss, but was
interrupted by Nira suddenly tightening her arm around my shoulders.

“Wait!” she hissed.
“What?” I tensed my hand on my spear.
“Maybe she’s desperate to sleep with me!” Nira nodded sagely.
I sighed heavily, then looked up the tree. “Hey, Voss? How are you doing up there?”
“A little cramped if I’m honest, zur.” She had worn her robe since the grayish browns

of the muslin-like cloth blended better with the trunk of the tree than her teal skin did,
but I was sure it was heavily waterlogged by now. 

“Sorry it took so long.” 
“That’s nothing you need to apologize for, Sam. But… uh, could you help me climb

down?” I heard her shift and grunt, but the wet leaves were flush and hydrated, so I only
caught sight of a dark patch shifting around about thirty feet up. 

“Sure I can. Yxlyn? Are you up there too?” I stuck my spear in the ground, then
grabbed a branch.

“After the large woman arrived, Yxlyn circled around behind her to watch for
ambush— Eek!” I heard Voss yelp and a shower of wet bark came splattering down.
Thankfully that was all that fell.

“Stay put! I’ll come to you!” I said, accelerating my climb.
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I managed to reach her with minimal fuss and only a few slips. When I got to the
crook of branches she had posted in, my heart went out to her. Between her waterlogged
cloak, sodden hair and rain-streaked camouflage paint, she looked so utterly pathetic that
I had to bite back a laugh.

Her untied cloak hung open, exposing her wet cleavage and one succulent thigh, so
she also looked incredibly sexy… in a waifish, soaked to the bone sort of way. 

“Oh, honey. You look completely bedraggled.” I sank down on a large branch next to
her and pulled her onto my lap, eliciting a squeak. I was incredibly thankful that we had
kissed earlier, because I wanted nothing more than to hold and comfort her at that
moment. 

“I’m zoaked,” she moaned, but smiled weakly. “My feet hurt and my legs are numb,
but I’ll be okay.”

“Here, let’s get this off,” I said, pulling at her cloak. “It must weigh forty pounds with
all this water.” 

She helped me by shrugging her shoulders around the cloak. It left her wearing only
her orange lingerie, and I couldn’t help letting my eyes wander the line of her clavicle
and down into the rain-slick cleavage. 

“I don’t normally let gentlemen I’ve just met undress me.” She blushed. 
“Just met? We’ve already kissed and slept next to each other. It’s like we’ve been

dating for weeks now.” I smiled and tossed the heavy cloak down. “In fact, I think we’re
—”

Nira shrieked from below us, emitting what was probably the girliest sound I’d yet
heard her make… well, excluding sex moans. 

“Oh chum! Voss!” she cried out.
“It’s okay, Nira!” I called down. “That was just her cloak!”
“Oh,” she paused. “A little warning next time! I thought she’d melted!”
We both twisted to look down at her through the branches.
“What? I don’t know how you land lubbers work when you get wet!” She threw her

hands out from her sides like we were the weird ones for not having considered it.
“You’ve seen me and Yxlyn swim!” I shouted.
“But not her! She could have melted!”
I shook my head and grinned at Voss. “She’s a writer. She has an abundance of

imagination. But, as I was starting to say, given our accelerated timetable thus far, I think
we’re way overdue for a second kiss.”

“Oh!” Voss placed her hands over her flushed and rain-slicked chest. “I zuppose
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“Oh!” Voss placed her hands over her flushed and rain-slicked chest. “I zuppose

that’s…” She fussed with her dark blue hair nervously and tried to wipe some of the
running grease paint from her face. “I’m so disheveled though.”

“And yet, still devastatingly beautiful,” I said sincerely. 
Voss’s face softened and we leaned toward each other for a gentle kiss as the warm

rain ran down our faces and bodies. Her kiss was timid at first, then increased with
passion until I was certain most of the paint on her face had been transferred to mine.

She slowly pulled back, looking bashful and sated, until she blinked and giggled. “I
appear to have made a mess of you,” she said, wiping her thumb over my cheek.

“An unflattering, yet poetically accurate description of romance in general.” I
grinned.

Voss paused in thought, then a smile slowly spread across her pale blue lips. “Yes,”
she laughed. “That is wonderfully appropriate.”

“I have my moments,” I said as I began massaging her leg. “Is this helping?”
“Oh, yes… that’s quite nice— eek!” She jerked as I kneaded the muscles near her

hip. “Oh! I seem to be terribly ticklish there!”
“Ah. That is so very good to know.” I delivered an impish grin, working my way

back down her leg. 
Voss let out a grunt that might have been a suppressed moan. “I may have to revise

my assessment of you. I thought you a gentleman, but perhaps you are a rapscallion.”
“I take that as a compliment.” I grinned and began tugging off her brown leather

jackboots. 
“Sam?” she questioned.
“Heads up!” I had nowhere to balance them on the branches, so I tossed them down

to Nira, then began massaging her feet. It was awkward since she was straddling my lap
and her feet were mostly tucked under her, but I decided it was acceptable as she let out a
proper moan and pulled herself against me.

“Oh, Sam, that feels wonderful!”
“I’ll give you a proper foot massage later. This is just to get your blood going again.”
“How… mmm… how did the meeting go? Between the rain, the waterfall and the

fire, I only caught every sixth word.” She gasped.
“Let’s get you down the tree and I’ll tell everyone at once.”
She nodded and gently writhed against me for the next minute as I worked my

thumbs into the soles of her feet. She jerked and giggled a few times, which caused a
physical reaction on my part, and I cut the rubdown short. I didn’t want to ruin the
otherwise tender moment by jabbing her in the panties with my nascent erection.
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“I’ll go down first in case you slip,” I said, preparing to shift her onto her own
branch.

“Sam!” Voss tightened her grip on my jumpsuit. “I appreciate your concern for my
wellbeing, but if you descend before me, you will… have a rather…” she blushed and
swallowed. “Unchaste view.”

We both looked down her wet, lingerie clad body, then back up.
“Well. More zo.” She blushed even further.
“A hardship I will endure to ensure your safety.” I nodded solemnly.
Voss blushed further but giggled. “You are entirely too charming for my own good.”
“I hope that doesn’t mean I’ve graduated from rapscallion,” I grinned.
“Certainly not!” She smiled and slapped her palm against my chest.
I set her back on the branch and headed down the tree. 
Voss managed the climb without issue, but my rubber-soled boots slipped against the

wet bark twice. Fortunately I had a solid grip on a branch both times. 
I dropped from the lowest branch just in time to see Yxlyn’s wet outline slither out

from under a bush near the tree line. If I hadn’t known what she was, it would have been
a frightening sight. Instead, I was overjoyed to see her and I knelt down to scoop her into
a hug.

“How are you doing, Yxs? Every time I hear that you’ve slunk off on your own it
raises my stress levels.”

“My wrist hurts. I think the humidity isn’t helping, but I’m fine, Sam. I don’t mean to
worry you, but it is nice to hear that you’re so concerned for me.” She gave me a kiss
then gestured across the pond. “I circled around to see if she was our only visitor. I think
she is. She’s very confident to have come here by herself.” She gave me a squeeze and
stepped back as I stood. 

I asked her to keep the tree between herself and Mareth for now, then gave the girls a
quick rundown of the meeting, including the news of the large tribe of raiders down the
coast.

“I’d like to restoke the bonfire, then go help Mareth carve up some meat. Actually, at
the moment I’m more interested in the sinew. Maybe some of the skin. None of us knows
how to properly tan leather, but some waterproof tarps sound like a good idea about
now.”

The girls giggled but Nira suddenly leaned against me heavily. 
“Nira? Are you okay?” I asked, wrapping an arm around her waist.
She nodded but looked exhausted. “I know I said I could go a few days between trips
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She nodded but looked exhausted. “I know I said I could go a few days between trips

to the ocean, Sam, but my diet here isn’t what it was back home. I ate a small fish while I
was waiting in the pond, but they’re freshwater. I was trying to keep up a brave face for
your voluptuous new friend, but that last zap took a lot out of me.”

“Okay, do we need to go down there now? The rain seems to be keeping the forest a
little quieter—”

Nira shook her head. “No, probably best to follow up with Mareth, but I’ll definitely
need to go tomorrow morning, and I’ll need lots of loving tonight.”

I chuckled, but didn’t question her amorous addendum. “Okay. I have a good feeling
about Mareth, but I don’t want to walk us into a trap, so Yxs, I’d like you to stay out of
sight. Follow us from a safe distance when we head out and be ready if things go awry.
What does your charge look like?”

Yxlyn quickly checked her Eye-Q. “About a third still. Two hours? Maybe a bit
less.”

“Okay, I’ll try and get her to take us to her camp.” I paused, and held out my hand to
help Voss stand after she pulled on her other boot. I pulled all three of them into a hug as
she got to her feet. “I know none of us are soldiers and there was a lot of boring waiting
around today, so I want to thank you all for playing your parts.”

“It was only slightly less stimulating than fletching arrows.” Nira shrugged.
Everyone broke into our tasks. It immediately felt better to be doing something

constructive instead of waiting for something to happen. 
I put some logs on the fire, then Nira, Voss and I walked over to the downed barys

while Yxlyn resumed skulking in the bushes. 
As we approached, I saw that Mareth had chopped the head from the one with the

burned thigh. 
She eagerly waved us over and picked up her machete. “Sam, the strength and

sharpness of this improved sword is devastating! I was able to cut through the entire neck
in three hits!” 

“I’m glad you approve.” I gave her a genuine smile, then gestured to my teal linguist.
“Mareth-Ur, this is Voss. She was helping me keep an eye out during our meeting.”

Mareth dipped her head slightly. “Voss. It is very fine to meet you.” 
“Likewise, Mareth-Ur.” Voss curtsied. 
“Just Mareth is fine. The ‘Ur’ is only of significance to my people. It indicates

status…” She trailed off as she took a look at Voss’s bow. “Why are there wheels on your
bow?”

“This is Sam’s design.” She gestured to me. “It increases the power of the bow while
lowering the draw weight.”
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My instinct was to not take credit for the design, but I was still trying to impress
Mareth. “It wasn’t easy to make with the materials we have here, but I eventually got it
working.”

“I would like to see it in action. Perhaps when the rain clears up.” Mareth said as she
looked at me appraisingly. Her eyes lingered for a moment, then she glanced between
myself, Voss and Nira questioningly.

Nira had shaken off her earlier malaise and stood straight-backed with a grin as she
noticed Mareth’s glances. She stepped forward and placed a hand on Mareth’s shoulder. 

The not-an-orc woman stiffened, obviously still slightly cowed by Nira’s earlier
display.

“We share him,” Nira grinned. “We are on a world with limited resources after all.”
Mareth’s eyebrows went up slightly, then she looked to Voss, then to me.
“I would apologize for Nira’s forwardness, but you said you appreciated that quality,”

I shrugged. 
Mareth appeared to mull it over for a moment. “The women of my tribe… of my

homeworld I mean - seek strong mates. I am unsure of your physical prowess, but it is
clear that you are a strong leader.”

“Thank you, Mareth, though I suspect I am not physically your equal.” I flexed an
arm, which at least caught her eye. 

“Very few of the men I have encountered on this world are.” Her sharp-toothed grin
was a bit less off-putting than the first time she’d done it. 

“May I ask your Eye-Q stats?” I pulled up my screen to double check mine. “Mine
are… oh, hey, my endurance went up!” 

“I’m not surprised,” Nira laughed. “You last a long time.”
“And I still don’t think it’s a carnal attribute.” I shook my head and relayed my stats

to Mareth. “Seven strength, five stamina, three movement. My special skill, as you might
have surmised, is called Enhance. Currently at level two.”

Mareth had been smiling at my banter with Nira, but when I looked to her
expectantly, her lips tightened and wouldn’t meet my eyes. “I wish to trust you, Sam, I
really do. But...”

I smiled, and held it until she glanced up at me. “You feel foolhardy laying all your
cards on the table?”

The savage looking woman blinked.
“Can you say one thing that isn’t inscrutable idiom?” Nira rolled her eyes.
Voss giggled. “I find Sam’s language to be quite poetic.”
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“I believe I understood his meaning.” Mareth smirked at the two women, then looked
to me. “I wish to engender trust, Sam, but the safety of my tribe... there are no second
chances on this world, and my people are not diplomats. I feel it would be prudent for me
to discuss this meeting with the rest of my tribe before we do more than share this meat.”

“The meat we killed.” Nira’s eyes narrowed slightly.
I quickly put my hand on her shoulder. “It’s fine, Nira. She’s being cautious. If she

was in our tribe and just showed up one day with a bunch of survivors without discussing
it with us beforehand, I’d be willing to bet you’d be even more annoyed.”

Mareth straightened as Nira tapped a finger against her spear. 
I knew her well enough by now that I knew she knew I was right. She was just

delaying acknowledging it to cushion her ego.
“Yeah, fine.” Nira twirled the spear over and stuck the point in the ground.  
“Plus there’s far more meat here than we could possibly eat before it goes bad.” I

kicked one of the bary corpses for emphasis.
“This meeting did not go as I expected.” The muscular woman laughed. “I came here

expecting to have to kill whoever approached. Instead I find a tribe who mostly seems
earnest and cooperative.” She gave Nira a look. “I do hope that is the case, but…” She
trailed off, looking sheepish.

“But trust is hard won.” I nodded in understanding, then had a realization. “Your
camp is nearby, isn’t it?”

Mareth’s jaw tightened, but I quickly held my hands up.
“I do sincerely wish to work together, Mareth. There are plenty of obstacles to

survival on this world beyond having to worry about the danger other abductees pose. I
know your first tribe set a poor precedent, but we are not some wild pack of marauders.
Just people taken from their homes, trying to find a way to survive in this place.” I took a
risk and stepped toward the tense warrior, cautiously placing my hand on her arm, just as
she did to me earlier. “But trust is… more about actions than words. We’ve only just met,
so I don’t take offense if we’ve yet to earn—”

“Giant,” Mareth blurted out. “I call my skill Giant.”
Maybe I’m better at this diplomacy thing than I’d given myself credit for.
“You call the skill Giant?” Voss asked. 
“My people do not have written language as many others do. We use simple drawing

to label things and record tales of our ancestors.” Mareth said a little tightly, as though
she was embarrassed to admit what she was telling us. 

“Your people use pictograms?” Voss’s eyes widened excitedly. “That’s zo wonderful!
Several ancient languages from my world also…” She bounced and gasped. “The
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Several ancient languages from my world also…” She bounced and gasped. “The

drawing you did on the cliff, that wasn’t merely an instructive drawing, it was a whole
sentence, wasn’t it?”

“Uh, yes…” Mareth looked slightly taken aback by Voss’s enthusiasm. “I have
attempted to convince one of my tribemates that my people’s writing is superior to hers
because it does not require a person to learn it before being able to use it.” The warrior
woman tore a fistful of meat from the neck stump and tossed the raw tissue into her
mouth. “You should see her writing.” She chewed angrily. “It looks like a bunch of
wiggling worms and dots. None of it has any inherent meaning.”

Voss was practically vibrating, so I stepped over and rested a hand on her shoulder. 
“There will be time to learn about their languages later, Voss.” I gave her a quick kiss

when she looked up at me. “Let’s focus on harvesting this meat for now, since we’re
exposed and out in the open.”

“Oh, yes, zur. Of course.” She smiled at me and drew a small knife from her boot.
“I suppose I can guess what your skill does, Mareth, but in case I’m wrong, would

you care to share?” I produced my own knife and began making a few cuts into the wall
of hide in front of me.

“My Eye-Q shows one person standing next to another, the second person being
nearly twice as large. The skill allows me to nearly double my size and increases my
strength dramatically. Hence the name ‘Giant.’”

“That sounds amazing!” I said, already thinking of ways to leverage it. “No wonder
you were so easily able to beat the scouting party who found you. It must make
construction in your camp easier.”

Mareth barked out a bitter laugh. “I suppose it would.”
“Would?” I asked.
She gritted her teeth again and stared at me long and hard. I suspected there was

something she wasn’t sharing about her ability, but I didn’t want to push her too hard yet.
“We can discuss it later.” She slapped her hand against the leg of the downed

dinosaur to her side. “Let us harvest what we can from these beasts.”
I nodded. We were standing in a big pool of blood in a land full of predators, and it

wouldn’t be smart to linger. Additionally, I wanted to get to Mareth’s camp while Yxlyn
still had access to Vanish. 

“Mareth, do you happen to know how to tan leather?” I gestured to the body of the
massive predator lying beside me. “None of us do, beyond knowing it has to be stretched
and sunned. I’m sure there are chemicals involved, but I can’t begin to guess them…
Unless it’s just salt. That seems to be needed for a ton of stuff.”

“I do, though it was not my trade on my world. It is an involved and smelly process,
so I have not attempted it here for fear it would draw the wrong sorts of attention.” As
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so I have not attempted it here for fear it would draw the wrong sorts of attention.” As
she spoke, she used the bone knife from her thigh to slice a ten pound cut of shank from
one of the barys. The knife looked sharp, but I assumed it would quickly dull with even
moderate use. “It does not involve salt though. Mostly dung, urine, ash and oils.”

“I understand why you wouldn’t want a tannery in your camp.” Voss wrinkled her
nose. 

“Do you think it would be worth trying to collect large sheets of this skin for tarps?” I
asked. 

“Without tanning they would quickly rot, but a large, waterproof surface has many
obvious uses.” She popped another slice of raw meat into her mouth where her sharp
teeth made quick work of it.

“If we helped,” I gestured between Nira, Voss and myself with the tip of my stowie
knife. “Could we construct a tannery someplace where it wouldn’t draw attention to your
camp?”

“You really do wish to work together, don’t you?” Mareth asked, working her knife
into another slab of thigh.

“Can you think of a reason not to?” I idly twirled my knife through my fingers.
“Besides wanting more time to build trust, I suppose.”

“That is the core of the issue, Sam. I am responsible for my people’s safety just as
you are for yours.”

“I understand completely.” I nodded. “We are obviously capable of surviving on our
own.” I emphasized the sentence by kicking the corpse in front of me. “But I am an
engineer by trade. We are so busy with the day-to-day tasks of survival, that I’ve barely
had time to use my profession to improve our situation. I only completed Voss’s
compound bow last night. But with more people, we can cover the basics while still
working toward a better future.

“Nira’s ability is called ‘Spark.’ With it she can stun animals up to a ton, maybe a bit
more, or she can kill creatures our size. You’ve seen what the enhanced version of her
power is.” I patted the corpse in front of me. “May I ask what your Eye-Q said when we
touched?”

Mareth hesitated, looking pensive. 
I shook my head. “It doesn’t matter, but let me ask you this. The members of your

tribe. Think of their powers. You don’t need to tell me what they are, simply imagine
what their powers might be if similarly enhanced.”

Mareth stood silent for a moment. “If I trust you.”
I nodded. “If we trust each other.”
The warrior woman suddenly bit down on her lips, covered her mouth with a fist and

began laughing quietly. 
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I glanced over to Nira and Voss, but really I used the gesture as a cover to check our
six. Mareth’s laughter didn’t register as ‘mwoo hah hah you’ve fallen for my trap’ but I
still felt better making sure no one was sneaking up on us.

“You are an intelligent man, Sam,” Mareth said, wiping her hand over her face. “My
people are warriors, and distrustful of those skilled in verbal sparring.”

“Beware the devil with the silver tongue.” I nodded. “Your caution makes me
appreciate your commitment to your people…” I trailed off as her brow arched slightly.

“I mean… Grr, we’re here to pillage your vegetables and plunder your livestock,
arr!” I waved my fists around half-heartedly. 

Mareth burst out laughing, and both Nira and Voss joined her. I thought I even heard
Yxlyn giggling from a bush, but either I imagined it or Mareth didn’t notice.

Nira walked over and put her arms around me. “You have to forgive Sam. He can’t
help being clever and charming.”

“Ack!” I unsuccessfully tried to dodge. “Nira, your arms are covered in blood!”
“So? You can’t see it on your newly camouflaged outfit. Plus it’s raining, you

dummy.” She made a point of wiping her hands through my hair.
I tried to swat her ass, but she danced away. I guess she had recovered slightly after

downing the baryonyxes. That or she was simply never too tired to tease me.
“Oh! Sam, ew.” Voss stuck her karambit knife in the flank she was carving and

walked over to me. “You have… ah, wait…” She crouched down and rinsed her hands
off in the rain-diluted blood pooling at our feet, then wiped them on her sodden robe.
“You have something…” She made a face as she picked a blob of meat out of my hair
and flicked it to the side with a wrinkle of girlish disgust on her face. 

I found it rather amusing seeing as she had been elbows-deep in gore a moment
before. 

She spent a few seconds trying to style my hair, even though the rain made the
exercise pointless. Eventually she came to the same conclusion and threw up her hands.

“Thank you, Voss. Walking around with meat in my hair is probably a good way to
attract carnivores.” 

I had barely finished speaking before Nira’s hands gripped my shoulders from
behind. I thought she had been walking to the other side of one of the fallen baryonyxes
to harvest some teeth, but apparently physical obstacles were insufficient deterrent to her
when she was committing to a bit.

“Would that be so bad?” she hissed in my ear and turned my shoulders so I was
facing Mareth. 

The savage warrior woman stared at me, midway through a bite of raw meat. Her
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The savage warrior woman stared at me, midway through a bite of raw meat. Her

eyes flicked to Nira, and I swore I could hear my aquatic lover’s eyebrows wiggling.
Mareth’s lips twisted into a wry grin before she slurped down the remainder of her

meal. “Your women seem to genuinely care for you.” 
“Is there a better measure of a man?” I smiled and hugged Voss to me while trying to

wrap my other arm around Nira’s waist.
Mareth raised her head slightly while glancing down, as though trying to peer at my

waist over the body of the baryonyx between us. Then she looked up and arched an
eyebrow.

I realized what she’d feigned looking at and grinned. “I suppose there are a few
metrics worth noting.” 

“Indeed.” The not-quite-an-orc-but-basically-an-orc woman grinned and plunged her
arm into the cavity she’d carved into the animal in front of her. With a noisy series of
wet, sucking tears, she yanked free a liver the size of a pillow.

This was definitely the grisliest meet cute I’ve ever partaken in. 
Assuming it wasn’t a prelude to an ambush. I didn’t think it was. Mareth was

understandably cautious, but seemed impressed with us and interested in an alliance.
Even so, I knew I needed to remain vigilant around her for some time yet.

We all spent another ten or twenty minutes carving up the bodies while the rain
steadily diminished from shower to drizzle. Given their ample size, cutting large dino-
steaks from the animals was simple, and I realized we already had far more meat than we
could eat before it spoiled. I left the women to carving and busied myself with harvesting
teeth with my hammer. Tapping around the mandible to fracture the skull allowed me to
wrench the teeth free without damaging them. I thought about trying to gather up some
toe claws, but the baryonyxes didn’t have large scythe-like hook claws like raptors. 

After I’d gathered up the largest teeth, I spent most of my time trying to cut large,
contiguous flaps of skin from them. I didn’t manage to get anything quite tarp-sized.
Both of their stomachs had been sliced open, and I couldn’t really cut all the way around
the back as both beasts were on their sides. Mareth and I probably could have rolled the
three ton beasts if we’d really needed to, especially if I’d had time to rig some levers, but
without a tannery ready to go, it was a less critical task than gathering food.

We used two twin-bed sized sheets of skin to collect the meat for eventual transport,
and before long, we had two piles of meat and organs that I guessed were about forty
pounds each. I considered asking Mareth about meat preservation, but until I had a better
idea of the size and intentions of Mareth’s tribe, it was sensible to keep her guessing
about the size of mine. 

I hated playing these games. I wanted to lay everything out on the table and for her to
do the same, but for all I really knew, Mareth was still a part of the large raider tribe and
was trying to lure us in for capture. 
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I didn’t believe that was the case, but I absolutely wouldn’t risk the safety of Nira,
Yxlyn and Voss on a hunch. Impressing Mareth with Nira’s lightning also meant we
couldn’t access it for at least another day, and without it we were vulnerable. 

There was still tons of meat left on the baryonyxes, literally, but I announced that we
had gathered enough when I began to worry that it might spill out of the skin tarp when
we carried it home. 

Mareth nodded and licked her bloody hands clean. She obviously was adapted to eat
raw meat and had no trouble with foodborne illness. “I will take this back to my people
and we will discuss merging, or at least working together. I hope they see the benefits,
but there may be some resistance.”

“I hope we can work together as well, at the very least.” I extended my hand to her.
“It’s good to know that we’re not alone here, and that our neighbors aren’t openly
hostile, at least.”

Mareth glanced at my hand, but before I could offer an explanation about
handshakes, she stepped forward and reached past my hand to clasp my forearm. I
returned the gesture, completing the Viking handshake. It gave me another chance to
look at her face from about a foot away. Even with her lips and chin covered in blood,
she was crazy attractive. If anything, it added to her savage allure. 

“You have a strong jaw,” she said, playing the part of kettle.
“Thanks. I never skip jaw day.” I grinned, then started laughing at myself. 
She tilted her head and narrowed her eyes with curiosity. “This is a joke? I assume

not at my expense.”
“No, no, it’s…” I exhaled, still laughing. “Hoooooh boy, how do I explai—”
There was a snap in the forest forty feet from us. Mareth and I both whipped our

heads around to locate the source. 
“More of your people?” she whispered, reaching for her machete, which had been left

sticking out between the ribs of one of the barys.
A tan and white deinonychus stepped out of the forest, followed by three more, then

another five, and then another dozen. 
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CHAPTER ELEVEN

“Not exactly.” I released Mareth’s arm as the two-hundred-pound feathered raptors
emerged from the woods up and down the tree line. It looked like the ones Nira and I had
encountered our first day here, and they had run home to rustle up their posse. 

“Chum, there’s nearly twenty.” Nira said, backing away and raising her spear. She
had been looking tired while we butchered the barys, but she was obviously experiencing
a bit of adrenaline pep at the moment. 

The dinos in front fixed their eyes on the buffet before them and began advancing,
clearly confident in their numbers. 

“No!” Mareth called and took a step forward. “This is our meat!”
“Wait—” I called out, but the raptors were already charging. 
They covered the distance in a flash, and Mareth launched herself forward to meet

them. She leapt over a pile of dino-steaks and brought her machete across the neck of the
lead raptor even as it jumped at her. The newly enhanced weapon backed by her strength
took the animal’s head off in a single savage blow. 

Mareth shoulder-checked the headless corpse out of mid-air, but even as she landed,
two more jumped at her, killing talons extended. Mareth spun as they connected, giving
the claws a chance to only open small cuts on her legs. 

She grabbed one of the leaping raptors on the back of the neck as it passed and used
its momentum and her spin to dive forward, slamming the unfortunate dinosaur into the
ground with a bone-shattering crunch. 

She rolled out of the dive and jumped up, head-butting another raptor in the chest
before it could bring its claws up. 

As the deinonychus staggered back from the blow, Mareth whipped her machete up
and removed the front half of its head in a spray of gore. 

All of this only took a few seconds, and the thrum of Voss’s bow brought me back to
the present. 
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I quickly assessed the situation. Mareth waded into the densest part of the attacking
predators getting bites and cuts all over her body, but none of it seemed to slow her
down. The deinonychuses that had emerged upstream from the baryonyxes were
charging Nira, Voss and me.

Nira had jabbed one with her spear, but couldn’t deliver a killing blow. Just like when
we faced them before, when we committed to an attack, one of the other raptors would
come at us from the side, so Nira was forced to jump back after each jab. 

“Voss!” I waited for her to fire an arrow, which flew into the oncoming pack and hit a
charging dino in the throat. “Get on top of the corpse and fire over our heads! I’ll try and
keep them off you!” Before she could acknowledge me, I grabbed her around the waist
and tossed her up onto the side of the downed baryonyx. Its torso was only about four
feet wide and wouldn’t keep the raptors from jumping up at her, but it gave her a better
angle to shoot from. 

She yelped as I tossed her, and her boot came down on a slick patch of skinless
muscle, causing her to almost slide off the other side, but she jammed her boot into a rib
and caught herself. She nodded to me and quickly stood, drawing another arrow. 

I quickly located the bush I had last seen Yxlyn skulking in and gave her the hand
signal to hold, then ran to help Nira. My spear was on the other side of the baryonyx
corpse, but I had my hammer and stone Bowie knife on me, so they were going to have
to do.

Nira jabbed another raptor and leapt back, but she was running out of space to retreat.
We couldn’t get too far from the corpses without being immediately surrounded. 

As Nira jumped back, another raptor came at her from the side, but I ran full tilt and
kicked it in the arm just as it started to leap. The raptor squawked in pain and surprise as
it bowled into the one Nira had just stabbed. 

I had overcommitted on my sprint, allowing several raptors to get around behind me.
I barely had time to turn my head to see one charging me down. 

I decided to take a page from Mareth’s book and I threw myself backwards into it.
The move surprised the raptor and it didn’t have time to get its talons up. We both went
tumbling onto the riverbank, and fortunately I landed on top of the fucker. While I had
him pinned, I threw an elbow back and connected with something meaty. 

The raptor began windmilling its feet trying to right itself, and as I rolled off, one of
its talons raked my thigh, right across the femoral artery. I yelped and tumbled back,
pressing my hand down hard over the slash, but I couldn’t feel a cut under my hand. 

I glanced down for a half-second and realized my enhanced jumpsuit had deflected
the claw. My thigh smarted like someone had thwacked me with a yardstick, but beyond
some displaced fibers where the talon had dragged across the fabric, my leg and the outfit
were otherwise undamaged. 
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“Hah!” I yelled as I looked up, just in time to see another raptor leap at my face. 
I instinctively threw my arm over my head and heard the talons clatter off my

vambrace. The weight of the animal colliding with me knocked me back into the
baryonyx. One of the raptor’s feet slipped from the vambrace onto my sleeveless
shoulder, and I felt pain as one of its smaller claws found purchase. Fortunately, the large
hook talon caught on the edge of the jumpsuit and failed to penetrate. 

I whipped the stowie knife up and buried the eight inch blade between the dinosaur’s
legs. It screeched in agony as I yanked the knife toward me and out, and eviscerated the
lower half of its digestive tract. 

The raptor flopped to the ground kicking, but now I knew I could largely ignore their
talons as long as I kept them away from my arms and head. I jumped up in time to see
another raptor clamber onto the baryonyx corpse behind me, but Voss put an arrow
through its open mouth. 

Then I realized I had foolishly put my back to the pack again. But my raptor-proof
jumpsuit emboldened me. I quickly popped my collar to protect the back of my neck and
started to turn just as another one jumped on me. The claws on its feet didn’t get through
the suit, but the points where the talons connected with my side still felt like someone
had nailed me point-blank with a paintball. The claws on its feathered arms found more
success as they dug into my bicep and it tried to bite my face. 

I jerked my head back and swung my hammer around. It was an awkward maneuver
and didn’t have a lot of power, but the three-pound hammer still connected with the side
of the raptor’s head hard enough to make it reflexively yank back. 

I was leaning against the baryonyx corpse behind me, and the raptor was standing on
my leg. With its claws in my arm, I couldn’t bring the knife up to stab it. It kept snapping
at my head, which forced me to keep my vambrace up, and that took my hammer out of
play.

Another raptor was approaching me from the side, and I considered falling back onto
the ground to see if I could yank my right arm free of the claws, when suddenly an arrow
struck the one on me in the middle of its back. 

The raptor screamed and spasmed, and I twisted to throw the dying animal into its
friend. 

“I’m out of arrows!” Voss yelled from atop the bary. 
I almost shouted for her to grab mine from my quiver, but they hadn’t been reinforced

and I knew the power of the compound bow would shatter them. Instead, I yelled a
bunch of loud noises at several raptors circling me and jerked forward a step each time.

They barked and hissed at me, but backed up enough for me to grab my spear
sticking in the ground. I held it sideways and backed toward the baryonyx on which Voss
stood. 
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There were two raptors closing in on me in the front, plus the one I’d knocked over
with the body of his buddy, but I risked a quick look behind me. 

Mareth seemed to have disappeared into a pile of raptors. I saw her machete swing
and a raptor’s arm went flying, but she was definitely going to get cut to pieces under all
those talons and teeth. 

I tossed the spear up to Voss, then prepared to vault over the baryonyx corpse to aid
Mareth when Nira yelled from the side.

“Sam! Help!”
I turned to see her fending off three raptors. She wasn’t stabbing at them anymore,

and was instead bracing her spear sideways to use as a barrier. All three of the dinosaurs
were pressing into it and snapping at her face.

Before I could move, one of them got a bright idea and bit Nira’s forearm. 
“No!” I yelled and charged even as she screeched in pain.
Nira reflexively tried to pull her arm away, and in doing so, the distance between her

spear and body shrank, allowing another raptor to bring up one of its talons and drive it
into her leg. The claw glanced off her shinbone and sliced through the outside of her calf,
causing her to shriek as she fell backward. 

Just as I reached her, a raptor jumped onto my back. Its talons slid off the jumpsuit,
but its teeth closed around my shoulder. The sleeveless garment again saved my skin
from being pierced, but its bite was strong and nearly broke my clavicle. 

It didn’t get a chance to nosh on me as I barreled into the three harrying Nira. I
collided with the one that had cut her leg at the same time I drove my knife into the skull
of the raptor who was still latched onto her arm. They were both knocked into the third
one as all five of us went sprawling into the grass next to the stream. Again, the
enhancements to my jumpsuit saved me from several flailing claws.

My knife got lodged in Bitey’s skull and was twisted out of my grip, so as my roll
came to a stop, I quickly hopped the hammer to my right hand. I found myself on top of
one of the dinosaurs, and before it could get its bearings I caved the back of its head in. 

A third deinonychus had tumbled farther away and was trying to scramble to its feet,
but had one foot caught up in a bush at the edge of the tree line. I figured I had a second
or two, so I cast my eyes about looking for my knife.

Before I located it, I saw the fourth raptor shaking its head as it stood. Before it could
focus on me, I charged. It saw me coming at the last second, but I already had my hand
around its throat. 

It jumped up and double kicked me like a kangaroo, trying to eviscerate me with its
talons, but the jumpsuit worked its magic again. At least partially. 

One foot slid off of the enhanced fabric, but a claw on the other foot found its way in
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One foot slid off of the enhanced fabric, but a claw on the other foot found its way in
between the flaps of the button-down front. Thankfully, the threads holding the buttons
in place and the buttons themselves had been enhanced along with the rest of the outfit,
so the buttons didn’t go flying off. If they had, the raptor would have been able to drag
its talon across my stomach and open me up like a piñata full of gore. As it was, I just got
stabbed high on my abs, and the jumpsuit material bunched around the animal’s foot,
preventing the talon from sinking in too deep. 

I fell forward on the deinonychus even as it thrashed its head about, trying to dislodge
my grip on its throat, but it stopped struggling as I brought the hammer down on its face,
then again, and a third time when I scored a hit right over one of its eyes, causing the
skull underneath to collapse. 

I struggled to my feet to see Voss standing over Nira, who was tightly clutching her
calf. Voss was jabbing at the two remaining raptors with a spear, but it was clear she
didn’t have the skill or strength to fend them off for long. 

I started toward them, but in my haste to help them, I’d forgotten about the raptor that
had been tangled in the bushes. It jumped on me from behind and we both stumbled to
the ground. 

I landed hard on the rocky riverbank, and my hammer slipped from my grip. I spun
around as quickly as my exhausted body could manage and brought up the vambrace just
barely in time to keep my face from getting bitten off. 

“Hang on Voss!” I hollered as the raptor drew back and snapped at me again.
“I’m trying Sam! Please hurr— Eek!” Voss shrieked, but I couldn’t take my eyes off

the one on top of me.
I tried punching it, but it was built like a bulldog, and pugilizing its chest and flanks

wasn’t doing anything but making it madder. 
It snapped at me, and I caught the bite on the vambrace again, but this time I twisted

my arm, rolling its head and locking its teeth in place. It had a long neck and tried to
twist its head to free its mouth, but I grabbed its throat to keep it from pulling away.

I was going to have to choke this fucker out. All I had to do was use my legs to keep
its talons away from my exposed arms and wait for it to pass out. 

I just didn’t know if Voss and Nira had that long.
“Sam!” Voss called, her voice wracked with desperation. 
The raptor and I struggled and thrashed for precious seconds while it glared at me

with hateful eyes. I knew I had to do something fast or—
Suddenly, both the raptor’s eyes exploded. 
For an instant, I couldn’t process what happened.
The raptor screeched and jerked back so hard it slipped from my grip.
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I watched it flail around in the grass, and for a second I thought perhaps another
member of Mareth’s tribe had shown up and used their skill on it. 

I hated to think what that skill might be if it exploded eyeballs, much less what the
enhanced version might do, but then Yxlyn faded into view in front of me. 

As ‘into view’ as she ever gets, at least. 
She was holding two bloody karambits and breathing heavily. 
“Yxs! Holy shit! You saved our…” I quickly turned to check on Voss and Nira.
“They’re fine, Sam,” Yxlyn said. “N-not fine, but alive. All the raptors are dead.”
The two which had been trying to get through Voss were on the ground. One was

flailing around like the one in the grass, also missing its eyes. The other one was flopping
weakly on the ground with its throat cut open, the last pulses of blood ebbing from the
wound. 

“Or… maimed at any rate.” Yxlyn whispered. 
“Yxs! You’re so awesome!” I dropped to an exhausted knee and hugged her tight. It

caused a twinge in my shoulder where I’d been bitten, but I still had enough adrenaline
in my system that I could mostly ignore the pain. “I should have had you attacking from
behind the whole fight.”

“I know you don’t like to see me fighting.” She hugged me back. “And I’d rather not
if I can avoid it, but I’ll do anything to protect all of you.”

“That’s exactly how I feel.” I released Yxlyn and struggled to my feet, then stumbled
over to the raptor who had been holding my knife in its brain. I wiggled the blade out of
its skull, then shambled over to Nira and Voss. 

“It’s bad, Sam,” Nira said through gritted teeth, still tightly griping her calf. “I don’t
think it hit an artery, but the muscle is cut open on one side. I’m not going to be able to
walk for weeks… if… if ever.”

I could see her trying to hold back tears, but her eyes were wet and she was obviously
terrified. Being lame on a world like this could be a death sentence.

I handed my big knife to Voss. “Can you please cut some strips off your cloak to—”
“Of course, zur.” Voss quickly shrugged off the robe and went to work on it. 
I put my arms around Nira and hugged her. “We’re going to be okay, Nira. We’ll

survive this. All of us. I got banged up, but Yxlyn and Voss are fine…” I glanced at them
to confirm and they both nodded. “You’ll just get to kick back and have a little vacation
while we do all the work.”

Nira laughed, but winced almost immediately, and tears rolled down her cheeks.
“That… >cough< was an incredible battle.” Mareth’s weak voice came from behind
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“That… >cough< was an incredible battle.” Mareth’s weak voice came from behind

us. 
I left Nira propped against the baryonyx and whirled around.
Mareth was absolutely covered in blood. Head to toe, there was barely an inch of her

that wasn’t red - except for a dozen cuts and bite marks that all leaked a dark purple
fluid. She looked ragged and exhausted, and was obviously barely keeping on her feet. 

“What the fuck were you thinking!?” I hollered at her. “We could have just walked
away and all those raptors would have been fine claiming the corpses! We can always
find more food, you idiot!”

She stiffened slightly at my verbal assault, and I saw her grip tighten on her blood-
slicked machete for a moment, but she sagged and dropped to one knee.

“You… you are… I needed to… demonstrate my value to your tribe. I…” She
coughed, then tried to struggle back to her feet using her machete for support. “We need
help. Your help… to survive, but… there were too many. I was foolish…” 

She teetered and crumbled forward, falling flat on her face.
“Fuck!” I rushed over to her. I was furious but I wasn’t about to let her die if I could

help it.
I rolled her onto her back and tried to make a quick assessment of her injuries. She

had too many little scratches and bite marks to count, but the real problem was the half
dozen much deeper cuts which were all bleeding copiously. The worst of these was a ten-
inch gash down one thigh that oozed with every heartbeat.

“Shaman…” Mareth muttered. “…at my camp. Please… if I don’t make it, please
help them. They’ll… die without me…”

“Where is your camp!?” I asked urgently. 
“Follow the mesa… past… fallen tree…” Her eyes were barely staying open.
“Mareth!” I shook her.
“About a mile…” Her eyelids fluttered. “Six trees…”
“Voss!” I called out. “We’re going to need more of your robe over here!”
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CHAPTER TWELVE

Mareth was surprisingly heavy. 
A muscular human woman her height would probably clock in at around a hundred

and sixty pounds. Mareth had at least a hundred pounds on that.
It was enough that I couldn’t simply carry her. A hundred yards, sure. But not

through a mile of forest.  
I’d been rucking a few times. First time out I threw forty pounds in a backpack and

hiked a mile. The awful blisters I developed on my lower back taught me that the
distribution of weight is at least as important as the amount. After I got a pack designed
for it, I upped the weight to eighty pounds and was easily able to make the hike.

Two hundred and sixty pounds... I could lift that much. I could probably even walk
the length of the gym once or twice while carrying that much. But a mile through rain-
slicked jungle terrain? It might have been physically possible, but only if I planned on
blowing out my back and laying on the ground for the next few days whining about it.
That wasn’t really an option here in Cretaceous Park, especially not with Nira hobbled. 

There were also Mareth’s injuries to consider. If I threw her over my shoulder in a
fireman’s carry, some part of me would be digging into her stomach and would reopen
one of the gashes there. 

We’d wrapped up Nira’s calf as tight as we dared and covered the bite on her
forearm. I had a bunch of scratches that I didn’t think were bad enough to warrant
immediate attention, but the girls insisted that I wrap my bicep. 

Mareth almost looked like a mummy when we were done. The cut on her thigh was
so bad it felt like the muslin wraps were all that was keeping her femur from popping out.
I had no idea how she’d managed to stand after the fight. 

Her stomach, shoulder, back, and one arm needed bandaging as well, and after we’d
wrapped her most dire injuries, there wasn’t much left of Voss’s robe, leaving the teal
linguist with something between an aggressively cropped bolero jacket and a shrug. It
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linguist with something between an aggressively cropped bolero jacket and a shrug. It

was basically just a shoulder warmer with tattered, elbow-length sleeves that barely came
down far enough to cover her breasts, and then only if she didn’t do something audacious
like take a deep breath. 

It sucked, because as much as I enjoyed seeing Voss in just her orange lingerie, the
incredible effectiveness of my enhanced jumpsuit during the fight had me desperately
wanting more outfits like that for the girls. 

For that reason we hadn’t just cut the whole thing into strips. I was hoping we could
salvage some of the material and sew it back together. If there was enough for an arrow-
resistant vest, it might be enough to save one of the girls’ lives. 

Our solution for moving Mareth was to build a travois. The makeshift stretcher was
really nothing more than a short ladder. Once Mareth was strapped to it, I insisted on
Yxlyn and Voss helping me carry it across the stream and into the opposite tree line
before we set it down. I knew if any other abductee came across the incredible scene of
carnage, they would have an easy time tracking us by the two deep furrows the travois
would leave in the ground. At least this way they would have to search around a little
before picking up the trail.

Lifting Mareth hurt my shoulder, and I suspected the raptor’s bite had at least bruised
my clavicle. I wasn’t looking forward to dragging her through the forest, but I was the
only one physically capable of it at this point.

Yxlyn split her time between scouting ahead of us and covering our tracks as best she
could, while Voss helped Nira hop along with her spear.

Occasionally we needed to lean Nira against a tree while both Voss and Yxlyn helped
me pull Mareth over a particularly nasty tangle of roots. Like getting her across the
shallow stream, the two of them together lifted the back end of the stretcher and waddled
forward a few feet at a time.

I’d elected to wrap up some of the meat and bring it with us. The livers especially
would be rich in iron, and while I didn’t know if Mareth’s purple blood needed iron, I
knew I was going to be hungry after this hike. 

Still, the meat added at least 40 pounds to the weight of the stretcher, and after a half
hour of muscling the thing through uneven, muddy forest, I was reconsidering my
decision. 

“I think this has been all uphill.” I grunted, pulling the sled over a thick pile of roots.
The cuts on my bicep were being aggravated by all the effort, and had been steadily
seeping through the wraps throughout the journey. 

I hurt all over. Each of the deflected raptor talons had left welts and bruises, and my
clavicle especially was aching. Hauling the stretcher through the difficult forest terrain
was definitely making it worse.

Compounding our problems, forest traffic was steadily picking up, now that the rain
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Compounding our problems, forest traffic was steadily picking up, now that the rain
had stopped. Voss had recovered all the arrows she could, as well as stuffing as many of
Mareth’s much thicker arrows in her quiver. She used one to scare off one horse-sized
predator, and the compound bow handled the heavier arrows well enough over short
ranges. Between that and my medium-sized-dinosaur-repellent jumpsuit, we’d probably
be able to fend off a handful of dog-sized predators, but I knew we were in no shape for
anything more than that.

I hated to even consider it, but if something more threatening came at us, my
responsibility was to Nira, Yxlyn and Voss. I would be forced to leave Mareth while my
tribe scrambled up the nearest tree. 

Glancing back at the savage warrior woman, I could hear her breathing with a
shallow rasp on occasion when the sled wasn’t being noisily dragged over fallen leaves
or stones. Her skin had lost a lot of color. Instead of being a lustrous dark orange, it had
taken on a sallow complexion. Her leg below the tight bandage especially had turned
almost a dull khaki color. 

If we didn’t loosen it, she would eventually lose the leg. If we did, we risked her
bleeding out. It might still happen. We had wrapped her up as tight as we’d dared, but we
didn’t have a way to stitch anything closed. It was all just squeezed together. If she’d
been moving around, she would have bled out half an hour ago. 

Despite our time limit, I had to stop and set the stretcher down to catch my breath. It
was still cloudy, but the afternoon was heating up, and all the rain made the air muggy
and sluggishly resistant to my labored breathing.

I was almost out of gas. Actually, I was past empty and had been tapping into my
reserve tank for the last twenty minutes. I didn’t understand why I was so tired. The fight
had been difficult, but it hadn’t lasted all that long. After half an hour of struggling to
haul Mareth through the jungle, I was starting to feel like I was at the tail end of a
triathlon. 

I considered there was a chance one or more of my injuries had gotten infected and I
was running a fever. That would definitely sap my endurance, but I didn’t have that achy
feeling I usually got when I was sick. Eventually I attributed my exhaustion to the fact
that while I had kept myself relatively well fed since arriving here, it had all been very
lean protein. I hadn’t eaten any carbohydrates except the honeydew, and that had been
several days ago. 

What I wouldn’t give for a couple of king-sized candy bars and a liter of Red Bull.
Resting on my knees, I took the moment to massage my shoulder, then shuffled

around to check Mareth’s pulse. 
It was surprisingly strong considering how much blood she’d lost, but for all I knew,

her regular pulse was strong enough to crack my knuckles. What worried me was how
uneven it was. I kept thinking it stopped only to feel another beat two seconds after the
previous one. 
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I couldn’t figure it out, so I placed my palm over her sternum to try and figure out if
she had two hearts or something. I didn’t know how that knowledge would help me keep
her alive, but I needed the distraction for just a few seconds. 

“That’s the spirit, Sam.” Nira’s pained voice sounded behind me.
“Hmm?” I turned to see her leaning against a tree. 
Her face was creased with pain and worry. 
Voss stood by, scanning the woods for threats. 
“Getting in a good feel before it’s too late?” Nira grunted painfully while massaging

her good leg. 
It was morbid and inappropriate, which was oddly reassuring.
“Her heartbeat is irregular.” I shook my head and took my hand off Mareth’s chest.

“How are you holding up?”
“That depends, handsome. Will you still go down on a woman with a peg leg?” She

smiled, but there was no hiding the pain on her face.
I chuckled. “The only thing that would keep me from going down on you would be if

you had a peg-pussy.”
That made Nira bark out a laugh that morphed into a barely disguised sob as she

winced and slid down the tree to squeeze her calf. 
Forcing myself to my feet, I shambled over to the hobbled dolphin woman, then sank

down and wrapped one arm around her shoulders. She immediately grabbed at the collar
of my jumpsuit and pulled herself against me. 

“I’m really scared, Sam.” Her voice quavered. “My Spark is used up, so is Yxlyn’s.
You’re hurt, and my leg… it’s still bleeding pretty bad—. ”

“Hey, we’re going to get through this.” I wrapped my other arm around her neck and
kissed the top of her head. The movement hurt my shoulder, but I didn’t care. “Mareth’s
‘shaman’ will be able to help us, and... barring that, I just need to find a safe place to put
you guys while Yxs and I go back to the pond to harvest some sinew to use for stitches.”

It was debatable that I had the energy for that at this point, but it didn’t matter. I’d
figure out a way to get it done somehow. Forget the candy bars. I’d settle for a banana
right now. 

“Wouldn’t that make her a boy?” Voss forced a weary smile onto her face. She
glanced between us. “If it was a peg?”

It took both of our tired brains a moment to catch up to Voss, but we all had a tired
chuckle at her comment. I started to hold my hands up to somehow mime a wooden
vagina when Yxlyn came racing through the woods.
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“I found it! I found their camp!” Yxlyn ran up to me in a state of agla’feen’ulo.
Which was to say there was mud splattered on her feet and legs, and a few leaves stuck
to her for good measure.  

I’d been starting to worry that we’d gone past it, so Yxlyn’s announcement brought
such a wave of relief that I was sure Nira would have felt it radiating from me if she
wasn’t likely experiencing the same thing for herself. For her benefit I tried to project an
air of confidence, and simply squeezed her tighter. “See? Everything’s going to be okay.”

She stared at me over a tight smile before nodding. “Okay. Help me up?”
I stood and lifted her, making sure she was steady on her one foot. The short break

and good news had given me a small boost to my energy reserves.
I turned and wrapped Yxlyn up in a quick hug, then began wiping some of the forest

detritus from her skin. I wanted her as unnoticeable as possible when we approached in
case things went bad, and I told her so.

“I-I’m not sure, but I don’t think it will be a problem.” Yxlyn giggled and twisted as I
wiped mud from her ticklish feet. “They’re up on the mesa like we were, but they have a
much larger area for their camp. I only saw one person though. It was a woman with
short hair and a bandage over one eye.”

I wondered if Mareth’s tribe consisted only of herself and the woman she’d taken
from the large coastal tribe. That would be a little disappointing, but she had bet her life
that someone here could help her, and two more sets of hands would do wonders for our
ability to build tools and other things needed for survival. 

“Where is it? How far? And how is your wrist?” I asked after noticing her cradling it
protectively. 

“It’s… I think I hurt it a little when I stabbed the raptors back at the stream, but I’ll
be fine when we get a chance to rest.” She smiled weakly and put her good hand on my
cheek. “You look very tired, Sam, but the camp is only about two hundred yards more
that way!” She pointed further down the mesa.

“Okay.” I rolled my head around to crack my neck. The motion tugged on my
clavicle, which sent a wave of ache up my neck and down my arm. “Two hundred
yards,” I grimaced. “I can do that.”

Apparently I didn’t sound very convincing, because as I started to position myself at
the head of the travois, Voss rested her hand on my arm. 

“Sam, do you want Yxlyn and me to pull her the rest of the way? You are obviously
not just tired but also pained.” 

I knew the two womens’ strength stats combined were still barely half of mine, and
Yxlyn could only use one of her hands at the moment. They might have been physically
capable of moving the heavy woman, but it would be slow and they would be wiped out
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capable of moving the heavy woman, but it would be slow and they would be wiped out

before we got to Mareth’s camp.
I shook my head and motioned to my injured shoulder. “I can’t use your bow with my

arm like this.”
“But you can hold her weight?” The teal librarian motioned to the travois.
“I won’t enjoy it, but...” I trailed off. 
Being a big, tough guy wasn’t going to be why I survived this place. In fact, I needed

to get my head straight and use my brains, or else my machismo might well get me and
my fledgling tribe killed. 

“Actually...” I pulled out my stone Bowie knife and stepped around a few trees
looking for a vine. Luckily, this forest had no shortage of them, and I found a suitable
candidate only fifteen feet from where I’d started. 

Voss had trailed behind me, so I handed her the knife and tugged the vine tight. “Cut
here, if you would, please, Voss. I need about eight feet.”

“Of course, zur.”
It took her a few passes with the knife to get through the vine, and even though I was

tired, worried and in pain, I couldn’t help but appreciate watching the sweat run down
her flat tummy as she worked. 

She caught me looking as the vine snapped free, and ran her fingers down her
stomach, causing more beads of sweat to gather under her fingers and drip to the hem of
her orange panties, where they bled into the already damp fabric. 

I watched with fascination before glancing up to her expectant eyes. 
“Sorry,” I chuckled guiltily. “You’re very sexy, Voss.”
I loved how her blush made the dappling of pale freckles on her nose stand out. 
“Thank you, zur.” She smiled, then cleared her throat. “Sam.” 
She stared at me bashfully for a moment, then leaned forward on her tip toes for a

quick kiss.
For some reason our oral hygiene here was always immaculate, and Voss’s mouth

tasted faintly of sage and oranges. I licked my lips and smiled, then juked my head back
to the travois.

“We should...”
Voss smiled and pulled her bow from her shoulder.
I followed her back to find Yxlyn gently adjusting Nira’s leg bandage. They both

looked to me expectantly.
“We heading out, Boss?” Nira asked. 
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I nodded. “Let me just make one quick adjustment to this.”
I knelt at the top of the ladder-like travois, and tied each end of the vine to either side

of the top rung of the stretcher, creating a loop. I put the vine over my good shoulder and
carefully stood, lifting the travois while putting very little strain on my bad shoulder. I set
it back on the ground to make a quick adjustment to the length of the loop, then looked to
the girls.

“Okay, Yxs, can you help Nira? I want Voss ready with her bow if we need it. Before
I call out to get their attention, I want you to hide. You know the drill.”

“Of course, Sam,” Yxlyn said, positioning herself under Nira’s shoulder.
“Ready?” I asked Voss.
“Yes, zur.” She nodded, and nocked an arrow. 
I checked on Mareth, who was still breathing shallowly, then pulled the loop of vine

over my shoulder and lifted the stretcher with my legs. Mareth still felt like she weighed
a ton, but the shoulder strap took almost all of the strain off my bad shoulder, so I felt
certain I could hold out until we made it to her camp.

It felt like the home stretch was over the roughest terrain, with several sequoias
growing close to the cliff, forcing me to circumnavigate their massive roots. The two
hundred yards was probably closer to three hundred by the time we closed in on the spot
that Yxlyn indicated.

Sure enough, there were six massive oak trees growing all in a row up against the
cliff. In the huge forest, it wasn’t a particularly conspicuous landmark, but I supposed it
was the most significant one possible to communicate through fading breaths. 

The trees obscured the cliff behind it, which was good because the ledge wasn’t
nearly as high off the ground here as it was on our side of the mesa, only twenty or
twenty-five feet at most. Still high enough to keep large predators away, but harder to
defend from humanoid opponents. 

I dragged the sled until I could see the cliff up through the branches, then set it down
and directed Yxlyn to one of the trees. I wanted more prep time in case this went
sideways, but Mareth’s clock was running out.

“Hello!” I called up. “We need help! Mareth has been injured! She said you have a
healer!”

There was no response right away, and I didn’t expect there would be, so I called up
a few more times. 

“Who are you?” A throaty, sultry, yet regal female voice called over the edge.
“My name is Sam.” I replied loudly. “I’m here with some members of my tribe! We

were meeting with Mareth when we were attacked by over twenty raptors! Mareth
attacked them instead of running and we were forced to fight. She’s been terribly injured!
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attacked them instead of running and we were forced to fight. She’s been terribly injured!
She needs help immediately!”

“Yes, that rather does sound like Mareth-Ur-zhi,” the voice said with a slightly
exhausted tinge.

I saw a head cautiously poke over the edge of the cliff to get a look at me, then its
owner jumped forward with a bow ready to fire on me. Actually, she had two bows
aimed at me. 

Of every abductee I’d seen so far, this woman was the most unusual of the bunch, as
she had six arms. 

Okay, maybe she was tied with Yxlyn.
Her skin was powder blue, and her hair was long, wavy and black. Four of her arms

wielded two separate bows, the other two arms grasped small bundles of arrows and were
held out from her body, lazily snaking around in the air like she was keeping her balance
in slow motion. 

She immediately reminded me of Shiva… or Kali? The one with all the arms. Maybe
they all had a lot of arms. The Hindu pantheon wasn’t a specialty of mine.

The light blue woman had some gold designs on her body that might have been
something like tattoos, but they appeared to be shiny and metal. Her limbs and what I
could see of her torso had simple swirls and a few paisley stars, but her forehead had a
more intricate design that looked like an elfin tiara. 

Calling her outfit diaphanous would have been generous. It seemed to be a simple
wrap like a long scarf that went around her breasts and circled her hips, but the material
was odd. It actually looked like it was floating an inch or two from her skin. It was pearl-
white and slightly translucent where it drifted to the side of her body, but when it passed
in front of her, the material became transparent. However, instead of exposing her body,
the wrap appeared to blur what lay beneath. 

It was extraordinarily tantalizing. It hinted, strongly hinted, without revealing. 
Perhaps unsurprisingly, her body was fit and toned, with a more exaggerated

hourglass curve than even Mareth’s. Her face was stunning. Tall, with a long but petite
nose, and perfect, supermodel-arched eyebrows. She even looked like she was wearing
freshly applied eyeshadow that was silver over the lid, blending to a muted purple as it
swept up to the outer edge of the brow. 

She was fucking gorgeous. 
Taking her in all at once made my exhausted brain short circuit for a second.
“Uh…” I managed.
Interestingly, she seemed to have a similar reaction to me. 
Her eyes widened as she took in a deep breath, her arched brows raising to scrunch
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Her eyes widened as she took in a deep breath, her arched brows raising to scrunch

the delicate gold design on her forehead. 
“By the path of Alur-ZerZhay!” she whispered.
“Kalik!” A new voice sounded from the top of the cliff.
The sky-blue woman snapped out of her distracted state and glanced to her left.
A new woman appeared, tentatively poking her head over the edge of the cliff about

twenty feet from the six-armed supermodel. She had short, spiky black hair that looked
as if it had been styled with Mareth’s machete.

“Okay, seriously!” Nira barked. “Does every race but mine have hair?”
Everyone turned to look at her.
“That’s not weird to anyone else?” She threw her hands up, then teetered and slid

down the tree she’d been leaning against. 
I gave her an exhausted grin and turned back to get a better look at the second woman

on the ledge, who had crept forward enough that I could see most of her upper body.
Her skin was bone white and she had a bandage over one eye that looked like it had

been cut from an old shirt. The eye I could see was sharp and seemed as though it was
heavily outlined with eyeliner. 

I briefly wondered if one of these two women had a power that involved makeup.
Beyond that, her most notable feature was that she was extremely slender. Not skinny

in a sickly, anorexic way, though. She reminded me of something that Tim Burton might
draw, in a Corpse Bride-minus-the-stitches kind of way. 

Her incredibly slender arms didn’t seem to have any trouble pulling the string on the
bow she held, however. She took one look at Mareth lying on the stretcher and threw me
a hateful glare as she drew back an arrow. 

“Wait wait!” I held my arms up. “We brought her to you for healing! We were
attacked and overwhelmed by raptors!”

The slender woman glanced at Six-Arms questioningly.
“Raptors, dear.” The light blue woman combined her bundles of arrows into a single

hand, then pantomimed biting the air with the now empty one.
“Ikkla terra kanal jun tai!” The slender woman barked back. 
I shot Voss a quick glance. The linguist tilted her head, but quickly realized what my

questioning look implied and shook her head.
“They were attacked, Zolie-zhi,” Six-Arms said.
“Kaleka! Irig ital tai!” The slender woman seemed to counter.
“Uh, is her translator… Oh.” I realized as soon as I started to ask the question. Her
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“Uh, is her translator… Oh.” I realized as soon as I started to ask the question. Her

alien enhanced eye was the one under the bandage, and was presumably either damaged
or missing, so of course the translator wasn’t working.

“Yes, I’m afraid she had some unfortunate experiences upon arriving on this world,”
the light blue woman said. “But we can address that later. How do I know that you didn’t
attack Mareth, and how do I know you will not attack me if I come to her aid?”

“It will be obvious if you come examine her wounds.” I was too tired for this song
and dance right now. “Look, you’re a... Mareth used the word ‘shaman.’ One of you is,
anyway. I’m hoping you can help her and us. She and I were discussing our tribes
working together, maybe even merging in order to better survive this place. If… fuck. If
you want, we can leave her here with you, but we need to rest. In either case, can you
take a look at my friend’s leg? The raptors ripped open her calf and we don’t have
anything we can use to stitch the wound. Whatever you decide, Mareth has lost a ton of
blood and I don’t think she has long.”

The blue woman took only a moment to reach her decision, then lowered her bows.
“Ikalk! Irig ital!” The slender woman shouted at her tribeswoman. 
“Dear, I need to help Mareth-Ur-zhi,” Six-Arms said.
“Irig ital!” Slender-Woman pointed at me angrily. 
“Zolie-zhi, you know I don’t understand.” Six-Arms sighed while placing both her

bows and arrows on the ground.
“Irig!” Zolie pointed at me, then swept both hands down toward her crotch in a

gesture that I had seen start fights before. “Irig ital!”
“I think ‘irig ital’ means ‘he’s male,’” Voss said. 
The slender woman snapped her head around to look at Voss, her attention pulled by

the use of her language.
“I don’t think she’s a fan,” Voss whispered.
“I couldn’t blame her if she’s the woman Mareth saved from the other tribe,” I

grunted.
“Imi vo!” The woman, whose name I was certain was Zolie, (or possibly Zolie-zhi?)

called at Voss. “Igalia muranis?”
“Muranis tai.” Voss responded, shaking her head. 
Zolie tilted her head, obviously confused. “Deda… exil igaliain muranis?”
Voss shook her head again. “Kaleka?” she said, shrugging apologetically. 
The slender woman looked even more confused and deflated a bit.
Six-Arms conferred with Zolie for a moment, so I turned to Voss.
“Were you translating her language after hearing only a dozen words of it?” I grinned



Tamer Enhancer 2

145

“Were you translating her language after hearing only a dozen words of it?” I grinned
at the teal woman.

“I was guessing at the meanings, but some of what she was saying seemed obvious
given the context.” She shrugged and smiled cutely. “I am a linguist by trade.”

“You’re a god-damned genius is what you are,” I said, pulling her into a hug. 
“Please step away from Mareth-Ur-zhi. I will come down to examine her,” Six-Arms

said.
“Thank you,” I said as I moved to collect Nira.
“I will examine her as well, please do not move her,” the powder-blue, six-armed

woman called down as she walked onto one of the oak branches. When she reached the
trunk, she began climbing down with unsurprising dexterity.

“Thank you, again. I said my name is Sam, right? This is Nira and Voss,
respectively.” I gestured to the two women. 

“I hope it will be a pleasure to make your acquaintance, Sam-da, Nira-di, and Voss-
di. If it is not, you will discover that Zolie-zhi’s missing eye has little effect on her
accuracy with a bow.” Six-Arms reached the bottom of the tree and hopped to the
ground, standing fifteen feet from us. 

I tried so very hard to not stare at her, but realized her floating wrap was very slightly
less blurry now that she was closer. Pulling my eyes from her body was like doing the
final rep of a burnout set in the gym. If she noticed my struggle, she had the grace not to
comment.

“My name is Xerxa. Sam-da, you must address me as Xerxa-ix. Nira-di and Voss-di,
you must address me as Xerxa-zhay.”

“How fascinating,” Voss said as her and I took a few steps away from Mareth.
“Xerxa-zhay, are the suffixes a system of honorifics in your language?”

“Quite right, my dear. It is important for civilized peoples to maintain propriety.”
Xerxa spoke to Voss, but looked at me. Her face registered something between
bemusement and… awe? 

I wondered if I looked like someone famous from her world.
After a slightly too-long pause, she pulled her eyes from me and took a cautious step

toward Mareth. I was practically hypnotized by how she rolled her hips. Their canter was
almost cartoonishly sexy, and the way her arms snaked about her torso, it looked more
like she was belly dancing than walking. Her floating wrap actually amplified my
distraction, as I could see the oscillation of her gluteal cleavage beneath the blur. 

Voss leaned close enough to press one breast into my arm. “She seems undulous,” she
whispered in my ear.

I could feel the double threat of Voss’s sweaty proximity and Xerxa’s tantalizing
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I could feel the double threat of Voss’s sweaty proximity and Xerxa’s tantalizing

ambulation warring with my exhaustion and stress. Fortunately, the latter won out, and I
did not find myself suddenly hosting a volcanic erection. 

Xerxa sinuously dance-walked to the far end of Mareth’s stretcher, but didn’t kneel
down right away. When her hips stopped swaying, I was finally able to pull my eyes
away, to see her still watching me.

There was a skittish caution to her demeanor, but as her eyes walked all over my
body, it was clear her preoccupation with my presence was only partly threat assessment.
Her pupils were dilated, nearly obscuring what I could now see as purple irises, and a
flush began to spread over her cheeks and chest.

“Xerxa?” I asked, tearing my eyes away from her and glancing down at Mareth.
“Sorry, Xerxa, uh, jay? zhay? Are you going to look at Mareth? I can back away further
if you are concerned I might do something, uh, unproprietous. I know at least some of
the males on this world are not behaving... propietly.” I winced as I noticed Voss arching
an eyebrow.

“Hmm? Ah, yes, of course.” Xerxa quickly knelt down, and four of her arms began
fussing over the unconscious warrior woman. 

I had been right that Xerxa’s wrap was indeed somehow floating just above her skin.
Before I realized what I was doing, I had started to crane my neck in order to get a better
angle on a bead of sweat as it rolled down her neck and disappeared behind the floating
textile. 

It seemed as if the wrap sensed what I was doing, and adjusted itself as Xerxa bent to
examine her unconscious tribemate. The blurring effect was equally as frustrating, but
now that I was closer to her, I could reasonably guess that her nipples were dark blue?
Possibly violet. 

Probably the same color as her lips, come to think of it. So, definitely violet. 
One of Xerxa’s arms moved to tug at the wrap, then she glanced down at it, then up at

me.
So busted.
“Sam-da, would you kindly avert your eyes? I was taken from my world as I was

preparing for ritual cleansing before a scheduled surgery. My bathing drape is… ill-
suited for this savage land.”

“Oh, of course. Sorry.” I took a self-conscious step back then walked over to check
on Nira. 

“One more duty for your undershirt, Sam,” Voss laughed. “Also, Sam, you have to
address Xerxa-zhay as Xerxa-ix.” 

“I, uh… thought I did that.” I scratched my head.
“You called her Xerxa-zhay, not Xerxa-ix.” She turned to the powder-blue doctor. “I
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“You called her Xerxa-zhay, not Xerxa-ix.” She turned to the powder-blue doctor. “I
assume the differentiator is gender?”

“Quite so, Voss-di. Sam-da was correct when he said you are intelligent.” She pulled
some of Mareth’s bandages back and hissed. “These wounds are horrific! I must prepare
to heal her immediately.”

Xerxa sat back on her feet and began weaving her arms around in the air like she was
preparing to cast a spell. The movements reminded me of those ‘Shiva dances’ or
whatever they’re called, when a bunch of women stand in a straight line to make it look
like a single woman with twenty arms. 

I watched closely, and despite her fantastic body being on nearly full display to me, I
noticed her double blink.

“Wait!” I held out a hand to stop her.
She looked at me, obviously irritated. “What is it, Sam-da? I must attend to her

quickly.”
“You’re using your special skill to heal her? Not your medical training?” I asked.
“I will use both,” Xerxa huffed. “My medical training informs the use of my skill. It

will take several sessions for Mareth to fully recover from wounds this severe. Now if
you don’t mind—”

“My skill allows me to enhance the skills of others! I could supercharge you! I’d bet
you could put Mareth back on her feet in a single go!” I fixed my gaze on her eyes.
Damn, it was hard not to steal a glance at her breasts, even despite the seriousness of the
situation. Fortunately, her eyes were as stunning as the rest of her, so I managed to keep
my eyes on hers.

Xerxa glanced to Voss, who nodded. 
“It is a massive boost in power,” the teal linguist said.
“How does it work?” Xerxa asked after a moment’s consideration.
“I just have to touch your skin while my power is charged.” I pulled up my Eye-Q to

double check that it was ready. Between butchering the baryonyxes, fighting the raptors,
building the sled and dragging Mareth’s heavy ass through at least a mile of forest, the
skill had had plenty of time to recharge. 

“If I trust you to touch my skin.” Xerxa crossed her top set of arms, put the middle set
on her hips, and folded the bottom pair in her lap. “And that you are not lying about your
abilities after showing up at my home with my friend injured to the point of incapacity.”

“I know it’s asking a lot to trust—” I started.
She held up a single hand. “I am not willing to take that risk, Sam-da. I will heal

Mareth as best I can. When she regains consciousness, we will see if her story
corroborates your own.”
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I stared at her for a moment, then sighed and shook my head. “I suppose I would do
the same in your position. Will your skill be enough to save her?”

“I should be able to arrest her bleeding, but Mareth’s pulse is quite…” Xerxa
stopped, feeling around on Mareth’s neck, sternum, wrist and thigh simultaneously. “No
no no!” 

The six-armed woman scrambled on top of Mareth and began performing rolling
chest compressions across her sternum with three hands while keeping her fingers on
Mareth’s neck with another. 

“Mareth!” I shouted and stood.
Zolie yelled from up on the ledge and drew her bow back, aiming it at me. 
“I need to help!” I shouted up at the pale, skinny woman.
“Karas tai, ital!” She yelled back at me and leaned forward slightly, like she was

taking aim. I supposed it was the bow and arrow version of pulling back the hammer on
a gun.

After deflecting raptor teeth and claws, I was pretty sure my enhanced jumpsuit could
handle a wood tipped arrow, but there was every chance Zolie could plant one in my
temple from where she was.

“Let me help!” Voss shouted. “Xerxa-zhay, please, is there anything I can do?”
“I…” Xerxa continued her compressions as she glanced up at Voss. Quickly, she

came to a decision and waved one hand to her. “Yes. Continue the compressions as I was
doing while I try and heal her. I need her blood flowing for it to work.”

Voss dumped her bow in the grass and raced over to Mareth and Xerxa then knelt at
Mareth’s head. 

“I don’t have three hands—” she started to say, but Xerxa quickly instructed her.
“Mareth’s heart is actually three separate organs which can function at a diminished

capacity if one or two are compromised. Place your hands on either side of her
breastbone and compress left to right. No no, her left, the other way.”

“Sorry, like this?” Voss undulated her shoulders as she pumped her hands up and
down over Mareth’s hearts.

“Yes, a bit harder, dear, she’s quite sturdy.” Xerxa sat back and began waving her
hands around again, then hovered two over the massive cut on her thigh, and the rest of
her hands came down over the various other gashes on her body. 

Suddenly a whitish pink light poured out from under her hands and Xerxa’s brow
knitted in concentration. Several seconds passed, and the six-armed woman started
slowly shaking her head, her eyes beginning to glisten.

“It’s… it’s not working.” Xerxa’s eyes suddenly brimmed wetly, and she covered her
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“It’s… it’s not working.” Xerxa’s eyes suddenly brimmed wetly, and she covered her
mouth with a spare hand. “We were too late.”

“Please keep trying!” Voss said, pressing down harder on Mareth’s chest.
“I thought the artificial pumping might work, but it’s not—”
“Get me over there, Sam!” Nira said, trying to get to her feet.
“What are you going to—” I jogged over to her, and she grabbed me and dragged

herself upright. Unfortunately, she’d put her hand on my injured shoulder and for a
second I saw stars as pain lanced through my shoulder, neck and the side of my face.

“Just get me to her!”
I stood and shook off a wave of lightheadedness, then scooped Nira up in a bridal

carry. That also hurt enormously, but I managed to stagger toward the three women.
An arrow struck the ground barely a yard in front of me at the same time I heard

Zolie yelling something indecipherable but obviously threatening.
“Are you fucking crazy!?” I yelled up at Zolie as she quickly nocked another arrow.

“We’re trying to help!”
“Watch it blowhole!” Nira shouted.
“Zolie-zhi! Please desist!” Xerxa held up one of her six glowing hands to wave her

tribe-mate off, but the pale archer drew back another arrow and shouted more
threatening-sounding words at me.

There was another round of shouting and everyone was talking over each other when
suddenly Zolie’s head tilted skyward. She let out a squawk and loosed her arrow, but it
sailed far over our heads and into the forest.

An instant later, a glossy, tooth-colored karambit blade appeared at Zolie’s throat.
Zolie shrieked a terrified wail and dropped her bow, which tumbled over the cliff.
“They’re trying to help!” Yxlyn’s soft but stern voice came from behind the archer.

“Please stop being difficult!”
Zolie was about forty feet from us up on the ledge, and I couldn’t actually see Yxlyn

behind the pale woman, but suddenly one of Zolie’s knees popped forward like it had
been kicked from behind and the slender woman fell into a kneel. 

Zolie’s vicious demeanor had completely evaporated and she started babbling in a
way that made me assume she was begging for her life. She actually sounded like she
was about to start crying and I felt sorry for her, but there wasn’t time for diplomacy at
the moment. 

“What is happening? Is one of you doing that?” Xerxa cried out, obviously unable to
see Yxlyn. “Please don’t harm her!”

“No one is harming anyone!” I grunted and fell to the ground, gracelessly depositing
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“No one is harming anyone!” I grunted and fell to the ground, gracelessly depositing

Nira next to Mareth. “Yxlyn is a friend, she’s just going to keep Zolie out of trouble for a
few minutes, right Yxs?”

“Yes, Sam. No trouble up here,” Yxlyn called from over Zolie’s shoulder.
The slender pale woman was shaking and pleading (I assumed) but there was nothing

I could do about that right now.
“Nira, do whatever you’re going to do, quickly,” I said.
“Everyone get off Mareth.” Nira crawled the last few feet to the warrior woman.

“Stop touching her. I’m going to try and jump-start her heart.”
“What?” I looked at her in surprise. “You just used Castriel’s Wrath barely an hour

ago, Nira, how can you—”
“I’m not going to be able to go with you to the ocean, Sam.” She turned and looked

up at me. “Can you bring a big jug of salt water back for me?” She glanced up at the sky.
“Tonight?”

I tried not to let the exasperation show on my face, but fuck me I was already spent. I
glanced at the sky. We had been supposed to meet Mareth at noon, but it had taken
several hours before she’d made an appearance, then there was the talking, butchering,
fighting, and dragging. I figured there was two-and-a-half hours left till dark. Three,
tops. 

I looked at Mareth, lying motionless on the makeshift stretcher. We had to try and
save her. 

Did we?
I sighed and sagged. “I’ll make it happen.”
Nira smiled and placed her hand on my leg. “You are a good man, Sam. No matter

what Voss says.” 
“What? Nira! I never—” Voss started to exclaim, but Nira waved her away.
“Shoo! Both of you get off of her!” She started rubbing her hands together. 
Xerxa looked confused, but stood up from Mareth anyway. Thankfully her hands

were still glowing. My power would have expired already, but hers obviously worked
differently. 

Nira carefully placed one hand on Mareth’s breastbone, the other on her side.
“Clear!” she said loudly, then grunted and leaned over Mareth, pressing down hard.
For an agonizing second, nothing happened. Nira strained and shook like she was

flexing every muscle in her body, then suddenly there was a ‘CHUNK’ sound and
Mareth’s back arched wildly. She gasped and sputtered, her eyes fluttering open for a
moment. 
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Nira’s eyes rolled back and she pitched sideways into the grass, and I quickly reached
out to pull her into my lap.

Xerxa immediately dropped to her knees, hovering her still glowing hands over
Mareth’s wounds. 

Mareth jerked weakly on the stretcher and tried to mutter something, but the noise
barely escaped her lips.

“Center yourself, Mareth-Ur-zhi,” Xerxa spoke through a mask of concentration.
“Sam-da has returned you to us and I am attempting to keep you secured to this path,
despite your concerted efforts to ascend to your next journey.”

Mareth mumbled something unintelligible but lay still, with the exception of her
chest, which rose and fell with rapid, shallow breaths.

I watched Xerxa for a moment, but Nira began shivering in my arms, so I glanced
down and pulled her tighter to me.

She was conscious, but unfocused and trembling like someone suffering from an
insulin crash. 

“You weren’t going to the ocean with me anyway, babe,” I said, stroking the side of
her face. “Not with your leg like that.”

“Sh’up,” she slurred. “Wuz bein’ selfless n’ heroic ‘n stuff. Oh!” she exclaimed. “M’
sprk lev’l’d up!”

“Bring her to me.” Xerxa snapped without looking up.
I quickly dragged Nira closer to the six-armed doctor, trying to ignore the pain in my

shoulder. It was getting harder to do each time, and eventually I was probably going to
lose my lunch or black out.

“I cannot heal this much all at once, but I can help staunch the bleeding.” Xerxa said,
waving one of her hands above Nira’s calf. 

Nira made a face like she’d tasted something sour. “Nrg… f’ls weird…”
I assumed the wound on Nira’s calf was knitting itself closed, but the bandage on her

leg prevented me from seeing anything obvious happening. 
Whatever Xerxa was doing only lasted a few seconds longer before the glow faded. 
She exhaled serenely, then sat back onto her heels and calmly moved her arms into a

six-handed, finger-tutting prayer pose. She held the position for a moment, then nodded
her head.

“I believe Mareth-Ur-zhi will survive if her wounds are not aggravated further, but
her blood loss is severe, and she will need careful observation.” Xerxa glanced behind
her. “Is that foul smelling package at the foot of this stretcher full of meat?”
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“Yes.” I nodded. “We were butchering two large dinosaurs when we were attacked.
Mareth ate quite a bit while we worked. There’s a huge liver in there as well, but I don’t
know if her body has the same iron requirements as mine.”

“This is good. She has swooned again, but as soon as she wakes, we will feed her
more. Before then, I will use a reed to hydrate her.” Xerxa passed her fingers over her
throat to indicate her intentions for the reed.

She stood gracefully and looked down at Nira. “I thank you for saving her. I thank all
of you.” She turned her eyes to me, her gaze lingering over my arms. “Even as strong as
you appear, dragging a person as… dense as her through the forest could not have been
easy.”

I arched an eyebrow at the implied slight to Mareth and shrugged, then winced and
grabbed my shoulder. “It had to be done.”

Xerxa glanced at my shoulder, then turned her head to the top of the cliff. 
The area past the ledge looked much deeper than the one by our cave, but behind that

was still more mesa extending skyward until it was lost in canopy formed by the tall oaks
near the cliff. It made Yxlyn all but impossible to see from our position, and I’m sure that
all Xerxa saw was the knife still hovering in front of Zolie’s throat.

The pale, slender woman had stopped babbling and was alternating between watching
us on the ground and timidly glancing over her shoulder. Curiously, I noticed her hair
had turned white.

“What happens now, Sam-da?” Xerxa asked cautiously.
I looked at her seriously. “Can you ensure Zolie doesn’t attack us again?”
“Can you assure us that we are safe in your presence?” she replied.
“I can only give you my word, which only has as much weight as you decide it does.”

I shrugged with just my good shoulder.
The gorgeous powder blue woman fixed me with her stunning violet eyes for a

moment, then bowed her head. “I will attempt to convey that path to her.” She turned to
the cliff and clapped her hands together. “Zolie-zhi!” she called up, then when she had
the slender woman’s attention, folded all six of her hands in a triple namaste and bowed
slightly.

I looked to Zolie, who looked around nervously, then appeared to take several deep
breaths, then nodded timidly to Xerxa.

The six-armed woman turned back to me. “I believe she understands, but Sam-da, I
expect her to be quite skittish around you, especially. I would caution you against any…
aggressive behavior.”

I nodded and turned to the cliff. “You hear all that, Yxlyn?”
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“Yes, Sam,” she called down, then I saw the knife carefully move away from Zolie’s
throat.

Zolie turned around and scooted away from where she’d been kneeling, then paused
to take a good look at Yxlyn. I couldn’t see whatever exchange happened between them,
but Zolie slowly recoiled and pulled her knees to her chest. 

“I do not understand,” Xerxa said, then looked to Voss. “What is an Eeks-lin? Is your
power to summon some sort of phantasm?”

“No,” Voss replied. “Yxlyn is another member of our tribe. Her people are naturally
camouflaged.”

“Ah. I see,” Xerxa peered intently at the top of the cliff. “Or, rather, in this case, I do
not.” She smiled nervously.

I held my hands up, or tried to. The pain in my shoulder was getting worse, so I just
lifted one hand. “Honesty, Xerxa… uh, shit. Xerxa-zhi?”

“Xerxa-ix.” Voss corrected.
“Right, Xerxa-ix. We’re not here to hurt or enslave anyone or steal your stuff. We just

want to survive this world, and the more people we have working toward that goal, the
better chance we’ll have.”

“Xerxa-zhay,” Voss stood from Mareth’s head and brushed some leaves from her
muddy boots. “Sam, Nira and Yxlyn all saved me from a horrible man who…” She
paused, clenching her jaw slightly. “…took… advantage of my inability to defend myself
on this world.” She looked seriously at Xerxa, who nodded very slightly. “In the few
short days I’ve known them, I’ve never seen Sam raise his hand or voice in anger, unless
it was against the monsters of this world, of which I’m sure you know there is no
shortage.

“Nira and Yxlyn welcomed me like a sister, and even including the…” Voss paused
to clench her jaw again, then continued only after taking a deep breath. “Taking my
aggregate experiences of this world into account, I consider myself lucky to have met
them.”

She turned to look at me before flushing violet. “It doesn’t hurt that Sam is quite
handsome.” She tittered and looked back to Xerxa, who was again letting her eyes walk
all over me. 

Nira had stopped twitching in my arms, and was now breathing deeply like she was
asleep. Her eyes were lidded and half open, one slightly more than the other. When I
nudged her and whispered in her ear, she slurred something about wanting to sleep in just
a bit longer.

I gently laid her on the grass, and once I was sure she was still breathing okay, I stood
and stepped behind Voss. I wrapped my good arm around her trim stomach, then nuzzled



Tamer Enhancer 2

154

and stepped behind Voss. I wrapped my good arm around her trim stomach, then nuzzled

my way through her hair until I found an ear to kiss. “I’m very glad to have met you as
well, Voss.”

“Sam!” She giggled and tried-but-not-really to jerk away. “Stop! My ears are zuper
ticklish!”

“Mm-hmm,” I agreed. 
Voss squealed as I breathed in her ear and tried just a bit harder to squirm away.
“Thank you, Voss-da, that means much coming from a fellow intellectual… Though

please appreciate that I may demonstrate cautious skepticism until I can speak with
Mareth-Ur-zhi.” Xerxa watched Voss finally wriggle out of my grip with a curious
intensity. Two of her hands were over her chest, one finger idly tracing across her
collarbone. After another moment she asked, “Are you and he… ah… perhaps it is
improper to ask.”

Voss blushed and her eyes flicked from me to Nira, then quickly scanned the cliff.
“It’s… a little complicated.”

Xerxa’s eyes followed Voss’s as she glanced at the other two women. She said
nothing, but one rakish brow arched. 

“S’not that comp’l’cated,” Nira slurred sleepily. 
“Why don’t we leave that discussion for much later. I need to get you some ocean

water,” I told Nira. “But first…” I looked at Xerxa. “We can’t leave the two of them on
the floor of the forest like this. Please tell me you have a way to get up to your camp that
doesn’t involve climbing those trees. I can’t…” I shook my head. “If I wasn’t wiped out,
I might be able to carry Nira up there, but Mareth… I couldn’t do that on my best day.”

Maybe I could. If I had a sturdy fireman’s ladder at a fixed angle and two good arms.
But weaving around the branches on an oak tree with someone pushing three hundred
pounds draped over my shoulders? No chance.

“Yes, Sam-da.” Xerxa gestured above her. “There is no easier climb, but Mareth-Ur-
Zhi has used vines hung over the large branches of the trees to haul logs up to our camp.”

“Good. Let me secure the two of them up in your camp, then I need to head down to
the beach as soon as I can.” I said, heading for the tree nearest the cliff.

“Assuming you are welcome to stay,” Xerxa said cautiously.
That stopped me short. I turned to look at her. Was she going to make me drag Nira

back to our camp? I had to ask myself if I would force the issue. 
“To be clear, Sam-da, you and your people are. At least for the moment.” Xerxa stood

passively with her many hands in a series of different looking prayer-like gestures.
“Without Mareth-Ur-zhi, it is not like Zolie-zhi nor I could force you to leave. But given
Zolie-zhi’s inability to properly communicate with us, I thought I should advocate her
likely opinion on the matter.”
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“Ah, yes. I suppose I should have asked, but considering our collective sorry states, I
just assumed…” I shook my head. “My mind is already working on the next three steps.”

Xerxa walked gracefully toward me, rolling her hips like a cartoon belly dancer. The
movement caused the soft line running between her abs to hypnotically undulate like a
slithering snake. “There is always time to introduce a little civility into this savage land.”
She stopped within arms-reach and moved her hands into a more… for the lack of a
better term, ‘formal’ set of prayer-like gestures. “Sam-da. I invite you and your tribe to
stay with us, so long as you respect our customs and personal boundaries, until such a
time as all of our companions are recovered enough to further discuss the issue.”

I held my hands up for a moment, studying hers to determine if I should return at
least one third of her gesture. I wound up laughing and scratching the side of my head
instead. “Thank you, Xerxa. We’ll try and stay out of your hair.”

“Xerxa-ix.” Voss whispered. 
“Right. Xerxa-ix. Sorry.” 
Xerxa nodded gracefully, walked to the foot of the tree, then paused. She turned to

me with a blush on her cheeks.
“Sam-da. I cannot fault you for the many stolen glances at my body, but would you

mind ascending the tree before me? A woman should attempt to maintain some mystery.”
I felt myself blush a little at being called out, then a bit more as my eyes reflexively

snapped to Xerxa’s hips. Her mysterious, floating wrap encircled her hips several times,
but didn’t slip between her legs. From her blurred thighs and ass it was plain to see she
was not wearing anything underneath. 

“Oh, heh, of course,” I said, forcing my eyes back to hers. 
She stared back at me and we came to an unspoken agreement to both pretend there

was actually some mystery left to uncover.
I stepped up to the tree, trying not to crowd Xerxa, but she was standing right under

the first branch I needed to grab onto. 
“Excuse me.” I smiled at her as I reached for the branch. This was the closest I’d

been to her, and I could see her pupils dilate as the flush spread across her powder blue
skin. 

For a moment I thought she might reach out and touch me, but after her eyes had a
quick wander down my body, she stepped back with the grace of someone in the middle
of a tai-chi routine. 

I turned back to Voss. “Voss? Can you stay down here and keep watch with your bow
while I go and get the haul vine?”

“Of course, Sam.” The teal librarian nodded and quickly recovered her bow from
where she’d dropped it earlier. 
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I pulled on the branch to begin my climb, but my injured clavicle ‘clicked,’ and pain
lanced from my shoulder, up the side of my face and down my arm with an intensity that
left a ringing in my ear and my hand numb for a few seconds. 

I winced and tried not to let it show on my face, but apparently it hurt a lot worse
than I’d realized, because I found myself leaning my head against the bark and panting. 

I felt hands on my arm and neck, then heard Voss’s voice. 
“Sam, sit down for a second. Let Xerxa look at you.”
“Can’t. Need to secure Nira and Mareth. Then get to the ocean.” Even as I protested,

Voss’s hands turned me around and unbuttoned my jumpsuit. I allowed her to pull it over
my shoulders leaving me bare from the waist up. 

“By the path of Alur-ZerZhay!” Xerxa whispered.
“Yes,” Yxlyn’s voice came from my side. “That’s what I said the first time I saw him

without his shirt.”
I glanced around groggily to see Voss and Xerxa staring at my translucent lover. 
“Well, not that exactly.” Yxlyn giggled timidly.
“This is a natural state for your people?” she asked, tilting and weaving her head

around as she studied Yxlyn’s color-shifting skin.
“Y-yes, ma’am,” Yxlyn said timidly, wilting under the scrutiny.
“Yxlyn?” I asked, feeling groggy. “When did you climb down? Did I black out?”
“Sam, you’re exhausted,” Voss said. “You need to rest. We can leave Nira and

Mareth down here. We have the cover of trees and bushes, and between myself, Xerxa-
zhay, and Zolie-zhay, we have enough archers to protect them. Yxlyn can go to the ocean
—”

“Absolutely not!” I shook my head. “Every part of that is too dangerous—”
“Sam!” Yxlyn said firmly. “I’m weak, but I can carry a three gallon jug!”
“With one arm?” I asked, trying to clear my head. “Through three or four miles of

dinosaur-infested woods? It will be dusk or later by the time you start back.”
Yxlyn pouted quietly for a second. “I’m not saying there aren’t any challenges…”
“No,” I interrupted. “I’m going to go, and—”
Voss gently planted her boot in my ribs and pushed me sideways. 
Xerxa and Yxlyn both shouted in alarm as I slid sideways and stumbled over a root to

land on my side. 
“Ow.” Fortunately it wasn’t the side with the injured shoulder. It still sucked.
Voss leaned over me and shouted. “Yxlyn is far more capable of carrying that jug
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Voss leaned over me and shouted. “Yxlyn is far more capable of carrying that jug
through the jungle at the moment than you are!” She waved her hand at Mareth.
“Dragging that anchor through the forest was positively herculean, Sam! We all love that
you would go barreling headlong into an army of dinosaurs if it meant keeping just one
of us safe, but if you don’t stop being zuch a… a… male, I’m going to kick you right in
your man-brain until you black out again!”

A moment of silence passed while everyone processed Voss’s outburst. 
“Man-brain?” Yxlyn asked quietly.
I pulled myself upright to see Voss murmur something into Yxlyn’s ear.
“Oh no! Don’t do that!” Yxlyn cried out. “I… like his man-brain,” she whispered in

the softest voice I’d yet heard from her, which was saying a lot. 
“I do not understand,” Xerxa said.
“His man-brain is—” Voss started.
“Not that, dear,” Xerxa interrupted. “There is a waterfall less than a mile from here.

Besides which, we have many jugs with drinkable water in our camp above.
That would sure hit the spot right about now.
“I’m afraid it’s not that simple, ma’am,” Yxlyn said. “Nira’s biology is different than

ours. Her people are amphibious and require far more trace minerals and salts than we
do.” After a pause, she added, “It’s really funny to watch her try and eat fruit. They… her
world doesn’t have sugar-dense food, and it’s far too sweet for her palate.” Yxlyn folded
her arms in front of herself. “Sorry, that’s not relevant to her current situation. I’m
rambling. It’s been a very stressful few hours.”

“S’not funny!” Nira panted from her spot in the grass.
“I find it curious that her people would have evolved to taste sweet flavors.” Xerxa

mused. 
“Oh…” Yxlyn’s very hard to see brows went up. “That’s an interesting thought. I

don’t know…”
“Unfortunately we don’t have any salt in our camp,” Xerxa sighed. “Mareth has been

scouting for a source so that we may better preserve food, but all we…” She paused,
looking thoughtful. “How much do you think she needs?”

“I really have no idea,” Yxlyn fidgeted, then briefly described our trip to the ocean.
“Several minutes spent breathing saltwater seemed to be enough, so I suppose it’s not a
large amount?” 

“Hmm. Please wait here a moment.” Xerxa jumped onto the tree and scrambled up it
like a spider. 

I started to look up at her, but Voss placed her palm over my eyes.



Tamer Enhancer 2

158

“Mysteries, Sam,” she said with a wry smile.
“Look at you, being all Bossy Vossy.” I smiled back, looking into her orange eyes,

before my gaze drifted down her sweaty front, coming to rest on her panties. “That
rhymed in my language, by the way.”

“Honestly, Sampson.” Voss patted my cheek as she twisted her hips away from me in
a vain attempt to enhance her modesty. All it really did was emphasize how slender her
waist was. “This is what’s on your mind at this very moment?”

“You girls have no idea how beautiful you both are, do you?” I held out my arms to
both of them, or tried to. My injured shoulder made it difficult, but they got the idea and
both slid into my lap, each perching on a leg.

This had the effect of highlighting the many bruises crisscrossing my thighs, but I
was too spent to care about the mild uptick in pain. I had two of my beautiful friends
leaning against my bare chest, and they both started kissing opposite sides of my face
while I gently squeezed their waists.

I turned to intercept one of Voss’s kisses with my lips. She moaned gently into my
mouth and ran her fingernails through my chest hair. Despite our harried situation, the
moment of affection moved my arousal from DefCon 4 to 3. 

“Voss, I didn’t say it before, but your idea to enhance my jumpsuit was brilliant,” I
said as she pulled her pale blue lips back. 

“Oh, it was nothing!” she said, sounding flustered, her bossy attitude suddenly
evaporating. “It just occurred while I watched you dress…” She blushed effusively.
“Which is zomething I never thought I would say to a man before we were wed.”

“It wasn’t nothing, Voss. It saved my life a dozen times over during that fight.” I
squeezed her tighter.

“I was zo scared, Sam! They kept leaping on you! Every time I thought…”
“I’m still here, Voss. A little noshed on but still kicking. Mostly thanks to you.” I

gave Voss another quick kiss, then turned to Yxlyn.
“And you.” I gave her a quick kiss, to which she responded with a sigh of pleasure.

“The enhanced jumpsuit got me through the fight, but at the end…”  I shook my head
and smiled. “Yxlyn, maybe don’t tell Nira this…” I looked through Yxlyn’s torso to see
Nira breathing unevenly in the grass. “…but your enhanced powers might make you the
most dangerous person on this planet.”

“You… you really think so?” She sounded unsure if the accolade pleased her or not. 
“How many of those raptors did you kill? Blind, or maim or whatever?”
“Um. F-five maybe? Six? I’m pretty sure you and Mareth both killed more.” She said

quietly.
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“Yes, Yxlyn,” Voss said, resting her hand on Yxlyn’s arm. “But I believe Sam’s point
is that Mareth got cut to pieces doing zo, and even with his enhanced clothing, he still
received many injuries.”

I squeezed Yxlyn to me and planted a big kiss on her lips. “Voss is right. We all
worked to survive that attack, but you saved us in the end.”

“I… I don’t like hurting anyone, but… I won’t let anything happen to any of you.”
Yxlyn leaned against me, causing me to wince when she put her weight too close to my
shoulder.

“Hng!” I tried not to jump but I was convinced my clavicle was broken, and it really
hurt to put pressure on it.

“Oh no! Sam, I’m so sorry!” Yxlyn pulled away from me with a start.
“It’s okay, Yxs. It’s just a little… blinding pain among friends.” I was trying to tough

it out, but my right eye wouldn’t completely open while the pain throbbed in my
shoulder. 

“That was slightly ironic.” Voss patted my good shoulder with a sympathetic smile on
her face.

“I didn’t mean to—” Yxlyn pleaded with Voss, but Voss put both her hands on the
translucent girl’s cheeks and they leaned over my chest until their foreheads touched.

“Shh, shh. We know, sweet Yxlyn.” Voss kissed her forehead and sat back. 
“I sv’d us fr’m… fat d’na’srs,” Nira slurred from the grass. 
“You did, Nira,” I said to her. “I owe you a bunch of kisses later.”
“B’ter be mor’n kis’s,” she grumped. 
“You know I’ll give you anything you want, my little wave cutter.”
“Ooh, w’ve cut’r. L’ke that.” She flopped her arm at me, but before I could decode

the gesture, I heard Xerxa climbing down the tree above us.
“Sam!” Voss admonished as I started to look up. 
“Sorry.” I looked between her and Yxlyn. “The view here is lovely anyway.”
“A silver-tongued devil indeed.” Voss smiled, looking pleased with herself. 
Yxlyn just giggled. 
Xerxa reached the bottom of the tree and hopped to the grass, holding a clay mug in

one of her six hands. “I have insisted that we boil…” She trailed off, seeing the two girls
sitting on my lap. “Complicated to be sure,” she said to Voss.

“Hah, uh, yes, it rather is.” Voss popped to her feet and offered me a hand. 
Yxlyn rose from my lap and did the same. 
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With both girls pulling on my good arm, I slowly lumbered into a standing position.
The momentary sit-down had recharged me the tiniest bit, and after a few deep breaths, I
focused on Xerxa and her cup.

“Hmm.” She studied the three of us a moment longer and raised the mug. “I have
insisted that we boil our drinking water, even though the source seems fresh. The vessel
we use to do so has a small build-up of trace minerals. I rinsed it thoroughly and emptied
that water into this mug. There might be as much as a teaspoon of salts and other
deposits.” She looked at me seriously. “It is not much, perhaps it will be enough to delay
your trip to the ocean until morning? I have not been very far from our camp, but
traveling that distance on foot, especially considering your return trip will likely be in
darkness, seems… fraught.”

I nodded. “Let’s try it. I’m not eager to attempt that trip, but I’ll do whatever’s
needed in order to keep my people safe.”

Xerxa nodded slowly, then turned to walk over to Nira. 
“Nira-di.” She placed a hand on Nira’s shoulder and gently shook her. “May I have a

moment of your time?”
One of Nira’s eyes fluttered open but she didn’t sit up. “Hmm? Ooh, hed hrts.”
“I have a small amount of water containing some minerals and salts.” Xerxa swirled

the mug to emulsify the liquid. “After speaking with the members of your tribe, I believe
it will help you feel better. Can you sit up?”

I walked over to Nira and squatted by her head, then helped her struggle upright. 
Xerxa tipped the mug to Nira’s lips, and she took a sip. The dolphin woman nodded

her head then quickly gulped the rest down. She sagged against me and took the mug
from Xerxa with a shaky hand, licking the inside clean. 

“Thnk you, Zerks. “T’s ‘ready makin’ my hed feel bet’r.” Nira looked up at me.
“Think‘ll be… mmm, not ‘kay, but not com’tose. I don’t wan’ you go’n out t’night.
Yor’ll beat up ‘n the forst is goin’ be danj’us.”

“Yxlyn said—” I started. Nira was still heavily slurring and her eyes were unfocused.
I didn’t want to leave her in such a dire state.

“No,” Nira said firmly. “’ll h’ve… shitty night, b’t ’ll live. You need t’rest too. Could
use s’m food though. Both ‘f us.”

“She is right, Sam-da.” Xerxa spoke as her eyes appraised me. “I believe you have a
fractured clavicle, your bandages need changing, and you have an unattended puncture
on your stomach.”

I argued with Nira a bit longer, but Voss and Yxlyn joined in, and once Nira had
convinced them she would survive the night, Voss went back into boss mode and put her
foot down - fortunately not on my testicles, but the implied threat was still there. 
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Eventually I relented. I thought if I got some food and water in me, I could make it,
but I honestly wasn’t thrilled to try. 

However, I refused to leave Nira and Mareth laying on the floor of the forest. Voss
started to insist that she, Yxlyn, Xerxa and Zolie could defend them, but I reminded her
that between everyone’s wounds and the sack of meat, we had left a bloody trail all the
way from the stream. Something was going to come sniffing around. 

Voss agreed to try and pull them up to the camp. She said that between the four
women still standing, they should be able to get even Mareth up there.

I suspected it was going to be a bit harder than that. 
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN

I managed to climb the tree using only one arm. It wasn’t too hard. The oak had
plenty of branches and it was only twenty-five feet to the branch that hung out over the
ledge. 

When I pulled myself over the top, I was in for quite a surprise. The shelf Mareth’s
people had built their camp on was at least ten times the size of the area we had found.
There were three separate fire rings, only one of which was lit at the moment, burning
with a low flame. Against one of the back walls was a sturdy-looking lean-to, and on the
other side of the camp was a rickety… shed was a generous description, but it was large
enough to sleep three. I supposed it technically would provide some shelter, providing
that no large insects bumped into it.

Those were the only structures, not including a half dozen workhorse-type benches
made from branches lashed together with vines or cordage. There were several weapons
leaned against each bench, and judging from the detritus around them, they were used as
crafting workstations. Spears, arrows, axes, and one bench looked like it was used as a
flint-knapping station, where there was a woven basket full of stone blades that had yet
to be affixed to anything. 

There was also a large pile of chopped firewood, as well as other unprocessed logs,
all of it unsheltered and wet from the recent rainwater. 

The whole area was sporadically shaded, not only by the large oak trees that lined the
perimeter of the cliff, but also by several tall trees growing on the ledge itself, sprouting
from dirt-packed crevasses in the rock. 

And there was Zolie.
The slender, chalk-white woman sat dejectedly by the lone active fire, poking a piece

of skewered meat with a stick. When I walked down the branch that allowed me to step
onto the clearing, she glared at me with an expression full of anger, fear and resignation.
She made a point of taking a flint knife from the ground and gripping it tightly while she
stared at me.
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The fire ring was nearly thirty feet from me, and since we couldn’t speak to one
another, I thought the best course of action would be to give her all the space she needed.
Maybe she’d come around after she saw me interacting with the women of my tribe, or
maybe she never would. This world had obviously grievously hurt her, and part of me
desperately wanted to find some way to help her. 

For now, I just gave her a pleasant smile and a nod, then took a few steps back and
sat on the edge of the cliff. I took the moment to catch my breath and listen to Xerxa talk
with Voss and Yxlyn as they climbed up. 

A moment later they were on the ledge and began gathering the vine they planned to
use to haul the two women down below up to us. 

After a bit, Voss came over to me with a coil of vine around her shoulder. She
dropped the bundle behind me and knelt, taking a moment to stroke my hair. I noticed
she had ditched the ridiculous looking remnant of her robe and was just wearing her
boots and soot-soiled orange lingerie.

“Sam, you really do need to rest, but could I get you to turn this vine into a sturdy
rope first? I’d feel better about using it to haul Nira and Mareth up if I knew it had
benefited from your special touch.”

“Sure, Voss.” I scooted back from the cliff and spun on my butt to face the vine. She
bent next to me with her hands on her knees, so I reached up with my good arm and slid
my fingers through her hair, then tugged her down to me and kissed her cheek.

“Sam! I’m all sweaty!” She giggled and feigned pulling away.
“You have dinosaur blood on your neck, too,” I grinned and tried to pull her into

another kiss, but this time she squealed and struggled for real, until she twisted around
and plopped into my lap. I quickly put my arm around her slender waist to keep her from
rolling off my legs. “Thank you for helping with everything today, Voss. Helping Nira,
keeping vigilant while we—”

“Of course, Sam. There’s no need to thank me.” She twisted on my lap until she was
straddling me. 

“It’s just been a very stressful few hours,” I said. “I appreciate you staying collected
during all this.”

Voss let out a tense laugh and pressed her lips to mine, shuddering as she kissed me.
She put her hands on my cheeks and squeezed me with her thighs like she was afraid
she’d fall off. 

I kissed her back as I felt her body tremble against me, her tongue urgently pressing
into my mouth. 

She didn’t really end the kiss, but her tongue eventually retreated into her own mouth
and she sagged against me, our lips still touching. 
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“I’ve been zo scared, Sam,” she whispered into my mouth. “Ever since the attack.
Every time you disappeared under a pile of raptors, when Nira went down. I just found
you…” She shook her head, rubbing her sweaty forehead against mine. “The whole
journey here I’ve wanted to curl up into a ball and scream. I’ve been hanging on by a
thread…”

I squeezed her tightly with one arm and drew her into another kiss, which she
returned with the same urgency as before. When I pulled back, I saw that her eyes were
glinting with wetness. I only had the one good arm, so I released her to reach up and
wipe the corner of them with my thumb. 

“We’re going to be okay,” I told her firmly. “We just need to get Nira and Mareth up
here and we’ll be safe. We’re not losing anybody on my watch. Just a little more work
tonight and we’ll all be okay.”

She pressed her cheek into my palm as I wiped the tear away. “Yes,” she said softly,
then opened her eyes with a determined glint. “Yes! What do you need me to do, zur?” 

I smiled and shifted my legs under her. “Well, as loathe as I am to eject you from my
lap…”

She giggled bashfully and leaned back, rising on to her feet. 
I couldn’t help but stare right at her taught belly and sweat-dampened panties as they

rose to eye level in front of me. I realized I was gawking and glanced up at her, seeing a
bashful but knowing smirk on her face. 

“Ahem,” I coughed. “Could you help me up, please?”
She fought a smile and extended a hand. “Help you stand, you mean?” 
I chuckled. “Yes. Sorry, I didn’t mean to stare.” I took her hand and struggled to my

feet. She didn’t step back as I stood, and I wound up pressed against her again. 
“It is…” She glanced up at me through a curtain of indigo hair. “…acceptable.

Though I thought we agreed you would wear your jumpsuit at your waist.”
I grinned and stepped back, then wiped the sweat from my face. “I’d need some cord

to keep it from falling all the way off.”
Voss arched one brow thoughtfully, then tilted her head left and right, weighing the

option.
I chuckled and shook my head. “Okay, can you grab one end of this vine and help me

uncoil it? I think it’s easier to work with if I can see most of it.”
“Of course.” Voss pulled the long vine into a few piles of smaller loops.
While she did that, Xerxa, who had been pantomiming at Zolie, stood and walked

over to watch. 
“Sam’s special skill allows him to enhance our own abilities, as he mentioned



Tamer Enhancer 2

165

“Sam’s special skill allows him to enhance our own abilities, as he mentioned
earlier,” Voss explained as she laid out the rest of the vine in front of me. “But he can
also enhance weapons, tools, almost anything he touches, really.”

Xerxa nodded and watched as I used my ability on the vine. 
It was already quite long, so I mainly concentrated on improving its strength and

flexibility. It was the first time I’d used level two Enhance on a vine, and by the time I
was finished, it looked less like a vine and more like a proper rope. It wasn’t braided, but
I had subconsciously added a twisting texture, making it look like one of those climbing
ropes used in gym class. 

“It’s stronger, and more importantly, the material is consistent now. No knots or
scoring from bird claws or anything like that to create weak spots,” I said with a smile. It
wasn’t as dramatic an example of my power as showing off with Nira’s Enhanced skill,
but Xerxa seemed suitably impressed. 

“Fascinating.” Xerxa idly traced her fingers over her chest when I presented the rope
to her. She took one end of the rope and tugged on it, then wrapped it several times
around one hand to test the flexibility. “The applications of your skill seem nearly
limitless. Your own camp must be in marvelous condition if you can produce building
material of this quality on a regular basis.”

I glanced at Voss furtively. “We can discuss campsite improvements once Nira and
Mareth are back on their feet. Let’s get them off the ground before doing so becomes a
race against something looking for an easy meal.”

Xerxa nodded sharply. “Yes, of course.”
The six-armed woman took one end of the rope and walked out onto the branch

growing from the oak we’d climbed. When she reached the trunk, she climbed about
eight feet higher to a branch that stuck out over the clearing, and I could see a spot about
halfway along its length where the branch was missing a good deal of bark. Obviously
this was how they had hauled some of the larger logs up to their camp.

She draped the rope over the bare spot, then her and Voss fed the rope over the limb
until a few feet coiled on the ground near Nira. Xerxa climbed down to the forest floor
and moved to gently rouse my amphibious lover. 

Nira didn’t seem able to stand on her own, so Xerxa put two of her arms under the
dolphin woman’s armpits and two others on the middle of her back, then gently dragged
her over to the base of the tree. After setting her down, they held a brief conversation that
I couldn’t hear, but Nira eventually shook her head. Xerxa nodded and tied a loop into
the rope, then slipped that under Nira’s arms. 

Xerxa scrambled back up the tree, then gathered Voss and Yxlyn to begin hauling
Nira up the trunk. I tried to help, but Voss shooed me away, and the three of them
combined seemed more than able to slowly haul Nira up. I still kept a close eye on their
progress in case they needed more help. 
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Despite her exhausted, tremulous condition, Nira still managed to look supremely
indignant about the situation. Unfortunately for her, she only had enough strength to
keep herself from bouncing against the tree with feeble, spastic kicks.

Once they’d pulled her all the way up to the branch, Xerxa walked back out to drag
Nira over. There was another brief discussion, and Nira tried to stand under her own
power, but it looked as though she had a dizzy spell, and slumped against the trunk.

I shook my head, trying to ward off my exhaustion. “I’ll carry her,” I announced.
“Sam, you’re hurt.” Yxlyn said softly. 
“It’s just pain, Yxs, I’ll survive.” I smiled, pushing more nonchalance into my voice

than I felt. I walked over to a clay jug full of water and gave it a sniff. “This is clean,
right?” I called over to Xerxa.

“It is,” the six-armed woman said with a stern expression on her face. 
I found a clay bowl next to the jug, and used it to scoop the water to my mouth. I

could tell right away it was clean rain water, and I drank at least a liter of it while Xerxa
took the opportunity to lecture me.

“Sam-da. If your clavicle is fractured, you risk further injury. We can manage this,”
Xerxa said firmly.

“Sure, but...” I gasped after swallowing another mouthful. I scooped another bowl
out and splashed it over my head. “You can fix it, right? Once you finish healing Mareth
and Nira, of course.”

Xerxa’s expression darkened. 
“I mean, uh... Mareth-ix?” I added, starting toward the cliff. 
“You sound just like her,” she snipped, folding two of her arms defensively. The

remainder were holding on to Nira and the trunk. “My ability to heal has caused her to
become quite cavalier about her own safety.”

“Buuuut...”
She huffed, looking irritated. “Yes.”
“Look, if it makes you feel any better, I promise I’ll try to not intentionally aggravate

my injury,” I said as I stepped out onto the branch. “I’m stubborn, not a masochist.”
“I’m not certain there is a difference,” she said archly.
When I got to the two women, Xerxa helped Nira stand, then I carefully hoisted the

invalided dolphin woman over my good shoulder into a fireman’s carry.
“This’s so undignif’d,” Nira grunted. 
“Hold still. I have to try and balance all this on the way back over the branch.” I

carefully turned around on the branch while Xerxa steadied us by holding on to Nira.
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“All this?” Nira grumped.
“Yes, all of your delightful bulk.” I would have reached up to spank her butt, but that

would have involved using my bad arm, and having a dizzying shot of pain right now
would have been less than ideal. 

“I dare you t’use th’ phrase ‘d’lightful bulk’ when’m ab’l t’kick you,” Nira grumbled.
It was good to hear her being sassy, but I could feel her muscles trembling like she

was cold. I was still warring with myself as to whether I should try and make the journey
to the ocean tonight. I was wrecked, but some food and water and an hour long nap
might recharge me enough to make the attempt. 

The delay meant most of the trip would be at night, though, which wouldn’t bode
well for my chances.

I really needed that steam-powered tank I’d dreamed about my first night here. 
I thought I heard a throaty giggle from Xerxa, but concentrated on getting to the cliff

safely. The branch leading to the cliff began to sag under our combined weight as I
walked its length, but fortunately it held, and that helped me offload her when I reached
the cliff. The branch had drooped several feet, and from a crouch, I was able to roll Nira
off my shoulder straight onto the rock. 

Without her weight, the branch mostly sprang back, and I stepped onto the cliff and
helped Voss pull the hoist line from under Nira’s arms. On Xerxa’s suggestion, they
carried Nira to the lean-to and laid her down underneath the slanted roof.

The lean-to was just some ten-ish foot long logs leaned against the cliff with some
supports under the high end to keep them from sliding down onto anyone sleeping in it.
The roof was covered in large, overlapping leaves and seemed marginally leak resistant.
There was nothing to keep the floor of the shelter dry, but the interior was lined with
branches topped with dirt and more large leaves that lifted an occupant a few inches off
the ground. Memory foam it was not, but it was still a minor upgrade from our bare stone
cave floor. 

I settled Nira in the shelter as gently as I could using only one arm, then stroked her
cheek. 

“How are you doing?” I asked as I watched her tremble on the bed of leaves. 
“’M seaw’d s’ndwich, Sam,” she slurred.
“You’re a seaweed sandwich?” My eyebrows went up as I started to become

concerned that her condition was affecting her mind.
“Yu’r not th’only one wif i’bm.” Her face twitched into a smirk.
“Ibim?” I asked.
“I’bim.” She furrowed her brows. “Ibium. I-bi-um.”
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“Idiom?” I asked and she nodded. “You’re a seaweed sandwich? Is that good or
bad?”

“S’weed sand’ich’s’re aw’sum,” she blinked each of her eyes slowly and at different
times. “Wz b’ing s’rcastic.”

I shook my head. “Well, at least you’re feeling well enough to goof around. So
what’s actually wrong with you?”

“I’un def’enc’y.”
“Iron deficiency?” I asked.
“Ine. Eye-on.”
“Ah. Ion.” I nodded.
“My n’rvus syst’m s’try’ng to leach ‘lectric’ty fr’m oth’r cells.” 
“Ah. So the salt helps balance the charge. Presumably it accelerates the recharge as

the sodium and chlorine metabolize in your system.” Nira’s race didn’t seem to know
about DNA, but I guess it made sense they would have studied their “Spark” extensively.
“It’s too bad I don’t have time to invent some batteries for you to suck on,” I sighed, then
wiped some sweat off my forehead and held my hand out, letting the salty water drip
down my fingers. “Here, it’s a sweaty Sam special for you.”

Her lips parted and she sucked on my fingers briefly. The moment might have been
sexier if I hadn’t been so concerned about her.

“Mm, th’t’s th’good st’ff.” She sighed, then focused her eyes on me. “Go h’lp
M’reth. ’ll be fine f’ra bit.”

I nodded and leaned over to give her a kiss on the forehead. “I’ll be back to check on
you as soon as she’s safe.”

Nira flopped her arm against my leg a few times in what I assumed was supposed to
be a reassuring pat.

I stood up and I returned to the edge of the cliff where the women were sharing
opinions on how to get Mareth up to us. Xerxa was concerned that tying a rope under
Mareth’s arms like we had with Nira would be too stressful and could open up some of
her many cuts. 

The other concern was getting Mareth from the trunk of the oak to the ledge. If I
couldn’t carry her, they’d have to resort to the method they’d used to raise up heavy logs,
which was to pull them up to the slightly higher tree branch, then they would tie another
vine around the bottom of the log and pull it toward the cliff while slowly letting out the
hoist line. Keeping the logs from dropping below the level of the cliff meant putting a lot
of tension on the pull line. Xerxa was again convinced this would aggravate Mareth’s
injuries.
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Yxlyn suggested tying vines to Mareth’s stretcher at several different points to keep it
level while we pulled her up. Xerxa liked the idea, but there were too many branches in
the way up the trunk of the oak.

I wanted to say that I could carry her down the branch. She weighed a lot, but I’d
squatted more in the past. Walking would be easier than squatting, but balancing that
much while teetering twenty feet down the length of a ten inch wide branch wasn’t
something I could guarantee, especially not while I warred with exhaustion. I was also
concerned about our combined weight on the branch. 

I was beginning to think we might just need to haul Mareth up the tree and leave her
dangling in the air overnight on the travois, which would be far from ideal, but was still
safer than leaving her on the forest floor at the end of long and bloody trail.

I started looking around the campsite for inspiration. Besides all the weapons
scattered about the various crafting stations, their primary resources were logs and vines. 

Logs, vines, an exhausted engineer, and four women who individually couldn’t lift
much - at least Xerxa and Zolie didn’t appear very strong - but collectively… 

Hmm.
“I know how to get her up here.” I nodded, looking at a big pile of logs. 
The women all looked at me. 
“We’re going to build a crane,” I smiled. “A super janky, temporary crane. I’ll need

everyone’s help moving some of those logs around, but I think we can get her up here in
under twenty minutes.” 

“We’ll do whatever you need us to do, Sam.” Yxlyn said. 
Voss and Xerxa nodded, but the six-armed woman looked skeptical. 
“Okay.” I organized my thoughts quickly. “Yxlyn, can you… ah, wait, I forgot about

your wrist. Okay, Voss, can you and Xerxa climb… uh… Xerxa-ix, I mean. Can you
climb down there? Between the two of you, you should be able to drag Mareth to the
base of the cliff.” I looked around the top of the ledge and leaned over to inspect the
ground below. “Uh, to about here.” I slapped the top of the cliff roughly in between the
two oaks that flanked the clearing below.

“Once you have her there, tie some vines to her stretcher like Yxlyn suggested, so we
can keep her level as we hoist her up. At least six different points. We’ll throw down
some vines for you to use, and don’t be stingy with them. Use thin vines to double secure
your knots, and use a few extra to make sure Mareth can’t slip off halfway up. Don’t tie
both ends of a vine to the stretcher to create a loop. That will make it difficult to prevent
the sled from listing. Just tie off one end of each vine, then come back up. We don’t
know how long we have until something comes sniffing around, so get started on that
right away.” 
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“Yes zur!” Voss hopped on to the branch and began walking to the oak. 
“What will you be doing up here?” Xerxa asked. 
“Yxlyn and I will start moving logs into place. It would help if we could get Zolie on

board, but I’ve been trying to keep my distance from her…” I paused to grimace.
“Buuut, we have the time-pressure of never knowing when the next bad thing will
happen.”

Xerxa nodded knowingly. “I will speak with her.” She sashayed over to the slender
woman and gracefully sat next to her. 

Zolie hadn’t taken her eye off of me since I stepped into her camp, but Xerxa got her
attention with a gentle hand on her shoulder. I saw her pantomime some levering motions
with her arms, and I heard her speak Mareth’s name several times. 

Zolie fixed me with another baleful stare, then nodded to Xerxa. They both stood and
Xerxa gave the slender woman a quick hug before she dashed off to follow Voss down
the tree. Zolie stooped to pick up an additional knife, then slid both into the waistband of
her pants while staring purposefully at me. 

Now that Voss had ditched her sliced-up robe, Zolie was the most dressed of all the
women, sporting a business-casual outfit that had long since seen better days. Black capri
slacks with ragged hems and holes over both knees, with a shirt that looked like a fitted
woman’s button-down blouse which could have been worn in any office on Earth. It
obviously used to be white, but was now a light grayish brown, having endured many
weeks in these primitive conditions. The sleeves had been torn off at the elbows, and all
but one button were missing from the front, so the blouse only closed just under her
breasts, exposing most of her tummy and modest cleavage. 

I didn’t see a bra under the shirt, but I was trying really hard not to look. I just
watched her with what I hoped was a pleasant, but mostly neutral expression on my face.

It didn’t bother me that she was going to be cagey around me for a while. I
understood what she had been through, at least academically. The strip of fabric over one
eye only hinted at some of the harrowing specifics. 

I gestured to the pile of logs. Zolie walked over, each of us giving the other a wide
berth. She also watched Yxlyn warily, and I couldn’t blame her for that either. She didn’t
know Yxlyn as the painfully timid and insecure girl that she was, only as a terrifying
apparition that had slithered out of the shadows and held a knife to her throat. 

I found a sturdy branch about as thick as a baseball bat and handed it to Yxlyn, then
instructed the two women to use it like an axle to share the load of their side of the logs. 

I couldn’t actually talk to Zolie, but she understood what I demonstrated almost
immediately. I guess she’d gotten used to people waving their hands at her. 

Since I only had one good arm, I grabbed the hoist rope from the edge of the cliff and



Tamer Enhancer 2

171

Since I only had one good arm, I grabbed the hoist rope from the edge of the cliff and

slipped the loop Xerxa had tied into it over my good shoulder. The bottom of the loop
went under one end of the first log, allowing me to lift entirely with my legs. 

Yxlyn and Zolie had a rough start. Yxlyn was only using one hand which irritated
Zolie at first, but Yxlyn pointed at her injured wrist, then made a fist in the air, and
quickly rotated it down ninety degrees like she was snapping something. 

She repeated the motion twice, with Zolie leaning in closer each time before she
could make out what Yxlyn was doing. I had to remind myself how difficult it was to see
Yxlyn when someone wasn’t used to tracking her mirage-like outlines. 

Eventually, Yxlyn switched tactics and stomped on a pinkie-thin twig, nearly
snapping it in half, then held up the broken branch and poked her wrist with it.

Zolie suddenly understood what Yxlyn was trying to tell her, and surprised me by
seeming quite concerned, though I suppose it shouldn’t have. Being wary of me or
annoyed at our intrusion into her camp didn’t mean she couldn’t empathize with someone
else’s pain.

They returned to trying to tandem-lift their end of the log, but Yxlyn really struggled
with her side. 

Zolie, on the other hand, despite being more slender than even Yxlyn, seemed like
she might have been at least as strong as Nira. Even so, she wasn’t quite strong enough
to lift the back half of the log on her own. 

“Can’t we just roll them?” Yxlyn asked, as I pondered through the problem. 
I started chuckling. I did have a tendency to over-engineer things. “That would work

if they didn’t have nubby little branch stumps all over them.” 
I gave it another moment’s thought, then pulled my hand axe from my bandoleer.

Zolie tensed and stepped back, but I made a point of giving her space as I walked to the
far end of the log. Most had jagged, pointy ends from being chopped down, so a few
whacks with the axe were needed to createe a notch. I had Yxlyn gather up a twenty foot
vine, and set the middle of the length into the notch. Then I twisted the vine once over
the top of the log, and again underneath so it wouldn’t slip. 

This let the two women coil the ends of the vine around their waists, creating a sort
of jury-rigged yoke. I returned to the other end of the log and lifted it, and one step at a
time, we got it dragged to the edge of the cliff where I needed it. 

Between the three of us, we moved four logs by the time Voss and Xerxa climbed
back up. 

Now that we had more muscle to work with, we returned to the axle method, and the
four women were able to lift their end quite easily. 

My jank-ass crane required seven logs, so we got them moved to the cliff as quickly
as we could and then began organizing them. The three thickest logs went on the bottom,
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as we could and then began organizing them. The three thickest logs went on the bottom,

angled 45 degrees away from the edge, and we used vines to lash them together as tightly
as we could, almost like we were building a narrow raft. 

The next two logs were placed on top the first three, also tied together. The sixth log
was placed on top, forming a pyramid roughly four-and-a-half-feet high. Importantly, the
log on top had the remnants of a branch jutting skyward, creating a break that would
keep the boom portion of the hasty construction from rolling as we maneuvered it.

The seventh log was the boom. If I’d had a few more hours, I could have created a
powerful winch. Even a single hole drilled through the boom would let me to create a
mechanism that would allow any of the women to haul a half ton of weight up the cliff
with minimal effort, but this quick version would do for now. 

The boom log was by far the longest and heaviest of the seven, and it took all of us to
lift and set it on the pyramid with one end sticking about two feet past the peak. 

I pulled out my hand axe again, and used it to chop a considerable groove into the
end. This would guide the hoist line, and I couldn’t risk it slipping out of the furrow, so I
chopped it as deep as I could, given what little time I thought I could spare. 

I was a little surprised we hadn’t seen some sort of predator come sniffing around yet,
trying to find the source of the bloody trail we’d left all the way from the pond. It had
largely stopped raining by the time we’d set out, and the wet forest had probably diluted
the trail somewhat, but I didn’t want to take that for granted. 

By the time I’d dug about a three inch furrow into the end of the log, I slung my axe
and pulled out a karambit to try and quickly carve the V-shaped groove into a ‘U’ so the
hoist line wouldn’t get pinched and stuck. 

I could really only use one hand, though, so it was slow going. With the four women
standing there watching, it felt like it was taking forever. I explained what I was doing
while I worked, and Xerxa asked if she could give it a shot. 

I needed to give my arm a rest, so I nodded and stepped back. Xerxa quickly walked
to the active fire ring to retrieve several flint blades. Two were just unmounted axe heads,
two others were smaller and looked like unfinished spear heads, as they were only
knapped on one side. The final two blades were simple, sharp stone knives that were
probably used for food preparation. 

She returned to the crane and took position at the end of the boom, then began
waving her hands over the wood like she was casting a spell. 

I barely resisted the urge to roll my eyes when I glanced at Yxlyn and Voss. Yxlyn
looked at me and bit back a smile, but Voss seemed fascinated. I noticed even Zolie had
taken her eyes off me and was staring at Xerxa.

Xerxa spent another ten seconds doing this arm dancing, during which she would
bring each of the flint blades close to the wood but stopped short of actually striking it,
like she was doing some sort of lumber-based reiki. 
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I almost made a snarky comment about needing to actually connect in order to have
an effect on the wood, when she violently brought down one of the axe heads. A second
later, she brought down the other one, counter-cutting her first strike. She briefly
returned to waving her hands around, but she repeated the strikes on the other side of the
log, then began switching back and forth, slowly picking up speed. After ten seconds of
this, her upper arms were striking the log four times a second, easily making two or three
times the progress I’d been making.

I glanced around at the spectators and noticed Zolie had resumed watching me. I gave
her the “not bad” raised-eyebrows-and-tight-frown of someone who was duly impressed.
She stared evenly at me for a moment before tilting her head at Xerxa. 

I returned my attention to the blue woman, whose lower four arms had kept waving
about the whole time. Suddenly the middle pair engaged with a pair of strikes, returned
to waving around for a second, then struck again, this time without a delay before they
returned to the wood. 

I glanced back at Zolie, who smirked and repeated her head tilt.
I looked back just in time to see Xerxa bring the smallest blades into the fray,

cleaning and smoothing the edges as she went. She must have been striking the log six
times a second now, and the staccato blows sounded like a machine gun. 

I actually had to take a step back to avoid flying wood chips and sawdust, but I
couldn’t take my eyes off the log. It was like watching a time lapse of the wood being
carved away. 

After ten or fifteen seconds of this, she withdrew the largest blades from the melee,
then ten seconds after that, the middle pair. She spent a few more seconds cleaning up
her work with the smallest blades, then stepped back. 

The log now ended in a surprisingly smooth U-shaped trench, exactly how I’d
wanted. It wasn’t a pulley, but in the time we had it was the next best thing. 

It was such an impressive display I had to clap, even though the effort hurt my
shoulder a bit. Voss joined me and Yxlyn snapped with one hand. I supposed clapping
might have been too bold for her society. 

“That was amazing, Xerxa,” I said, running my fingers over the wood, which was
still noticeably warm from all the cuts. 

“Ix,” Voss whispered. 
“Ix, right. Sorry, Xerxa-ix. I keep forgetting. It’s an unusual concept in my

language.”
“I understand Sam-da. Omitting the honorifics sounds terribly aggressive, curt or

intimate in my language, so I appreciate your effort to adapt.” She stepped to the other
side of the boom and began brushing sawdust from her skin and hair. 
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I nodded as I walked around the crane and collected the hoist line. 
“Okay, this is pretty straightforward,” I dropped the rope into the cleavage slot. “I’m

sure you can all figure out what to do from this point forward, but let’s go over it real
quick to make sure we’re all on board.”

Yxlyn and Voss were getting used to my idiom laced language, but I saw a flicker of
confusion on Xerxa’s face. 

“Uh, I want to be sure we all understand the next steps.”
She nodded, and I gestured to the boom. 
“This log is about twenty-five feet long. We need to lift and slide the boom so

roughly ten feet is out past the fulcrum.” I chopped one hand down on the top log of the
pyramid. “Since this is a rush job, I haven’t had time to add any counterweight to the
back end, so I’ll be that weight. Also there wasn’t time to build any sort of winch, so
we’re going to have to muscle Mareth up just like we would have had to at the tree. The
advantage of the crane is that she won’t be getting hung up on branches by the tree, and
more importantly, once she’s up high enough, we can just pivot the boom to set her on
the ledge.” I indicated a spot ten feet from the base of the stacked logs. 

“The only thing we might have an issue with is the boom rolling as we yaw, but this
stump here,” I indicated the partially removed branch on the top log. “…should minimize
that. Okay?”

Everyone but Zolie nodded.
“Okay, I don’t want to slide the boom across the fulcrum because they’re just stacked

on top of each other, and if it rolls off it will probably tumble down the cliff onto Mareth.
I’ll lift this side of the boom, you guys lift that end, then we’ll walk the boom forward no
more than two feet at a time. I don’t have much space on this side of the cliff.”

“Guys?” Xerxa asked.
“Yes, sorry, my language has a bit of gender bias in it. I’d be happy to tell you all

about it after we get Mareth to safety, but I don’t mean to imply anything by it. I just
mean ‘people’ when I say it.”

“Ooh, that sounds fascinating,” Voss said hungrily. 
I smiled and put my good shoulder under the boom. “Ready?”
All four women positioned themselves and lifted their end with a bit of grunting, but

they got it off the ground. I strained under the weight, and after lifting the log only a few
inches, my legs buckled and I fell against the stack of logs. 

The boom log was twenty-five feet long, ten inches thick at one end, eight at the
other, and soaked with rain water. It probably weighed at least four hundred pounds. 

“Sam!” Yxlyn called out. “Are you okay?”
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“Ah, yeah. Forgot how tired I was.” I shook my head, mildly aggravating my injured
clavicle.

“Perhaps we should have two people on that end?” Xerxa suggested.
“Uh…” I thought about it. The problem with the suggestion was the height

difference. Yxlyn was 5’2” or 5’3”, and Xerxa was barely an inch taller than Voss,
putting her at 5’5” or 6” tops. Zolie was quite tall, I guessed 5’9” or 10”, but there wasn’t
much room behind me on the cliff, and I didn’t want her to have to press against me
while we both tried to lift our end. 

Four hundred pounds wasn’t impossible for me, especially as it wasn’t a full squat,
but I was so wiped out that I didn’t know if I would be able to stay upright after a few of
them.

“Couldn’t we all just lift it here near the fulcrum?” Yxlyn asked after picking up a
stick so everyone could see her tapping on the boom just on the other side of the stack of
logs from me. “Then we could just shuffle forward a few steps at a time and repeat as
necessary.”

I had to laugh. “Yeah, that would probably be easier.” I walked around the pyramid
and gave her a quick hug. “I’m sorry. I’m just really tired.”

“You’re pushing yourself too hard, Sam. We can get this from here.” Yxlyn said,
hugging me back. 

I shook my head. “We’re so close, Yxs. Ten more minutes of work and I’ll lie down,
I promise.” 

“Really?” Voss asked skeptically. 
“Yes, Voss,” I chuckled. “I’m so tired I’m not sure I’ll have a choice.”
“I’ll see that you do not,” the teal linguist said sternly. 
“Yes ma’am.” I shook my head with a grin.
I gestured for everyone to gather near the stack of logs, and between the five of us we

shuffled the boom log into place in under two minutes. 
“Okay, I’m going to sit on this end of the boom and act as ballast. Mareth only has

sixty or seventy pounds on me. Someone needs to go down there, pull the hoist line
down and tie it really securely to the rig that Xerxa and Voss set up. Once they’re done,
we can pull her up.”

Yxlyn volunteered to go down, and started walking up the boom log. 
“Are you sure you can tie a good knot with your wrist?” I asked, wrapping the hoist

line around my arm. 
“I’m sure, Sam.” She stood on the end of the boom like it was a diving board and

lifted one foot, showing us her slightly apelike toe configuration. It was only visible
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lifted one foot, showing us her slightly apelike toe configuration. It was only visible
because of the dirt stuck to her sole. “Do you have the line secured?”

I nodded and placed one foot on the boom, wrapping the vine around my waist. 
Yxlyn carefully squatted down and placed the enhanced rope into the U-shaped

groove, then clambered over the edge. The line went taught, and I carefully let it slide
around my waist as it lowered to the ground. 

“What is wrong with her wrist?” Xerxa asked behind me as she fed me line from the
coiled pile at her feet. 

“Hairline fracture, we think. She normally wears a splint, but anything she carries on
her is visible.” I replied, waiting for Yxlyn to tie off the line.

“That poor dear. I should heal you both tomorrow.” 
I shook my head. “Leave me for last. I want to make sure Nira and Mareth get the

bulk of your power. They’re hurt the worst. But… if you do have some to spare, Yxlyn
was hurt a few days ago. She’s been very stoic about it, but I would like it if you can heal
her.”

“Please leave the triage to me, Sam-da,” Xerxa placed a hand on my uninjured
shoulder, resting it on the fabric of my jumpsuit. 

I turned to look at her. “I don’t—”
“You are planning on going to the ocean tomorrow, yes?”
“Nira needs—”
“With an injured shoulder and open cut on your stomach?” Xerxa’s eyes narrowed

slightly in a ‘don’t argue with the doctor, idiot’ way.
“It has to be done.” I said sternly. “A few hours’ rest and a meal…”
“You are protective of the women around you, Sam-da. Even of Mareth-Ur-zhi,

whose impetuous nature nearly got you killed repeatedly, if Voss is to be believed.”
Voss crossed her arms. “She just dove straight into an oncoming rush of raptors.”
Xerxa rolled her eyes and huffed. “It is her people’s way. To them, danger is—”
“Ready!” Yxlyn called from down the cliff, and I felt the line go taut as she

scampered back up. 
I couldn’t see her crest the top of the cliff as I was sitting on the boom behind the

fulcrum, but when she walked around the side of it, I asked her to wait by the cliff and
keep an eye on the travois and all the various vines and knots holding it together. 

She nodded and took position by the edge, and I turned to the three women behind
me. 

“You guys ready?” I asked. I saw Voss smirk at me, so I rolled my eyes with a tired
smile. “Are you ladies ready?”
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“Yes we are, Sam,” she beamed back at me.
Pulling Mareth up was harder than I’d hoped. Almost immediately, Yxlyn stopped us

and climbed down the cliff in order to adjust some of the vines holding the sled to the
hoist line. She came back up to explain that the sled had been listing. The next challenge
was simply overcoming the friction of pulling the rope through the admittedly smooth
channel Xerxa had carved. With four of us pulling on the line, we were able to overcome
Mareth’s weight and the friction. I was extra glad I had enhanced the rope, because we
had to pull really hard. 

After a lot of grunting and heaving, we managed to raise her about a foot higher than
the edge of the cliff. With Mareth dangling from one end of the boom, our side weighed
about negative sixty pounds. 

Xerxa, Zolie and Voss held the line, while I straddled the boom like I was on the low
end of a see-saw. I stood just a few inches and scuttled sideways, slowly pivoting the log.

The boom did start to rotate as it pivoted, but the brake branch on the top log kept it
from tumbling over far enough to throw the line. 

Once Mareth was partially over the cliff, I sat back down fully on the boom, and
using the line friction to our advantage, Voss and I were able to hold Mareth in place.
Xerxa and Zolie joined Yxlyn at the cliff, and the three of them pulled Mareth the rest of
the way onto the ledge as Voss and I slowly paid out the hoist line. 

Once she was on the ground, everyone gave a quick cheer. Thankfully Nira’s absence
meant Mareth’s tribe wasn’t infected with the inaccurate high five by fives she liked.

Xerxa quickly untied the hoist line, and we gathered around Mareth to drag her to the
lean-to. 

I was teetering on my feet at this point, but I positioned myself at the head of the
travois and started looping the carry strap over my shoulder when Voss returned to boss
mode. 

“Sam, you promised you would lie down.”
“But I can—”
“Absolutely not. We can handle this.” She stamped a boot, and I remembered what

she’d said about kicking me.
“I… if you’re sure…”
“GO!” Voss smacked me on the butt.
“Ow! Okay, I’m going, you tyrant.” I tried to give her a hug, but basically wound up

just resting my arm against her back for a second. I staggered over to the low fire, three
pairs of eyes (plus Zolie’s single) watching, and lay down on the stone. I was so tired
that the rock floor felt incredibly comfortable, and I closed my eyes almost immediately.
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“Sam. The lean-to.” I heard Voss’s voice as she approached. 
“Don’t… want to… kick Zolie out… her bed…” I said with each exhale. “Check

on… Nira for me…”
“I will, Sam.” She ran her fingers through my hair. “I’ll take care of her.”
And then I was asleep.
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN

A tickling on my scalp woke me. 
It was dark out, but I had no idea what time of night it was. The leaves above

reflected enough light from the low fire burning next to me that I couldn’t get a good
look at the stars. 

The sensation on my scalp returned and I realized Yxlyn was kneeling next to me,
running her fingers through my hair. Even with her sitting so close and the fire dancing
off her scales, I hadn’t noticed until her arm moved.

“Yxlyn? Is everything okay—” I interrupted myself with a cough.
“Sam! I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to wake you,” she whispered sheepishly.
“It’s alright. >cough<” I felt generally achy but fairly well rested. “Is Nira doing…

>cough<” My throat was dry as a handful of toasted chickpeas.  
“She’s fine, Sam. I checked in on her a little while ago, and she seems to be sleeping

soundly. Let me get you some water.” She popped to her feet and dashed off before I
could respond. 

I noticed she had a much improved-looking splint on her wrist, held in place with
broad leaves from a fern.

I heard some soft clunks and sloshing from somewhere above my head, and before I
could do more than start to test my limbs for soreness, she plopped back down next to me
with a pitcher made from a gourd. 

The talon wound on my stomach made me reconsider as soon as I tried to sit up, so I
just lifted my head and let her tip the water into my mouth. 

I drank half the jug before I nodded, and Yxlyn took a quick swig before setting it
aside. 

“How’s your wrist, babe?” I reached around the translucent girl and stroked her back.
She scooted closer to me and twisted her legs to the side so she could lay her head
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She scooted closer to me and twisted her legs to the side so she could lay her head
against my chest, careful to avoid the most serious of my injuries. “It’s okay. It throbs a
little, but I can live with it until everyone else gets healed.” 

I ran my fingers through her glassy hair, and they appeared to fracture like I’d put my
hand into a bundle of perfectly clear fiber-optic cables. Some parts of my fingers seemed
to disappeared entirely, and in other places, the color of my skin bled out along the
strands. “I’ll speak with Xerxa tomorrow about triage. We should decide as a group how
best to apply our skills.”

Yxlyn nodded and let her eyes drift closed. It was like watching them being erased as
her lids covered the pale irises. “I’m sure you’ll decide what’s best.”

I stroked her hair a little more, then felt for the edge of her ear, and ran my finger
over the top rim. 

She shuddered pleasurably and opened her eyes halfway. “Sam?”
“Yes, Yxs?”
“Do you… do you think we could have… sex again?” The word was whispered like

her people’s fun police were waiting behind the nearest tree. 
“Aren’t you on watch?” I laughed quietly, causing her head to bounce slightly. 
One tooth appeared as she bit her lip cutely. “It will help me stay awake.”
That got another laugh out of me. “Usually people get sleepy after sex. Well, men,

mostly.”
“Really?” She sat up and twisted her shoulders back and forth, picking at the top

button on my jumpsuit. “I guess I only have a small sample size, but that hasn’t been my
experience.”

I wouldn’t have been able to let ‘small sample size’ go uncommented with Nira, but I
knew Yxlyn would be mortified if I pointed out the double entendre. 

“More data is always good.” I started to try and roll to my side in order to rise with
minimal engagement of my abdomen, but quickly discovered that I was probably more
lactic acid than muscle at the moment. 

“Sam? Are you okay?” She fussed while I grunted and gasped. 
“I’m fine, Yxs. Just really sore. I think you’ll have to be on top this time.”
“Oh!” She scanned her eyes down my body. “What… um… I don’t know what to

do.”
I chuckled. “You remember when you watched me and Nira on the cliff that first

night?” 
Yxlyn was quiet for a moment, chewing on her lip again. “Yeah,” she said softly.
“We’ll do a variation of that. Help me get my jumpsuit down, and I’ll tell you what to
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“We’ll do a variation of that. Help me get my jumpsuit down, and I’ll tell you what to

do.”
“Okay.” She went to work on the buttons while I untied the sheath for my knife from

my leg, and eventually we got the garment and boxers wriggled down to my knees. 
She stared at my groin with a tilt to her head. “It’s… um. Different looking.”
“I’m not quite ready yet, but you can help by straddling my lap.” I patted her butt to

urge her up from beside me.
“Oh!” She giggled. “I think I understand.”
“Wait, face my feet.”
“What? I… I thought we could kiss more,” she pouted.
“Trust me, Yxs. I think you’ll like it.”
“O-okay. I do trust you, Sam.” She scooted down a bit then swung her leg over my

waist. “Do I just, um… sit on it?”
“Not yet. I want you to lean back so you’re lying on me facing up.” I slipped my

hands over her waist and slid them up her back. Any hesitation she might have had
evaporated as she melted into my hands, and I carefully set her back against my stomach,
with her head lying on my good shoulder.

My hands slipped around her and I tickled my way up her stomach, causing her to
jerk and squeak. Then she gasped as I began to kiss her neck, shoulder and ear, and
quickly began softly moaning and pressing back into me. 

I explored her body with my hands, finding an incredibly ticklish spot just inside her
pelvic bone at the top of her hips.

Her squeal made her slap her hands over her mouth, and we both held still while we
waited to see if we’d awoken anyone under the lean-to seventy feet away. 

I started laughing quietly, which caused Yxlyn to bounce on my chest, creating a
chain reaction of giggles. 

Eventually she smacked my hand. “Don’t tickle me!” she hiss-whispered. 
“Sorry, I didn’t know about that spot.” I grinned, then resumed kissing her neck.

Moments later I had her moaning and gyrating against me. 
“I think you’re ready,” she panted and ground her ass against my crotch, emphasizing

my erection pressing against her wet entrance. 
“Arch your back a little and use your hand to guide me in,” I whispered in her ear,

eliciting a shiver down her body. 
I felt her reach down between her legs and fumble around a bit. After one missed

attempt we got the angle right and my tip slipped inside her. 
She arched against me and gasped as one inch after another slowly pushed into her



Tamer Enhancer 2

182

She arched against me and gasped as one inch after another slowly pushed into her
slippery channel. Her warmth and the pressure from her inner muscles felt incredible, so
I just gently held her hips as she gyrated her way down my length. 

About half way, she paused to pant, and looked over her shoulder at me. “It’s rubbing
against different spots,” she whispered. “It feels so good this way, but it’s so big, Sam.
I… I need a moment to adjust. I’m sorry.”

“Don’t apologize, baby. Our races might not be perfectly sized for each other. Just go
at the speed you need. You feel amazing no matter what.” I reached over her hip and
traced my finger around her nether lips until I found her clit.

She squeaked and squeezed down on me so hard I nearly popped out of her. 
“Sam!” she hissed. “That’s not helping! Ooh! But it feels so good!”
I gave her clit a break and slid my hands up her sides, trying in earnest not to tickle

her, but she was one of those lovers that squirmed no matter how I touched her. I cupped
her modest breasts and gently kneaded them while kissing her neck and shoulder. 

She cooed and gyrated her hips, causing her tight tunnel to swirl around my erection
as she slowly drilled me deeper.

She didn’t hesitate when her ass pressed against my stomach and started to slide
herself up and down my length. The only noises that escaped from between her pinched
lips were muted squeaks. 

I did my best to upgrade her noises to squeals by stroking her breasts, tummy and
sides while keeping up the kissing on her neck and ear. She got overexcited a few times
and moved her hips too much, causing me to pop out, but she quickly reached down to
realign us. 

Her movements were jerky, like every moment of our coupling was a surprise to her,
and she was trying to hold on to each sensation before the next one overlapped it. It was
an intense turn-on. I tried to hold on to Yxlyn’s hips to help manage her rhythm, but my
shoulder made lifting my left arm quite painful, so I settled for holding her hip with my
right hand, and propping my left elbow on the ground to grip her waist. 

We continued like this for several minutes, and I finally found a comfortable position,
allowing me to concentrate on the pleasure I was feeling, when Yxlyn gasped and
suddenly sat upright. 

I was about to ask her if she’d developed a cramp, but I saw that she’d gone still and
was cocking her head to one side. I realized she was listening for something, but she had
tensed up, outside and in, which I enjoyed immensely and with only a small amount of
guilt. 

Before I could ask, I heard something snapping its way through the forest down near
the cliff. It sounded like a single creature, and almost definitely wasn’t humanoid, based
on the grunts and snuffles it emitted. 
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We both stayed perfectly still while we listened to whatever it was sniff around. After
a few moments, I heard what sounded like two or three others emerge from the woods
and join the first, and I started looking around for a weapon, just in case. 

Just as I thought about grabbing a log lying half-in the low-burning fire, one of the
creatures below raced off in the direction of the pond, I assumed having picked up the
remnants of the bloody trail drawn by our exodus after the raptor attack. The others
quickly followed, leaving Yxlyn and me frozen and straining our ears, still joined
together.

 Fortunately, the minor adrenaline spike hadn’t made its way to my dick.
“We should probably hurry up and finish,” I whispered with a light chuckle.
Yxlyn giggled into her hand, causing her insides to jump delightfully. When she

started to lie back down, I put my hand on her back.
“Stay like that. This is like how you saw Nira and me that first night, only rotated

ninety degrees. Well…” I considered. “Technically, pitched ninety degrees back, not
rotated. That would put us on our sides. Still fun, but better on a mattress.” I smacked the
stone floor demonstratively. 

Yxlyn giggled again and nodded, then began bouncing her hips. 
The first time I’d been with Yxlyn was in our cavelette, and the dim light combined

with her natural camouflage made the session almost entirely touch-based. The second
time had been in the mid-morning sun on the ledge before we met Mareth. There had
been plenty of light, but I’d been concentrating mostly on watching Yxlyn’s eyes as they
rolled and vanished under her fluttering eyelids. 

Lying next to the low fire, my night-adjusted eyes had enough light to see fairly well,
but Yxlyn appeared mostly as dancing pinwheels of light on the side of her body facing
the fire. The rest of her was just a shimmer in the night air, like heat distortion. With her
back to me, I focused where we joined, and found it slightly disconcerting to see my dick
disappearing like it was being erased each time her hips dropped. 

The whimsical thought was banished each time I saw myself reappear, glistening in
Yxlyn’s arousal, so I restrained a chuckle and concentrated on the sensations her tight,
slippery insides were producing.

“Baby, you feel so good,” I whispered, and squeezed a handful of her slender hip.
“I’m getting close, Sam, but… I-I want to kiss you,” she moaned softly.
“Okay. Try turning around without getting off of me.”
She swung one leg over my head and let out a half-giggle-half-squeak as her torso

followed. “Oh! That feels weird!”
I smiled and pulled her down to me with my good arm. “Careful of my shoulder.”
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She nodded and tried to put her hands on either side of my head, but our height
difference made that awkward. Eventually we settled for one hand on my good shoulder
and one on the ground by my side, then she leaned down for a long kiss.

I ran my hand up and down her side while she worked her hips. I tried to counter
thrust, but the newer of my two talon wounds on my stomach was becoming increasingly
sore, and eventually all I could do was flex my butt against the stone underneath me. 

The pleasure built quickly, urged on by Yxlyn’s quiet gasps and whimpers, and
eventually I took hold of her hip. 

“Yxs… baby, I’m—” I started.
“Me too, Sam… oh! Hnnnnn!”
Her body tensed, and her insides began spasming around me. It set me off, and we

covered our moans with each other’s mouths.
Yxlyn seemed to take forever to come down from her orgasms, so I let her twitch and

shudder on top of me for at least a minute as her breathing slowly returned to normal. 
“Mmmm. That’s so wonderful,” she said dreamily, shifting a little so she could rest

her head on my good shoulder. “I’m so glad I get to feel that with you.”
“Me too, baby.” I stroked her back for another minute, then gave her a light slap on

the backside. “Don’t drift off. You’ve still got the rest of your watch.”
She squeaked and sat up. “I-I wasn’t…”
I chuckled and reached up to stroke her cheek. “I know. Help me get my jumpsuit

back on before you get back to it. Don’t want to give Xerxa or Zolie a surprise tomorrow
morning.”

Yxlyn giggled and helped me shimmy my underwear and jumpsuit back in place.
Before she stood, I grabbed the back of her head and pulled her down for another kiss. 

“I love you, Yxlyn. Keep us and yourself safe.”
Her eyes widened and began shimmering. “I love you too, Sam. I’m so glad I met

you.”
We kissed again, then she stood, shifting her hips self-consciously. She giggled and

scampered off to patrol the camp.
I closed my eyes and smiled, listening to her literally skip away. 

*          *          *          *          *

“Quiappos alian ingas?”
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My waking brain didn’t recognize the voice.
“This is a knapped flint knife.” 
That voice belonged to Voss, but her accent was weird.
“Ko! Hah hah! Ko antas!”
“Meat. Raw meat. Cook meat.” I heard Voss take a bite of something that sounded

juicy. 
“Ko! Igalia tento imoren!”
“This taste good, but need gulib.” Voss said around a mouthful of presumably cooked

meat. 
“Moa? Gulib?”
“Gulib… uh… Mappa-gi? Red vegetable? Cook, salt, sweet?” Voss asked.
“Ot! Ulig!”
“Yes! Ketchup!”
“Gillia? Ulig il gruchi tu viga?” 
“I like ketchup on my meat.” Voss said in her odd accent.
“What are your feelings on horseradish?” I asked, finally opening my eyes. My throat

was dry, but I managed to finish the sentence before having a minor coughing fit. The
torso contractions lit up a bevy of sore spots. 

“Sam! Good morning, zur!” she chirped in her usual accent.
Voss was sitting on a log across the fire from me, and she was a wonderful sight to

wake up to. Her sexy, orange lingerie accented the curves of her fit body, and it was
obvious that even though she was some sort of librarian and scholar on her world, she’d
kept a rigorous fitness routine. 

She struck me as the sort of woman who wore sensible, if somewhat frumpy, clothes
at work, then drew a bunch of surprised looks when she showed up at the company
picnic in a tight T-shirt and yoga pants. 

Her teal skin had remnants of the black, greasy camouflage stripes she’d painted on
her arms, legs and face the previous day, and her medium-length dark blue wavy hair was
tousled from sleeping rough, but she didn’t look tired or disheveled. Her orange eyes
were bright and beaming as she turned to me. 

Sitting next to her was Zolie. I hadn’t recognized the slender woman’s voice at first,
but the untranslated words gave away her identity.

I was a bit surprised to see Zolie smiling broadly when I opened my eyes. Like every
other woman I’d seen on this planet, she was gorgeous. I could tell yesterday when I’d
first seen her that she was good looking, but now that she wasn’t glowering at me, she
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first seen her that she was good looking, but now that she wasn’t glowering at me, she
appeared as beautiful as Xerxa or Nira or any of the rest of them. Only her ragged
eyepatch and jagged, lost-a-fight-with-a-lawnmower hairstyle diminished her beauty
slightly. 

I’m all for short hair on women, but Zolie’s was truly haphazard. None of it was
longer than three inches. Some patches were an inch, while other tufts were two. It
genuinely looked like someone had grabbed handfuls of her hair and whacked it off with
a knife. 

I had no doubt that she was the woman Mareth said she’d rescued from the coastal
tribe, and it didn’t surprise me in the least that they would do something like cutting off a
woman’s hair as a sort of punishment or public shaming. 

I’d thought her hair was black, or… red? But in the morning light, it looked blue. Not
dark blue, either. Certainly not dark enough for me to mistake it as black under
yesterday’s cloudy sky. It was currently nearly the same color as Xerxa’s powder blue
skin. 

I shrugged it off. If her hair did change color spontaneously, it would be about the
ninth weirdest thing I’d seen since arriving on this planet. 

As for her eye, she could have lost it in an accident or a dinosaur attack, but I’d bet a
contraband cellphone that someone had removed it to keep her from using her Eye-Q
ability. 

She had one other distinct feature. A patch of scars on her left forearm. It looked like
someone had crosshatched the skin with a cat of nine tails about twenty times. I could
only guess that the source of the scarring was some sort of precursor to what happened to
her hair and eye.

Zolie was obviously ecstatic to be able to talk with someone, but her expression
drifted toward pensive as she looked at me. 

Voss gently put her hand on Zolie’s, and spoke in the same slightly… clickier accent
she’d been using before. “I am go to… corio… uh… give meat for Sam.”

“Ko. Zunig.” Zolie said, smiling at Voss.
I blinked. “Voss, how is it that I can understand what you’re saying… and so can

Zolie, but I can’t understand her?” I sat up slowly and immediately felt pain in my
shoulder and stomach. I actually felt soreness in all my muscles, which wasn’t all that
surprising considering the workout I’d gotten yesterday, so I laid back down. 

“I’m speaking her language,” Voss said, walking over to me and sinking gracefully to
sit on her heels. She faced away from me while she tended a shank of meat which sizzled
on a spit, and she deftly sliced off a strip and placed it on a clay plate. 

I tried not to get distracted by the dimples of Venus in the small of her back, or by the
teal globes of her ass that poked out from under her panties, but failed miserably as I
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teal globes of her ass that poked out from under her panties, but failed miserably as I

considered the cut of her underwear. It showed off more of her backside than Nira’s
boyshorts swimsuit, but it wasn’t quite a thong. Bikini cut, I suspected. Possibly tanga,
or a low-cut hipster with a tanga back. 

It’s possible I know too much about women’s underwear.
“What I’ve learned of it, anyway,” she continued, turning to hand me some meat. 
“Huh?” I snapped my eyes up to meet hers. We both knew I’d been caught.
She pinched her lips into a knowing smile and blushed. “Honestly, Sampson.”
“Sorry,” I said quickly, but couldn’t keep a guilty chuckle out of my voice.
“Fortunately you’re very cute when you blush.” She held out the plate of meat.

“Anyway. We’ve been speaking for a while. Nouns are easy because you can just point
to them. Verbs that you can demonstrate, walk, run, climb, cut, et cetera, are also easy.
Conjugation is tricky until you can communicate that you want to convey tense, then it
becomes relatively straightforward.” She pursed her lips cutely. “Hmm. Well, that
depends on the language, really. Some have complex or capricious rules when it comes
to conjugation.”

I rolled to my good side and managed to wrestle myself into a sitting position without
overly involving my stomach muscles. It still hurt though, and I gave up getting onto the
log and instead just slumped against it as Voss handed me the plate.

I was savagely hungry and I took the plate with a smile. I’d eaten breakfast yesterday,
all meat, of course, but after meeting Mareth came the Cretaceous Park biathlon. A near-
fatal brawl with two dozen raptors, followed by the weighted invalid dog sled where I
was the dog. 

It might not have been quite so bad if I’d had a bowl of spaghetti yesterday morning,
but it had been all protein since I’d arrived, with the exception of the three melons I’d
eaten several days ago. 

A contributing factor was that I’d never carried much body fat. I obviously hadn’t
stepped on a scale since arriving here, but I wouldn’t be surprised if the last of my
reserves had melted off in the past few days. 

“Ooh, plates. Fancy. Thank you, Voss.” My shoulder really hurt, and I just couldn’t
bring myself to use that arm, so I set the plate on the ground and grabbed the meat with
my other hand and tucked in. 

Despite how much my body could have used some granola or a bowl of rice, it was
delicious. Hunger, as they say, is the best seasoning. 

Voss settled down next to me but nodded her head at Zolie. “We’ve been talking for
about two hours. I think my vocabulary is around three hundred words now.”

I laughed and shook my head. “You might be the smartest person on this planet, Voss.
But that still doesn’t explain why I can understand you but not her.”
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Voss blushed at my compliment. “That’s kind of you to say, Sam. I’ve always had an
affinity for languages. As to your question, I don’t know how these magic eyeballs
work.”

I opened my mouth, but she held up her hand. 
“I know. Computers. I… haven’t been able to grasp how an adding machine can do

the things these eyes can. I know it may be semantically incorrect, but it helps me to
think of them as magic.”

“Any sufficiently advanced technology is indistinguishable from magic, after all,” I
grinned. 

“Hmm, I… zuppose.” She considered the phrase, not sounding convinced.
It probably didn’t ring true with her because, from what I’d gathered of her world,

‘technology’ consisted of block and tackle, drawbridges, and maybe some chemicals
sprinkled over a candle to produce odd colors during a séance. While she obviously
regarded the Eye-Q computers as magic, she couldn’t make the connection between the
simple mechanisms of her world and the alien tech in our heads. 

I guessed a civilization needed something like motors or batteries, maybe even
aircraft and proper electronic computers before people could begin to see the limitless
potential of science. 

“If I had to make a guess about how the… Eye-Q devices work,” Voss said, tapping
her light blue lip. “I would say that both parties need to have them for the translation to
work. They don’t magically…” She glanced at me.

“It’s fine. I don’t really care about the semantics,” I chuckled.
She grinned and nodded. “I don’t think they magically translate everything we hear. I

think they translate everything we say.”
“Hmm. Then why can’t Zolie understand us without one?” I asked. “If you had to

guess.”
“It might be possible that they actually translate our speech into a single language. If

Nira or you are right about us being monitored by our abductors, it would make sense
that our speech is being translated into their language, then the listener’s Eye-Q
translates this third language back into their native one when they hear it.

“If the beings who took us have a very literal language, that might explain why
idioms don’t translate well.” She smiled impishly and poked me. “But it wouldn’t
explain why we hear the speaker’s native language when they say zomething without
equivalent concepts in the listener’s language. We can tell that Yxlyn and Nira are
definitely speaking different languages when the translators fail for specific words.”

I shrugged. “Maybe there’s a fail state that pushes the speaker’s native language
through to prevent us from learning anything about our abductors, however slight.”
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We churned on that while Voss sliced off some more flame-broiled baryonyx for me.
“Hang on…” I said, thinking back to the events of yesterday afternoon.
“To what?” Voss asked.
“What?”
“What should I hang on to?” 
I shook my head. “I meant… guh. I just thought of something. Yesterday, you spoke

to Zolie in her language, and she seemed to understand you, but the words didn’t
translate for us.”

“Truly?” Voss asked, surprised. “Hmm. I’ll have to think about that.” With barely a
pause, she continued. “Perhaps the Eye-Q’s translate intent. Yes, hmm. Instead of
building an absolute dictionary of every possible language, they translate the spirit of the
word. Language is semantic, yes, but at its root, it is about conveying meaning. If they
are attached to our brains, then the intent present when we think the words could be
known to these computers. 

“When I spoke to Zolie yesterday, I was largely guessing at the meaning of each
word. Now that I’ve had a chance to confirm those meanings and know what I’m saying
with certainty, the Eye-Q registers my intent and translates those words for the rest of
you.”

I couldn’t help but grin broadly at her. “Had a good long think about that, did you?”
Voss smiled back, blushing slightly. “The hypothesis fits the known facts.”
“Hmm. But if it translates intent…” I trailed off with a half-formed thought.
“The idioms, yes.” Voss was truly in her element now. “It would have to be a word-

level translation and not clause-level.” She paused. “Hmm. With limited exceptions for
certain compound words. There’s an ancient language on my world where entire
sentences are technically single compound words.”

“That sounds a bit like Yxlyn’s language.” 
She nodded. “I bet the Eye-Q’s could translate that, but not a language based fully on

idiom, metaphor, or allusion.”
“Darmok and Jalad at Tanagra.”
Voss quirked an eyebrow. “That sounded like what little we’ve heard of Nira’s

language.”
I chuckled. “For what it’s worth, Voss, I think you may be correct about the word-

level translation.” I set down my plate and gave my spine a few careful twists. The raptor
toe-claw wound on my stomach wasn’t bleeding, but the edges of it tugged tightly on my
skin. 
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“What I do know for certain, is that you are a beautiful genius and I want to kiss
you.” I smiled and wiped my facial hair as clean as I could get it.

Voss smiled and blushed, then leaned over me and gently pressed her lips to mine.
Our tongues danced for a moment, then she moaned and thrust her tongue deeper into my
mouth. We kissed fiercely, and for a moment I thought Voss was about to climb over my
lap and straddle me, but she pulled back and glanced back at Zolie.

The slender woman was staring at us with surprise on her face. Her chalk-pale cheeks
suddenly showed a hint of pink, and she quickly averted her eyes. 

I coughed and glanced behind me to the lean-to. “Is Xerxa looking after her patients?
How is Nira? Have you checked on her this morning?”

Voss nodded. “Xerxa’s skill resets at dawn each day. She’s… already used it.” She
glanced at my shoulder.

“Ah.” I guessed I was going to have a light day today. “Did she fix up Yxlyn at least?
Where is she?”

Voss looked uncomfortable as she carefully spoke. “Sam… Xerxa’s ability, she can
massively accelerate a body’s ability to heal trauma. She can’t regenerate limbs or cure
illness.”

“So?”
“Nira started having muscle spasms early this morning—”
“What!? Is she okay?” I started to scramble to my feet, ignoring the prickling pain

from several scabs ripping.
“She’s fine, Sam. She’s fine for now.” Voss hopped up and helped me stand.
My shoulder was still killing me, and my legs, chest and arms had never been sorer.

“So where is Yxlyn?”
“She… uh, she… left for the ocean at dawn, Sam.” Voss winced.
“WHAT?!” I roared. “By herself?!”
Zolie had been quietly watching us from a log across the fire, but she jumped when I

yelled. 
“We all argued about it, but Nira needed the salt and Xerxa’s ability couldn’t help

her, so we finally…”
“You should have woken me! I—”
“I know, Sam. I argued for that as well, but Xerxa said…” Voss huffed. “You need to

talk to her.”
“I absolutely will.” I growled and turned to stalk toward the lean-to. I only made it a

single step before one of my sore legs buckled and I stumbled over the log lying next to



Tamer Enhancer 2

191

single step before one of my sore legs buckled and I stumbled over the log lying next to

the fire ring. 
My indignant march immediately turned into comic stumblebum routine that would

have been much funnier if I hadn’t instinctively tried to catch myself with my bad arm. 
I thought I heard Voss calling for a medic.
When the stars cleared from my vision, I saw Xerxa sitting primly on the log,

sidesaddle. One of my legs was still draped over the log, and my heart was pounding
painfully in my shoulder. 

“Good morning, Sam-da,” Xerxa said calmly. One of her six hands was waving a fan
made from a large leaf bolstered by twigs. It wasn’t especially warm yet, but yesterday’s
rain made the morning unsurprisingly humid. “I assume you recall our discussion
yesterday about triage?”

“You shouldn’t have let Yxlyn go by herself!” I barked at her. Kind of barked.
Yipped maybe. My head was still swimming.

“I could defend the decision by asserting that I am not the leader of your people,
Sam, which you could counter by stating that despite your injuries and exhaustion, we
could have woken you long enough to consult you.”

“Yes?” I rolled myself upright, slightly confused that she seemed to be arguing my
points for me.

“There were ultimately two influencing factors to my actions. Importantly, Nira-di’s
condition has worsened.” She quickly held up a hand. “She is stable for now, but the
muscle spasms are concerning. They appear to only be affecting her nonautonomous
systems at the moment, but if they move to her diaphragm or heart, they could be life-
threatening. It is my intent to monitor her until Yxlyn-di returns with the ocean salts.”

“I could have gone with her.” I pulled my leg from the log and tried to roll to my
uninjured side. “I just need to work the kinks out of my legs. You could have healed me
as well, and—”

“I do not intend to heal you, Sam-da,” she said curtly. 
“What?” I looked over at Voss, who stood behind Xerxa with her arms crossed. 
“I’m zorry, Sam. We couldn’t talk her out of it,” Voss said with a pained look on her

face. 
“Understand that it pains me to see you suffering, Sam-da. It goes against my calling

as a physician, and though both Yxlyn-di and Voss-di vouch for you most emphatically,
and by your own words and actions, you do seem honorable.” Xerxa sighed. “But I have
a duty to protect my people. Therefore, I have decided not to heal you until such time as
when Mareth-Ur-zhi is recovered sufficiently to protect Zolie-zhi and myself from a
large male interloper who would otherwise be easily capable of physically overpowering
us.”
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“Ahhhh.” I sank against the log. That sucked for multiple reasons, but I could
understand her concern. Xerxa seemed untouched by this world thus far, but Mareth had
undoubtedly given her an earful about her time with the first tribe she’d encountered. 

“Yxlyn-di insisted she could make the journey quickly on her own. Especially since
you… charged her abilities last night? Evidently there is some time limit on that effect.
After I came to my decision regarding your treatment, both Voss-di and Yxlyn-di were
reluctant to share those details.”

Xerxa glanced at Voss, who didn’t volunteer anything. 
“I understand their reticence, and I worry that I have imperiled our tribes’ prospective

alliance…” Xerxa sighed sadly, her momentary authoritarianism evaporating. “I… I am a
physician, Sam-da. Not a diplomat or a warlord. This decision was… difficult.” She
glanced at me but didn’t meet my eyes. 

I could handle the pain for a day or two. I had even argued that Yxlyn get patched up
before me, but now I was going to stress about her and Nira until she returned. 

“How long has Yxlyn been gone?” I asked Voss.
She glanced at the sky. “An hour? Perhaps ninety minutes.”
I nodded. Yxlyn was fast, but we were further from the ocean here, and she would

have to stop by our cave to collect the tall travel jug. 
“Okay.” I just woke up, but suddenly I felt very tired. “I’ll try not to start panicking

for another… hour?” 
There was an uncomfortable silence before Xerxa shifted uncomfortably on the log.
“Sam-da…”
“Let’s go check on Nira.” I pushed up from the log with my good arm. Even if she

was reconsidering healing me, there was nothing she could do about it until tomorrow. 
“I will stay and chat with Zolie,” Voss offered. 
“Sincerely, Voss-di, I thank you.” Xerxa did a weird curtsy with her arms snaking all

over the place. “Since I have known Zolie-zhi, I have not seen her smile as she has this
morning.”

“Oh, you’re quite welcome, Xerxa-zhay,” Voss beamed. “It’s been an absolute
pleasure to be able to study a language that had no common roots from my own world.”
She bowed her head and turned to rejoin Zolie on the log.

“May I at least examine your shoulder?” Xerxa asked.
I sighed. “If you’re going to poke it and ask if it hurts, I can tell you right now that it

does.”
That got a slight smile out of her. “The medicine of your world must be quite
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That got a slight smile out of her. “The medicine of your world must be quite

primitive.” She watched me do a few slow knee bends while I held on to the log. “I do
hope you understand my reasons, Sam-da.”

“I can deal with a busted shoulder, Xerxa. I’m just worried about Yxlyn.” I turned
and took a few careful steps toward the lean-to.

Xerxa followed me a few steps behind. If she was waiting for her honorific, she could
suck an egg.

“Will you allow me to fashion you a sling?” she finally asked. 
I stopped walking and sighed. Would I have done anything different in her position?

Was taking out my frustration on her at all helpful?
Xerxa stopped next to me, waiting quietly.
“Yeah. That would help.” I gave her a tired smile. “Thank you.”
I walked around the far side of the lean-to and sank down next to Nira. 
Mareth was sleeping soundly next to her, looking like a bloody mummy, but I

thought at least that some of the color had returned to her skin. 
Nira was sleeping with a strained look on her face. I watched her for a moment before

I saw a muscle jumping in her arm. It was like those twinges that everyone says you can
cure with bananas. Last night she was trembling like someone on the verge of an insulin
crash. This was a new, and obviously involuntary, muscle movement. 

I felt her forehead, and her normally cool skin felt just a bit clammy, but that might
have been due to the morning humidity. 

“Her body is cooler than it should be,” Xerxa observed. 
“She’s usually a few degrees lower than us. Or me, anyway.” I stroked her cheek, and

saw another twinge start up in her leg.
“I understand that, Sam-da. I meant her metabolism has slowed, most likely in

reaction to her mineral deficiency.”
I turned to look at Xerxa. She was standing with her hands in multiple prayer

stations, and looked like she was concentrating. “How do you know…” I thought about
her power for a second. “I bet your Eye-Q Skill works like mine. After it went to level
two, I can feel… somehow sense the structure of objects. Weak spots, stress fractures,
things like that.”

I placed my hand on one of the lean-to’s logs and concentrated for a moment. I could
feel all kinds of knots and cracks throughout the piece of wood, but nothing that would
compromise the structure.

Xerxa opened her purple cover-girl eyes and looked into mine. 
It was hard to be upset with someone who was so damned sexy.
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“I have trained my spirit to commune with that of my patients’,” she said, her stance
shifting to a more neutral position. “Before coming here, I was considered not only one
of the best surgeons of my world, but one of its very best diagnosticians. Now that my
special skill has reached level four, I can sense a being’s condition even if I have used
my healing ability for the day.”

“Four, huh?”
Xerxa looked at me seriously. “Mareth-Ur-zhi has been the engine of my

advancement.”
I couldn’t help but laugh. The pain in my shoulder made me wince, but I didn’t care.

“Hah hah, ow! Hah! If she always acts like she did yesterday, I could see her giving you
quite the workout.”

“Sam-da, please allow me to examine you.” 
“Suddenly concerned for my wellbeing?” I arched an eyebrow. 
I could tell my snip had wounded her. “Sam-da, I—”
“I’m sorry, Xerxa…” I sighed. “…ix. I don’t know if I would have made the same

decision if you were lying wounded in my camp. I’m too much of a sucker for beautiful
women. But as I said, I’m going to be stressed about Yxlyn until I see her again. And no
matter what my condition is, if she’s not back in two hours, I’m going to go look for
her.”

Xerxa’s eyes widened guilelessly when I called her beautiful. She’d been eye-
banging me on and off since she first saw me yesterday afternoon, and despite her firm
stance a few moments ago, I could see her demeanor rapidly softening.

“Thank you for… I accept your apology, Sam-da. As I said, it was a difficult
decision…” She trailed off as her cheeks blushed slightly. “You will… need to remove
your jumpsuit. I… ah, normally obtain permission from my patients before communing
with their ka, but after you fell asleep yesterday, I tried to diagnose you. I was concerned
about internal…” 

“Ka?” I asked.
“Oh, it is the physical aspect of the spirit.” She arched an eyebrow as though she was

surprised I was not familiar with the term.
“You mean... a person’s body?”
“It is more the bridge between matter and energy. Studying it can reveal ailments of

either.”
“Ah.” I tried not to make a face. “That is not, uh, a science my people are familiar

with. So what do you need me to do, stick my ka out and say ‘ah?’”
Xerxa barked out a guffaw, then quickly covered her mouth demurely. “No, Sam-da,
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Xerxa barked out a guffaw, then quickly covered her mouth demurely. “No, Sam-da,

nothing quite like that. >ahem< Anyway, I tried to read you yesterday, as you amply
demonstrated that you are the sort who will stubbornly carry on despite grievous injury.”

“I wouldn’t call a dinged up collar bone a grievous injury.” I would have folded my
arms in a show of obstinacy, but suffering a dizzy spell from pain shooting through my
shoulder would have wildly undermined my point.

“Plus a seeping talon wound in your stomach, at least two cuts on your arms, and any
number of other injuries you may have hidden. However, your curious garment blocked
my attempt. So if you would.” She gestured to my outfit.

That was very interesting information. I wondered if the Enhanced jumpsuit would
block other indirect sorts of powers like hers.

“Very well.” I stood, trying not to grunt too loudly, then unbuttoned the jumpsuit. It
slid off, and I silently thanked whomever had removed my boots and thoroughly soaked
socks last night. That left me in just my pink boxers, as I’d opted to leave my undershirt
behind in the cave. Wearing it under the sleeveless jumpsuit just looked dumb. 

I stepped out of the garment and kicked it to one side, then looked up to see Xerxa
staring wide-eyed. 

“Do they not mix the genders on your world?” I asked with a bit of a grin, catching a
hint of lavender flushing her cheeks.

“What? No, Sam-da. It is…” She cleared her throat and focused herself. “Forgive
me, I am being unprofessional. With your permission, I will scan you now.”

She took a step back and began her snaking arm movements. She seemed to do that a
lot. I had no idea if they were strictly necessary or if everything in her culture required a
little dance first. 

Her undulating and practically-but-not-actually nude body unsurprisingly started to
have an effect on me. 

Shit. Her scan is going to return some interesting results.
Think of… baseball? Why doesn’t baseball have cheerleaders? No! Think of…

gutting a baryonyx. Elbows deep in offal. Yeah… that’s the stuff. 
Wet, slippery blood all over Mareth’s bottomless cleavage…
Okay, what the fuck, brain? 
Demonstrating a modicum of self-control while she did her medical hocus pocus

seemed important for building trust. Her concerns about me overpowering her and Zolie
were entirely reasonable. This was a savage and terrible world, and I couldn’t blame her
for being cautious.

“Sam-da, as we both suspected, your clavicle has a stress fracture.” Xerxa’s voice
snapped me out of my erotic tailspin. 
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The crazily beautiful and exotic alien woman was standing just beyond arm’s length,
passing her hands within inches of my bare skin. “It would appear the fracture has
expanded post-trauma due to your continued exertions…”

“By which you mean dragging your heavy and dying tribemate through a mile of
muddy, difficult forest terrain?” I tried to sound coy, but was distracted by Xerxa’s
powder blue skin. Her cheeks, throat, shoulders and chest were still flushed lavender, and
she had the barest sheen of sweat starting to form on her arms and chest. My
recrimination came out a lot bitchier than I’d intended.

Xerxa faltered slightly. “Yes, Sam-da. I am deeply appreciative of your efforts to
return Mareth-Ur-zhi to us. I was merely making a diagnostic observation.”

“Right. Sorry. I didn’t mean that to sound so snippy.”
She looked regretful, but moved her waving hands down my torso. 
“The wound on your abdomen thankfully does not penetrate into the interior

abdominal cavity, though you do have a low grade infection. I believe I can prevent it
from developing further, but it will not be especially pleasant given my limited medical
options on this world.”

“Your skill doesn’t help with disease?” I asked.
“Only trauma. Fortunately, Mareth-Ur-zhi seems quite resilient in regard to

infection.”
“Well, I trust you, Doc. Whatever you have in mind is probably better than dying of

sepsis.”
“Thank you for saying so, Sam-da. That means a great deal, especially in light of

my… diplomatic truculence this morning. I felt as though I had a moment of clarity last
night, but I am regretting that decision…”

“Xerxa, it’s fine. I can appreciate your caution. I was upset about Yxlyn going out on
her own. Make me a sling and we’ll be square.”

Xerxa stared at me with a curious, slightly intense expression that I couldn’t quite
decipher.

“Uh… ‘square’ means… in this case it means we’ll be even. No grudges or debts
owed.”

“I believe I understood that from context, Sam-da. I… I know you struggle with the
honorifics in my language, but when you omit them, it makes your words sound
extraordinarily curt.” 

“Oh. Sorry. I keep forgetting. I’ll just think of your name as Xerxa… uh, ix? Right?”
“Yes, Sam-da. Thank you.” She smiled faintly, drawing my attention to her moist,

violet lips.
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“Xerxa-ix it Xerxa-is. Got it.”
The exotic doctor paused her examination to arch an eyebrow.
“Shoot, I just called you a janitor or something, didn’t I?” I grimaced.
Xerxa’s lips pinched back a smile and she shook her head. “I believe I understood

your meaning, Sam, but that exact combination of words translated into quite an unusual
phrase in my language.”

“Ah. So… What’s the diagnosis Doc? Or, uh, Doc-ix? Am I going to pull through?”
Xerxa laughed. “Doc-ix! That is delightful, Sam-da, and so very wrong sounding.”
“I’ll figure it out eventually, Xerxa-ix.” I smiled. 
Xerxa continued waving her hands around in front of me, commenting on the

partially healed talon wound I’d received from the large bird whose feathers we now
used as fletching, as well as the cut over my eyebrow and score of minor punctures I had
received from Ass-breath, and the half-dozen bruises I’d received when my enhanced
jumpsuit had blunted the talon strikes from the raptors.

In another slip of professionalism, she gasped a little when she waved her hands over
my crotch. 

Honestly it was about the best reaction a guy could hope for.
I had been trying not to pop a boner in front of my new physician, but my renewed

sense of vigor had been slowly winning ever since I had taken off my jumpsuit. The
beads of sweat on Xerxa’s light blue skin, along with her gauzy, floating wrap and
hourglass figure were very much not helping things.

Neither was Xerxa’s lingering examination. It was also starting to make me the tiniest
bit concerned.

“Everything in order, Doc-ix?”
“Oh! Yes. Quite… >ahem< healthy, in fact.” Xerxa said, obviously embarrassed

she’d been caught sightseeing. I had no idea how the information her skill gathered was
relayed to her, but it was possible she was getting a better look at me than anyone ever
had.

“I, uh… apologize for any, er… temporary, uh, conditions you might be observing.” I
coughed. I was nowhere near full mast, but things were on the move. “I have a running
theory that the higher levels of oxygen on this world required to support the large
lifeforms has had a… revitalizing effect on my libido.”

“That is… a sound hypothesis, Sam-da,” she said softly. 
“I don’t, uh… suppose you’ve noticed anything similar?” I was really hoping she

would move on from her groinal tourism soon. 
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There was a very slight but possibly telling pause before she spoke. “I would…
prefer to not share my personal observations at this time, as they are anecdotal and
unsupported by double-blinded study.”

I couldn’t keep a chuckle from escaping. “That is a very well-reasoned dodge.”
“I thought so as well.” She was still lingering at crotch level.
“Anecdotally speaking, the view isn’t helping matters.” This stunning, exotic space

doctor was kneeling right in front of me, her violet lips a foot from my incipient turgidity,
and if that wasn’t enough, her phenomenal décolletage was almost entirely on display.
Her gauzy, floating wrap was only just barely obscuring her nipples from this angle.
“Given your earlier concerns, I know I should be diplomatically staring off into the
middle-distance, but…” I shrugged, leaving the thought hanging.

“I >ahem< believe I understand your struggle, even though you are the first male I
have encountered on this world.” Xerxa finally waved her hands the rest of the way
down my body before standing and withdrawing her arms into a ninja/Hindu goddess-
looking pose. “It is flattering of you to say so, nonetheless.” She chewed her lip for a
moment, which would have been nearly impossible not to watch if wasn’t for the blurry
band in front of her breasts competing for my attention. 

I was going to get a headache if I made a serious attempt at keeping my eyes from
wandering.

“So… what’s the verdict?” I asked. 
Her eyes widened in, if I had to guess, panic. “Are you… asking for my assessment

of your appearance?” Her renewed flush made her verbal opinion largely unnecessary. 
“My prognosis?” I gave her my best rakish grin.
“Oh!” Her eyes widened, and I didn’t think she could have blushed any more or she

would have. “Of course! Beyond your shoulder and abdomen, your most serious injury is
the lacerations on your bicep. The trauma itself is not severe, but there is a moderate
infection developing. Your wraps will need to be sterilized and replaced as soon as
possible, and the wound monitored. There are over two score scratches and needle
punctures up your left side, and you have a second wound on your obliques that appears
to have been made by a dull but hot blade of some sort?” 

“Bird talon. Nira shocked the bird while it was attacking me, which burned the
wound.” I poked the area gingerly. It still hurt I supposed, but my metric for what
constituted pain had shifted considerably in recent days.

“I see.” Xerxa frowned. “She may have saved you from infection in that instance, but
I would expect the wound to leave a considerable scar.”

“I’ll catch up to Mareth in a few months at this rate,” I chuckled. 
“I suppose that is the price of survival on this world, but I wish you would not make
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“I suppose that is the price of survival on this world, but I wish you would not make

light of your injuries, Sam-da. As you witnessed with Mareth-Ur-zhi last night, my skill
has limitations.”

“I bet it has fewer limitations when it’s enhanced with my own skill,” I smiled, but
quickly held up my hand as she opened her mouth. “But that can wait until Mareth is
feeling better, if you prefer.”

Xerxa looked thoughtful for a moment. “You believe it would accelerate her
recovery?”

“Based on the pattern we’ve seen with Nira and Yxlyn’s skill, yes.” I paused slightly
to grin at Xerxa. “I’ll be interested to see what Titan looks like.”

She arched an eyebrow questioningly as I tilted my head toward Mareth. 
“That’s what I’m calling it, since she’s operating from pictograms.” 
“Titan, you say?” Xerxa looked pensive. “Yes, that would be a sight.”
For a moment, her expression made me worry that Mareth ‘Hulked out’ when using

her Eye-Q skill and became carelessly aggressive, but that discussion could wait until she
was back on her feet.

“So how long have I got, Doc-ix?” 
“Until what?” She looked at me, her expression shifting from pensive to confused.

“My ability to heal will reset tomorrow at sunrise. Mareth-Ur-zhi will still require the
bulk of my attention, but I believe I will be able to heal you as well.” Her expression
shifted back to ‘stern physician.’ “Assuming you do not aggravate your shoulder
further.”

“Oh. That’s good news. I was being flippant and asking if my diagnosis was
terminal.” I smiled.

“I see.” Her rakish eyebrow arched. “Are you often flippant with people you’ve only
just met? I do not mean it as a criticism. I merely wish to better understand you.”

“It seems my language has a lot of sarcasm, idiom, simile and metaphor. At least
compared to everyone else I’ve met. It’s a wonder our abductors can translate anything I
say, really.” I shrugged with my good shoulder. “But I will make an attempt to speak a
bit more formally with you, if that will help.”

Xerxa smiled back. “It may. My people are quite… Yes, formal does describe us
rather well. Now, if you would, please follow me to our hut. I have gathered some herbs
that should help with your infection.”

“Should, uh… should I get dressed first?” I glanced at my jumpsuit.
“Hmm.” Xerxa turned and gave me a quick visual assessment, then glanced down at

her own wispy garment. “No.”
“That… is fair,” I chuckled. “Give me a moment then, please.”
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My legs were still terribly sore as I squatted down to gather up my jumpsuit, but they
felt steady. I rolled it into a makeshift pillow, then scooted closer to the lean-to and
gently lifted Nira’s head to slide it under her neck.

“We’re going to get you back on your feet, babe. I actually miss you teasing me.” I
leaned down and kissed her forehead, then rested my head against hers. “I’m going to get
you all the salt you can handle. You’ll be the fucking queen of salt when I’m done.”

Nira stirred slightly, but didn’t wake. 
I kissed her again, then staggered to my feet and turned to Xerxa. “Lead on.”
Xerxa was watching me with an appraising expression on her supermodel face, and

she regarded me for a moment before nodding and turning. 
Following Xerxa anywhere was a real pleasure. The snake-like undulation of her hips

was utterly hypnotic. My eyes tractored right to the twin globes of her ass as they
swayed, tensed and compressed with each step, and her mysterious, floating wrap that
blurred her skin added only the barest hint of mystery to the process.

I should have tried harder to find something else to look at, as by the time we reached
the shed, I could feel myself beginning to press against the inside of my boxers. I
definitely should have put my jumpsuit back on.

“I should warn you that the smell in here is…” Xerxa trailed off as she turned to
speak, but her eyes darted to my boxers, which did a poor job of concealing my half-
mast. 

It was too late to hide it, so I just coughed self-consciously. “You have a very enticing
walk. But I swear on whatever things you hold sacred that you don’t have to worry about
me ever laying an unwanted finger on you.”

After a pause that went on for slightly too long, Xerxa finally spoke. “I… believe
you, Sam-da. Again I wish to apologize for my decision this morning.”

“Xerxa, I was upset… Excuse me. Xerxa-ix. I was upset about Yxlyn going off on
her own. It was never about you withholding the healing.” 

“Thank you, Sam-da. I understand. Would you… like to continue to the shed?”
A few deep breaths and I was at quarter-mast, but I knew Xerxa’s slithering walk

awaited me. “I know this is my problem and not yours, but is there any way you could…
>ahem< walk a little less sexy?”

“That is obviously quite impossible, Sam-da.” She gave me an imperious smirk.
I grinned. “Well, I will… attempt to keep things under control, but sometimes these

things have minds of their own.”
“I do understand, Sam-da.” Her smile continued. “Perhaps this will help.” Xerxa

turned and walked the final ten steps to the shed. 
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“That is definitely not helping.” I stared shamelessly at her snaking spine and
undulating glutes.

She smiled again and opened the door to the shed. 
As an engineer, I had opinions about the quality of the construction involved in the

shed, but I kept them to myself as I approached it. The smell that hit my nose, however,
was acute enough to prompt comment. 

“Woof! What are you making in there, vinegar?” I backed away, waving my hand. 
“Not intentionally.” Xerxa sounded thoroughly unamused. “Mareth-Ur-zhi was

attempting to turn an impressive harvest of apples into wine. As a surprise. She did not
consult me, and clearly had no idea how to go about it. I would have much preferred
eating the apples.”

“All heart and no brains?” I asked before glancing at the lean-to. “She is still
unconscious right?” I whispered.

Xerxa grinned and walked into the shed. “She is. And even though she is impetuous,
belligerent, and from a primitive culture… she is not stupid. Zolie-zhi and I owe her our
lives many times over, and not simply because she has defended us against this world’s
violent denizens.”

She clunked around in the shed a bit as she talked. The thing was maybe six feet by
eight, and contained several varieties of plants and flowers hanging from the single rafter,
several small clay bowls, and one large clay pot that was mostly covered by a lid. I
suspected this was the source of the vinegar smell. 

“My own people are highly advanced, both spiritually and technologically, but for the
first time in my life, I am forced to consider that there may be such a thing as being too
advanced.” Xerxa mused as she rummaged. “As much as I am ashamed to admit, I have
no inkling how to survive in a place like this. And though I recall some plant-based
remedies from my medical history classes, our ability to synthesize chemicals with the
press of a few buttons made the knowledge esoteric at best.”

Xerxa emerged from the shack waving the stink away with several hands, then lashed
the door closed. “Nearly all the medicinal herbs we’ve gathered were Mareth-Ur-zhi’s
doing. Such knowledge was a day-to-day necessity for her people.” She held up one of
her hands to reveal a branch of something I didn’t recognize, as well as a clove of garlic. 

“Garlic? That would make the baryonyx steaks taste amazing.” I could feel my mouth
filling with saliva at the mere thought of it.

“Mareth-Ur-zhi has only found a small amount of it in the forest. We argued about its
use. I, more than any of us, would appreciate some variety in the flavor of food I can eat
here, but it can be a powerful agent against infection, which my Eye-Q skill has no sway
over.”
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“I bet it would if I enhanced it.” I grinned. 
Xerxa started to open her mouth, but I held up a hand. 
“After Mareth wakes.”
She closed her mouth and nodded, then gestured for me to follow her back to the fire.
“My world sounds slightly less advanced than yours, but we have a similar problem,”

I offered. “Most of our populace has no idea whatsoever how the technology and
infrastructure of our civilization works.”

Xerxa nodded. “Does that include yourself?”
“I was an engineer by profession and I tinkered with smaller projects in my own

time.” I shrugged with one arm. “I know a great deal within a few limited fields. Some
of it will help with thriving in primitive conditions, but most of it would benefit from
having access to more advanced materials. That said, I can make excellent weapons and
tools, and I would love to take a crack at some, ah, sturdier structures.”

Xerxa turned to smile at me. “You are not impressed with our own efforts thus far?”
“I… have some professional observations, but felt it would be rude to offer them

unsolicited.”
“I appreciate your diplomacy,” Xerxa laughed and resumed her walk to the campfire.

“I would welcome any improvements to our infrastructure.”
Zolie and Voss were still conversing at the fire, and I waved to my teal companion. 
“Hey Voss. You up to two-thousand words yet?” I grinned.
She giggled. “Sam, you walked over to check on Nira fifteen minutes ago.” 
“Right, sorry. Three-thousand?” 
Voss laughed and started trying to convey my joke to Zolie. The conversation was

halting and they had to stop for Voss to learn numbers over ten, but it didn’t take long.
Her ability to memorize vocabulary after hearing it a single time was astonishing. 

Xerxa meanwhile gracefully sat down and placed a few cloves of garlic into a very
makeshift mortar and pestle. Two of her hands steadied the mortar, one worked the
pestle, and two others swirled above, tracing patterns in the air like she was trying to tie
ribbons of escaping scent into delicate knots.

I watched this for a moment, then paced over to the edge of the cliff, hoping to see
Yxlyn emerge from the forest. Or more likely just a floating water jug. I knew it was too
soon to expect her, but I couldn’t help but worry.

The ache in my shoulder didn’t help my stress levels, and I was having a harder time
finding a way to position my arm so that its weight didn’t pull on my injured clavicle. 

Eventually Xerxa called me back to the fire and had me rub the garlic mash into my
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Eventually Xerxa called me back to the fire and had me rub the garlic mash into my

stomach and bicep wounds. I was worried it would sting, but the injuries were no longer
raw. I wasn’t sure if putting the paste over the scabs would help, but it probably wouldn’t
hurt, so I didn’t try and second-guess the doctor.

Once I had spread the paste around, she handed me crushed leaves and flowers from
a branch she identified as yarrow. She instructed me to press the pulped leaves over the
wound, then we unfortunately had to repurpose the same wraps to hold them in place.
We just didn’t have any other material to use, but we tried to position the fabric so the
soiled bits weren’t pressing against the wounds.

I thanked Xerxa, who acknowledged it with a combination bow and wavy arm pose,
then I watched as she picked up several short lengths of vine, and her six arms quickly
worked to fashion a basic sling. 

It was just a loop to go around my good shoulder to take the weight of my arm off my
fractured clavicle, but the bottom and top of the sling had a few extra vines woven in to
increase the surface area and reduce pressure points.

With all six arms working in perfect concert, the sling only took her about five
minutes to craft. I thanked her again when she handed it to me, and slung it over my
shoulder. Two minor adjustments later and it held my arm quite nicely.

Xerxa studied the sling for a moment, but I got the impression she was really giving
my boxer-clad body a once over, then she excused herself and returned to monitoring her
two patients.

I wanted to go sit with Nira, but I knew she was in good hands with Xerxa, so I
decided to wander the camp, looking for something to upgrade with the Enhance charge
burning a hole in my pocket. 
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN

My biggest complaint about my skill was that I could only seemingly enhance a
single thing at a time. I’d thought that the hour long cooldown on the ability seemed
almost overpowered when compared to Nira’s day long reset, but as I looked at all the
flint topped spears, axes and other unfinished weapons lying about, then all the clay
bowls and plates and coils of vine and thought of all the construction projects I had in
mind, the limitations of my power seemed evident.

Arrows would be an excellent thing to improve, or even just arrowheads, but it would
take a whole day of diligent work to fill a single quiver, during which I wouldn’t be able
to enhance anything else.  

Maybe there was something I was missing. Another hack I could exploit. 
I started thinking about the things I’d made so far. The stone Bowie knife was

fantastic. I didn’t think it would take as much shearing force as a metal knife without
snapping, but otherwise it was nearly on par with something I could buy back anywhere
on Earth.

I considered how hard it might be to make a serrated edge. Worse for cutting, better
for sawing… but if I started with a large, flat stone… flint, with scalloped points running
down one edge… That would make it more like a steak knife, but that wasn’t the same as
a saw intended for wood.  

Hmm. 
Maybe I could knap a piece of flint so it looked like a saw with giant teeth, then

enhance the whole thing and turn each tooth into an arrowhead, then snap them off when
I was done. I could probably make… ten at a time that way?

That assumed I found a bunch of large, suitable rocks to begin with, and put in the
time to prepare it. I might be able to produce a larger quantity of enhance arrowheads
that way, but the initial time investment made it impractical. Maybe save that idea for
when the tribe had grown and had dedicated craftsmen. 
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What else had I made? Spears. They were just sticks. The hammer, pickaxe, hand
axes…

I thought about the second hand axe I’d made. That had a short branch for the handle,
a rock, and a few feet of vine to hold it all in place. Then I’d enhanced it - all of it - as if
it were a single contiguous object. I’d enhanced the handle, stone and vine all in a single
go. It was the same with the pack Yxlyn had crafted.

Could I wrap a vine around a stick, then, as long as I thought of it as a single object,
enhance both at once? Could I turn a ‘vinestick’ into a length of rope and craft a spear at
the same time? 

The more I thought about it, the more I was sure it would work, but I suspected it
was contingent on convincing myself that it was, in fact, a single object. I also suspected
each would probably be half as good as something I put my full concentration into, but
maybe that would be enough for some projects.

But maybe there was another way I could exploit my ability.
I walked over to the pile of coiled vines until I found a shoelace-thin one, and

brought it over to the knapping station. I kept an eye on the ground as I approached,
expecting to have to avoid razor sharp flecks of flint with my bare feet, but the area was
surprisingly fastidious. I saw that one of the spear hafts had been made into a primitive
broom by tying large fern leaves to one end. Maybe that wasn’t so surprising, as all three
women here were barefoot.  

The knapping station had several wicker baskets, one stuffed with unprocessed rocks,
one with a half dozen spear heads inside, the next with axe blades, and another with
perhaps two dozen arrowheads. 

I pulled out ten arrowheads, and wrapped the vine around the base of each one and I
prepared to test my theory. 

Don’t mind me, Special Skill. I’m not cheating my powers and making ten
arrowheads at once, I’m making a bladed whip. No, really.

As I pulled up my Eye-Q screen, it occurred to me that I might be able to simply lay
the ten arrowheads on the ground in two semicircles and just touch each one with my
fingertips, but this string-together method could prove more useful in the long run. 

I activated the skill - and it worked! …almost. I couldn’t jump the power from one
arrowhead to the next without enhancing the vine as well. It took me several seconds to
realize that, so my first attempt only yielded six enhanced arrowheads, plus one vine that
was now actually a really nice piece of cord. I wasn’t sure I would trust it as a bowstring,
but I could think of a dozen other lower-stress uses for it.

The newly made arrowheads were obsidian-sharp but far less fragile. Even though I’d
only put one second of crafting into each piece of stone, they had started off sharp and
already shaped like arrowheads, so plussing them up was easy.
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I was about to show them to Voss when I heard Xerxa calling for her. 
“Voss-da, my dear! Could you bring the raw liver? Mareth-Ur-zhi is stirring!”
I started to jog back to the campfire, but the bouncing hurt my shoulder. I settled for a

brisk but smooth walk instead.
Mareth seemed to prefer raw meat, but the liver had been hung high over the fire to

keep flies away. At this point it was very lightly smoked, but still probably perfectly
edible for the crudamivore. 

Zolie and Voss carried what looked to be a ten-pound slice of the organ over to the
lean-to, each holding an end of the spit. The three of us arrived to see Xerxa kneeling
gracefully over a pale and exhausted-looking Mareth.

Zolie, whose face was probably already sore from smiling after spending the morning
talking with Voss, broke into an even brighter smile and plopped down next to the let’s-
just-call-her-an-orc woman, and began stroking her hair.

“Careful dear,” Xerxa cautioned, even though Zolie couldn’t understand her words.
“She is still quite fragile.”

“Speak for yourself, weakling,” Mareth said in a breaking voice, and tried to push a
finger into Xerxa’s chest. She could barely lift her arm though, and the push only faintly
dimpled Xerxa’s light blue flesh.

The six-armed woman arched her rakish eyebrow at Mareth’s feeble assault. “Are
you finished?”

“Admitting defeat already?” Mareth coughed. 
Xerxa rolled her eyes and looked up at us. “Could one of you bring her some water

please?”
“I can—” I started. 
“Sam, you’ve only got one working arm,” Voss said to me, then turned to Zolie and

spoke in a different accent. “Zolie, please bring water?”
“Gala, Voss!” The white woman bounced up and darted off.
Mareth’s brow furrowed. “Did she understand you?”
“Mareth-Ur-zhi, you have been unconscious for nearly a day. You have missed out on

rather a lot.”
Mareth looked at Voss and me through bleary eyes, then back at Xerxa. “You’ve met

Sam though, right? He’s… his powers… We need him, Xerks.” 
Xerxa’s pinched expression suggested that she did not appreciate the nickname.
Mareth reached out with a shaky hand and placed it on Voss’s knee. “I’m sorry, I’ve

forgotten your name.”
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“It’s Voss. Here you go Mareth, Xerxa-zhay thinks this will help you recover.” Voss
handed her a strip of liver. 

“Thank you, Voss.” Mareth shakily accepted the nearly raw meat and chewed it half-
heartedly. She looked so tired I half expected her to fall asleep before she swallowed.  

“It was a close thing,” I rested my hand on an uninjured part of her shoulder. “Voss
sacrificed her cloak to bandage you, Xerxa healed you. Even Nira expended her last bit
of power to keep you alive.”

“Sam,” Voss looked sternly at me. “Take some credit as well.”
“I just drove,” I grinned.
Voss didn’t seem satisfied with that, but Zolie returned with a large bowl of water

before she could say anything. 
Between Xerxa, Voss and my good arm, we managed to get Mareth into an upright

position. She downed at least a quart of water in a single go, which perked her up quite a
bit.

Finishing with a gasp, Mareth set down the bowl and noticed Nira lying beside her.
“What happened to… Nin… Nirna? The wielder of the god spear?”

“Nira.” I said sternly. “Mareth, I hope you get well soon, because I wish to have a
discussion with you about your tactical choices.”

Mareth was taken aback by my tone, and surprised me by looking contrite. “Will she
be okay?”

“We are doing all that can be done, dear,” Xerxa said. “Now, how are you feeling?”
Mareth flexed one arm gingerly, then the other. “You do good work as always, Xerks.

The cuts still hurt a bit, but mostly I’m tired, weak and really cold.” She looked at me.
“Can you help me over to the fire, Sam?”

Xerxa triple snapped at me even as I started to lean toward her patient. “Absolutely
not, Sam-da! I forbid you to use your arm!”

“What’s wrong with his arm?” Mareth looked at me appraisingly. “He’s got some
cuts on it, big deal.”

“Sam-da dragged you here from the pond with a broken shoulder,” Xerxa sternly
informed Mareth.

“Broken-ish,” I hedged.
“Aggravating the injury severely,” Xerxa shot me a disapproving look.
Mareth winced and regarded me with an expression that was half grimace, half

impressed grin. “I’m sorry if I was too much woman for you.” 
I chuckled. “I’m not usually one to say a lady is heavy, but damn, girl, you are
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I chuckled. “I’m not usually one to say a lady is heavy, but damn, girl, you are

dummy thicc.” 
Mareth, Xerxa and Voss each looked as confused as Zolie.
“Wow, Sam.” Voss shook her head. “The translator didn’t have a chance with that

one.”
I laughed. It hurt my shoulder, but I didn’t care. “More slang. Admittedly, it’s just

short of nonsense, even in my own language.”
“Zolie-zhi and I will help you to the fire in a moment, Mareth-Ur-zhi. I would like to

speak to you in private first, if that is possible.” Xerxa glanced at me.
“Come on, Voss, that’s our que.” I held out my hand to her. “It’ll be embarrassing if

we stay here while Mareth gushes about how great we are.”
Xerxa arched an eyebrow at that. Mareth started to chuckle, but gasped and grabbed

her side, and Zolie just looked back and forth confused.
Voss giggled and handed the small knife she had been using on the liver to Zolie.

“Sam and I go…” She paused, thinking. “Near fire. You stay.”
Zolie nodded and resumed the job of cutting up the liver as Voss stood. 
“Zo, Sam,” Voss wrapped one arm around mine. She looked up at me and batted her

lashes at me over bedroom eyes. “Tell me all about this slang.”
I barked out a laugh that left me dizzy with shoulder pain and Voss fussing over me

as she apologized. I waved her off and we sat at the campfire while I told her about
‘thicc’ and ‘phat’ and even started singing ‘I like big butts.’

I kept stopping to remind her that it all rhymed in English, but she was far more
interested in the slang. It was a little embarrassing telling her what ‘get sprung’ meant.
With her reduced to just her lingerie and me in my boxer shorts, it was easy to forget she
was used to a much more Victorian sense of modesty, but she giggled and blushed and
we got past it. 

Voss’s thirst for linguistic knowledge was unquenchable, and since the automatic
translation made learning vocabulary difficult with anyone but Zolie, she grilled me
about slang and idioms while Xerxa and Mareth talked. 

Eventually Xerxa and Zolie emerged from the lean-to dragging Mareth on the
travois. The orange orc-adjacent woman looked supremely indignant but was clearly too
weak to do anything about it. Voss and I sprang up to help, and we soon had her
positioned near the low-burning fire. 

I offered to throw some more wood on it, but Xerxa stopped me. 
“Sam-da, we must burn the fires low during the day, and we must be careful not to

burn grease or anything that produces smoke. The other tribe… the warriors Mareth-Ur-
zhi and Zolie-zhi fled, they are far enough from this forest that they might see the smoke
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zhi and Zolie-zhi fled, they are far enough from this forest that they might see the smoke

above the trees. Our ledge keeps us safe from most lower life forms, but we are in no
position to defend ourselves against other survivors.”

I nodded, wondering if any of the fires we had burned had sent up any signal flares.
The large bonfire I had burned on our second day here to keep predators at bay might
have drawn attention. It wasn’t like I’d been burning a pile of coal and tires, but smoke is
smoke. 

It also occurred to me that Nira’s lightning attack could probably be heard from
twenty miles away.

“How about we call them Marauders?” I suggested. “Calling them warriors makes
them sound too honorable.”

Mareth nodded tiredly, a thin smile pulling at her full lips. “Yes, that is more
appropriate.”

There was a pause in the conversation before I spoke. 
“So what’s the verdict?” I asked Xerxa. 
The six-armed woman regarded me for a moment, then turned to Voss. 
“Voss-di. I cannot express how impressed and thankful I am with your efforts in

communicating with Zolie-zhi.” Xerxa rested a hand on both Voss’s and Zolie’s arms. “I
have learned perhaps two dozen words of her language that are useful around the camp,
but in less than a day you are having full conversations with her. Even though she is as
safe as anyone can be on this world, and among friends, she has been terribly isolated.”

Voss blushed, and placed her hand on Zolie’s other arm. “I admit my interest started
off purely as academic curiosity, but I’m zo glad that simply talking with her has had
zuch a positive effect on her mood.”

For her part, Zolie stood still and looked wistfully detached, glancing at Voss, in
hopes of being clued in to the conversation that was obviously about her.

“Could I impose upon you to ask Zolie-zhi her feelings on the four of you joining
us?” Xerxa asked with a slightly pained look on her face. “I have no doubt she would be
more than enthusiastic about you, and would probably be fine with Nira-di and Yxlyn-
di.” She sighed and looked pointedly at me. “But I understand you four are a package
deal.” 

Voss chewed her lip thoughtfully. “Not at this precise moment, Xerxa-zhay. My
vocabulary is limited to fundamental grammar. Basic nouns and verbs. Concepts like
‘opinion,’ and ‘trust’ are harder to communicate because I cannot point at something or
perform a simple action to prompt for new vocabulary.”

Xerxa sighed and nodded. “Of course. I would have liked to have included her in the
conversation.”

“I could sit with her for a while and attempt to learn those things.” Voss smiled
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“I could sit with her for a while and attempt to learn those things.” Voss smiled
impishly. “This of course assumes you trust me to accurately translate her responses.”

Xerxa smiled patiently. “I believe I would, Voss-di. Besides which, her body
language should tell me all that I wish to know.”

Voss turned to Zolie then gestured to one of the logs by the fire. “Zolie, sit and talk?”
Zolie nodded enthusiastically and the two started their ‘Zolie’s Language 201’

course. 
Xerxa excused herself so that she could resume monitoring Nira, and I sat down on

the log nearest Mareth.
She looked as though she was ready to drift off to sleep, but asked for more water. I

went to retrieve some, and after yesterday’s rain, there were several full pots to choose
from. I gave it a sniff to make sure it was potable, then took a deep drink for myself. 

I returned to the fire, helped Mareth sit up and watched her take another massive pull
from the jug. She only spilled a little down her impressive cleavage before she handed
the jug back. 

She saw me watching the beads of water run down her breasts as she lay back down
and smiled. 

“Patience, Sam. Xerxa will have me back on my feet in a day or two. We will both
need to be at full strength for what comes after.” She rested her hand against my calf as
her eyes drifted half closed. 

Her hand was cooler than I would have guessed before I remembered she was
running about three pints low. It still made my blood flow redirect to potentially
awkward places. 

“Mareth, you know that I am already with Nira and Yxlyn.” I glanced at Voss, who
was sitting with Zolie less than fifteen feet away on the other side of the fire. The teal
academic was absorbed with learning new vocabulary, but glanced my way when I
mentioned my other two lovers. 

“And my relationship with Voss is… evolving.” I smiled at Voss, and she returned it
with a blush. 

“Of course,” Mareth said sleepily with closed eyes. “The greatest warriors should
have the most mates,” she said as if she was informing me which way was up.

Voss glanced at Mareth, then me, then chewed her lip. She looked bashful and
conflicted, and I knew I was going to have to sit and talk with her later. She gave me one
last glance, then turned back to Zolie and resumed their conversation.

I looked at Mareth and prepared to say something to slow her roll. It wasn’t like I
didn’t find her attractive. Actually, I thought she was sexy as hell. She kind of looked
like one of those women who’d gotten just a little too much into Crossfit, then gotten
mixed up in a transporter with a chesty bimbo, an orc and a yam. I’m not ashamed to
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mixed up in a transporter with a chesty bimbo, an orc and a yam. I’m not ashamed to
admit it worked for me. 

Her eyes had drifted closed so I dropped the subject for now. I contented myself with
watching her impressive chest rise and fall for a few breaths before she spoke sleepily. 

“Sam?”
“Yes, Mareth?” 
“Thank you… for saving… my life.” She spoke with the rhythm of her breathing.
“Xerxa did that,” I said.
Mareth barely shook her head without opening her eyes. “Dragging me here when

you were injured. You could have left me.”
“I very nearly did.”
She opened her eyes to give me a surprised glance.
“Three times. Dragging you through the wet, muddy forest. There were three times I

almost set down the sled and left you. I just didn’t have any strength left. I thought we
could jog ahead and find your camp and bring your doctor back to you, but…” I closed
my eyes and shook my head. “This fucking world. All I could picture was bringing your
doctor back to a sled and finding only an arm tied to it.”

Mareth was quiet for a beat, then asked, “How did you manage it then?
I gave her a half shrug with my good arm. “I just… found the strength. Took a two

minute breather, dug down and found it. I had to.” I looked at her sternly. “It was a hell
of a workout, but if you do that again, I’m going to tie you up in a tree and hope nothing
tall wanders by.”

Mareth laughed weakly for a few breaths, then sagged slowly. “Thank you for finding
Xerks and Zolie…” She paused and her face scrunched a bit. “My last thoughts were of
them… before I…” She clenched her teeth, and I could tell she was fighting back tears.
“I… didn’t expect to wake up, but... I knew you would have kept them safe… if I hadn’t
made it…”

I rested my hand on an uninjured part of her arm but didn’t say anything. I nodded at
her, and she returned it with a weak smile.

“Mmm. Your hand is so warm. Lie next to me.”
“Uh…” I glanced over at Voss and Zolie. 
The rail-thin, chalk colored woman was studying Voss intently. Voss had one hand

covering her eyes and the other waving around over some rocks set up on their log.
Several were smooth, fist-sized river rocks, but one was a jagged piece of flint.

Voss waved her free hand seemingly at random, then placed it on a smooth rock, and
repeated the process until she almost pressed her hand onto the sharp flint. 
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My body tensed as I started to say something, but Zolie caught her wrist before Voss
could poke her palm. 

Voss took her hand from her eyes and touched it to her chest. 
“I…” She said in Zolie’s accent, then clasped Zolie’s hand in both of hers. “Trust…”

she said in her usual accent, then placed her hand on Zolie’s shoulder. “You,” she said,
again in Zolie’s accent.

Zolie looked thoughtful but perplexed. 
Voss was right. Learning vocabulary for things you couldn’t just point at was a lot

more challenging. 
I looked down at the orange woman lying at my feet. “Mareth, I wouldn’t have a

problem trying to warm you up, but I’m concerned at how Zolie might react to me lying
next to you while you’re all but helpless.”

“I could still take you,” she snorted without opening her eyes. 
I shook my head. “I would offer you the robe Voss had on when you met her, but

you’re already wearing it. We had to cut it into strips to use as bandages to keep you
from bleeding to death.”

Mareth was quiet for so long that I thought she’d fallen to sleep. “Will you thank her
for me?” she asked quietly. 

“I will.”
“And tell her to learn… how to tell Zolie… that I want a man to lie next to me.”

Mareth said with a sleepy grin.
“I’ll be sure that she does. Now get some sleep.”
Mareth made a non-committal grunt, but I could see her breathing deepen and

become steady, so I pulled up my Eye-Q screen to check the refresh on my Enhance
skill.

It was the closest thing I had to a watch on this world, and I was going to use it to
torture myself until Yxlyn returned. 

I sat next to Mareth and spent a little time looking around the camp, trying to decide
what I would do with the space if I was given free reign. The ledge was surprisingly flat
and clear of erosive debris from parts of the mesa above us. Given Mareth’s strength, it’s
possible she cleared away a few truckloads of talus and scree before moving in. There
were a few fissures full of dirt that supported three large trees and a handful of smaller
ones, but mostly it was all open space and hard rock. 

The stone floor was a mixed bag. It wasn’t comfortable to sleep on, but it wouldn’t
get muddy or have a lot of insect traffic. It would make for stable work surfaces, but any
buildings we tried to construct would probably have to be anchored to the large trees in
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buildings we tried to construct would probably have to be anchored to the large trees in

case a hurricane blew in from the ocean. 
The area was sort of almond-shaped, and without pacing it out, I guessed it was two

hundred feet across by a hundred twenty-five at its deepest point. 
Room enough for a properly built shelter, or better yet two. One for sleeping and one

for private activities. The shade and rocky surface would make planting a garden tough,
but we could bring up dirt, and we had yet to explore the top of the mesa. Maybe we
should build a rope ladder that leads up there. Actually, an escape route would make
sense, even if the top of the mesa was just more rock. 

I wanted to build a proper crane, find some metal and make a forge, we’d need a kiln
and…

Something in my vision blinked, notifying me that Enhance was ready for use, which
derailed my train of thought. 

From this campsite, it was three to four miles to the ocean. I walked at three-and-a-
half to four miles an hour over flat terrain. Yxlyn was shorter than me but could move a
lot faster when she needed to. She was not traveling over flat terrain, or in a straight line,
and she was carrying a three-gallon water jug which would weigh twice as much on the
way back. 

She also had Vanish charged up, which was one get out of jail free card, but I had no
idea how long it would last once activated. I don’t think she’d even had it active for more
than a minute both times she’s used it previously. Maybe it would last as long as she
concentrated on it, but I guessed that wasn’t the case, and was fairly certain she couldn’t
have activated it and run straight to the ocean and back. She would have returned by now
if that had been the case. No, she would hold onto it until she needed it. 

Two hours to get there and back? Three? She’d probably be moving faster in the
early morning and more cautiously as forest traffic picked up?

Yxlyn was fast, smart and resourceful. She’d survived this place for a week-and-a-
half entirely on her own. I would have guessed she could make the round trip in two
hours, but there were just too many variables. At least that’s what I told myself, because
she’d already been gone for two and a half hours.

I was going to find something to enhance, and if she wasn’t back by the time it
refreshed, I was going to go look for her. 

What to enhance though?
I looked around the camp, and briefly considered simply making more quality rope,

which I knew we would need hundreds of yards of eventually. I also considered
enhancing one of the flint-tipped spears, but I wanted to get Nira’s input on those first.

I settled on re-enhancing my vambrace. I had enough weapons at the moment, and
the improved jumpsuit had proved invaluable during the raptor battle. So much so, in
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the improved jumpsuit had proved invaluable during the raptor battle. So much so, in

fact, that it made me want to return to the beach and harvest more chitin from that sea
scorpion. The chitin and seashell plate mail idea didn’t feel nearly as ridiculous anymore.
Hell, if I fashioned it right and got Enhance up to level 3 or 4, I might be able to
withstand a bite from something big like a carnotaurus. 

Hopefully I’d never be in the position to find out, but after only just a few days on
this world, the chitin-mail idea was sounding like a downright reasonable project. Plus
I’d probably look pretty intimidating covered in sea-scorpion armor.

I located the vambrace near the log I’d slept by last night and studied it. I didn’t like
the gap that exposed the underside of my forearm. I’d left that with the thought that I’d
tie the vambrace in place. Besides which if the whole piece had been form fitting, I
wouldn’t be able to slide my hand through it. But the gap compromised the structure,
especially when it came to compression. I didn’t see an easy way to fix that though. The
only way around it would be to make some sort of brace that bolstered the gap, like a
hinged panel. Level 2 Enhance could definitely do more than Level 1, but I didn’t think
it was capable of hinges.

Maybe if I’d had another piece I could lay into the gap… Wait, I did! I’d brought
back some other small pieces from the beach to do strength tests on. But they were back
at our cave. 

That was okay. I could enhance the vambrace now with a separate snap-in piece in
mind. I just had to plan how they would connect, and make sure it was in a way that
could come apart easily so my arm didn’t get trapped, even if something powerful bit
down and deformed it. 

I gave it a few minutes of thought, considering compression and shearing forces and
how it would all fit together, then activated the power. The panel I was going to make
later would attach to the existing structure on the bottom with only a few little
modifications, so I split the enhance about 80/20 between toughening and shaping. 

The first version of the vambrace was tough, but now I was certain I could jump up
and down on it without damaging it in the slightest. Once I had the bottom panel in
place, I’d probably be able to park a truck on it. 

It was around this time Voss called Xerxa back over to us and told us that she had
built her vocabulary to the point that she could ask Zolie her opinion about the tribes
merging. 

Xerxa practically slithered back over, her hips undulating like they were attached to a
spirograph gear, and came to rest on the log next to mine. 

“I have spoken with Mareth-Ur-zhi on this topic, but perhaps we should wake her for
this conversation.” Xerxa gestured gracefully to the resting warrior woman. 

“M’wake,” Mareth mumbled, and her eyes opened sleepily. 
“I am glad to see your recovery is progressing, Mareth-Ur-zhi.” Xerxa nodded.
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“Thanks to you, Sam and Nira,” Mareth said hoarsely, then coughed. 
“And Yxlyn,” I added. “None of us would have survived without her.”
“Who… is Yxlyn?” Mareth asked. 
“She’s the… oh, you probably didn’t see her before you passed out after the fight,” I

said. 
“I didn’t pass out!” Mareth huffed. “It was tactical resting.”
I bit back a laugh, entirely unsure if she was joking.
“This is what I have been dealing with for the last several weeks,” Xerxa rolled her

eyes. 
“Yxlyn is… camouflaged,” I told Mareth. “Nearly invisible all of the time.”
Mareth’s eyes narrowed. “She sounds deadly.”
I nodded. “She can be, but unless she’s forced into a deadly battle, she’s very shy and

timid.”
“She is very much your opposite, dear,” Xerxa smirked.
“You’re saying I’m… aggressive and visible?” Mareth’s brow scrunched, then she

fell into a coughing fit.
“Just so,” Xerxa said archly then eyed the empty jug next to her. “I will fetch her

some more water. Voss-da, would you kindly cut some more liver for her?”
“Of course, Xerxa-zhay.” Voss stood and retrieved the meat from the spit high above

the fire. She sliced off several strips and handed them to Zolie, who turned to offer them
to Mareth. 

As Mareth was leaning on the log next to me, this involved Zolie coming within a
few feet of me. She paused for a moment, then made a tight expression and knelt next to
her friend. 

I slid down to the end of the log to give her another three feet of space. 
She started at my movement, then realized I was moving away from her. She gave me

a pained nod, seemingly frustrated with herself, then returned her attention to Mareth. 
On her part, Mareth noticed me backing away and gave me a smile. She reached over

and patted my foot. “Thank you, Sam. She’s had a rough time with the males on this
world.”

“I figured as much. I want her to feel as safe as she can around me.”
“Mareth say - Thank you, Sam,” Voss said quietly in Zolie’s accent, trying to

translate for her. “Zolie has bad… to do with male here. Sam say - I… hmm… have
knowledge, I want Zolie… to have safe…” Voss paused and exchanged a few words
with the slender woman. 
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I noticed Zolie’s hair had changed to a mid-dark blue. Lighter than Voss’s indigo
locks, but far darker than Xerxa’s powder blue skin. The whole campsite was covered in
dappled shadows cast from the canopy above us, so it might have been a trick of the
light, but I thought I saw flecks of green scintillating in her hair now. It looked like
lightning bugs had landed in her hair and were lighting up the tips of her jagged coiffure.

After the pair exchanged a few more foreign words, Voss said to Zolie, “I want Zolie
to have safe feel?”

“Torada.” Zolie said, and held up two fingers in a ‘V’ shape, then spun her hand
around so her palm was facing in. 

“Have feel safe?” Voss asked. 
“Katch. Ornay vim.”
“To feel safe.” Voss said confidently.
Zolie nodded then looked at me pensively. “Kokola,” she said quietly. 
“That, I know, means ‘thank you,’” Xerxa said, returning with a pot of water.
Voss nodded with a smile.
Mareth gave Zolie a weak hug, then proceeded to down at least another pound of

nearly raw meat, and washed it down with several huge gulps. 
“So, Voss-di. You are confident you can convey the situation to Zolie-zhi?” Xerxa

asked as Mareth set down the water jug. 
“Yes, Xerxa-zhay. I believe she knows what I am going to ask given the nature of my

lexical queries, but I will ask her now for the sake of formality.” Voss answered Xerxa
then turned to Zolie. 

Having heard her name, Zolie was focusing brightly on the two, and waved her hand
past her eyebrow, a gesture which I read as ‘nervously playing with hair she no longer
had.’

“Zolie,” Voss started. “Me, Nira, Yxlyn and Sam want to combine…” She fanned out
the fingers of both her hands, then moved them together so they interlaced. “…with you,
Xerxa-zhay, and Mareth. We have knowledge that bad…”

Zolie interrupted with a few words and hand gestures that I took to mean ‘small.’
Voss nodded and continued. “We know bad male hurt you. Bad male hurt me, but

Nira, Yxlyn and Sam hurt bad male.” Voss smacked her fist into her hand, repeated the
word hurt twice, then double patted her sternum, paused, double patted again, then drew
her finger across the hand over her chest and stuck her tongue out, tilted her head to the
side and closed her eyes.

“Zulki?” Zolie glanced at me.
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“Yes. Killed. Nira and Yxlyn are good females. Sam is good male.”
“Thanks babe,” I grinned at Voss. “You’re a good female, too.”
Mareth chuckled at that and Xerxa raised an eyebrow.
Voss giggled and translated for Zolie. She substituted ‘babe’ with her name though,

leaving terms of endearment for the 301-level class.
Zolie might have been amused by my statement, but she seemed to smile whenever

Voss was speaking to her, so it was hard to be sure. She looked pensively at me, then
turned to Mareth. She opened her mouth to speak, then shot a look at Voss, who quickly
nodded.

Zolie asked something in her language which Voss haltingly translated as, “Mareth,
what is your… gorif? I’m not quite sure what she asked,” the linguist frowned. “I think
either ‘preference’ or ‘desire?’”

Mareth cough-chuckled, and looked at me. “My desire is to get fully healed so that I
can engage in carnal combat with Sam.”

Voss pressed both her hands over her mouth and glanced at me. 
I shook my head. “Mareth—”
“Mareth-Ur-zhi,” Xerxa cut me off. “Considering Zolie-zhi’s prior experience with

the males of this world, would you like to sanitize your sentiment for her sake?”
Mareth took a deep, slightly pained breath, then looked Zolie right in the eye and

replicated Voss’s interlaced fingers gesture. 
Zolie nodded, then I saw her glance at me, then look back at Mareth with a

questioning head tilt in my direction. 
Mareth smirked and pulled her hands apart, made a fist with one, then shoved the

index finger of the other into the fist in a surprising approximation of the ‘finger in the
o.k. sign’ gesture for fucking. 

Concerned, I glanced at Zolie, who surprised me by laughing and smacking Mareth
in an uninjured part of her arm. 

Mareth just grinned, flipped her fist over and shoved the finger in the other side of
her fist under her pinky. 

“Mareth!” Zolie laughed harder and covered her face. 
I have to admit I blushed just a little bit, especially when Mareth started sticking her

index finger in between the fingers of her fist randomly, implying things that I could only
guess at. 

Voss was initially happy to see her new friend laughing, but I could see a wrinkle of
concern wiggling on her brow. 
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I stood and walked to her, but I went longways around the outside of the log circling
the fire in order to give Zolie as much room as I could. I stood at the end of the log they
both sat on, and gestured her to me. 

Voss looked to Zolie, then stood, tucking her hair behind her ear on one side. 
“Voss.” I slipped one arm around her waist and spoke quietly into her exposed ear.

“Mareth seems pretty gung-ho about warriors sleeping with other warriors, but whatever
happens between her and me, it won’t affect my feelings for you.” 

Voss smiled and rested her head on my good shoulder. “I knew that being with you
would have complications. It’s one thing to recognize that intellectually, but another to
practice it.”

“I don’t want you feeling pressured or rushed. Whatever does or doesn’t happen with
us, the only thing that matters is how we both feel about each other. For my part, I think
you’re as brilliant as you are beautiful, and if you’d be with me, I would have the envy
of every man on any world upon which we found ourselves.” I told her sincerely. 

Voss’s eyes widened even as she blushed violet. “That… that is most fulsome praise,
Sam.”

“That doesn’t make it untrue.”
Voss sighed and leaned in for a quick kiss. “Have I told you that you’re a good man

lately?”
“You called me a good male,” I grinned. “Close enough.”
Voss giggled then looked at me with a serious, if slightly doe-eyed expression.

“Thank you for… allaying my fears. I did not realize I was conveying them so
conspicuously.”

I chuckled. “The fairer sex is often an impermeable mystery, but I have the occasional
flash of clarity.”

I glanced up from Voss’s face and realized the other three women were watching us.
Xerxa especially was studying me intently, and I thought I saw just a bit of blush on her
cheeks. 

“We have an audience,” I whispered to Voss.
Voss stepped away from me and made some fidgety motions almost like she was

smoothing a nonexistent dress. “Ahem,” she coughed. “I believe we all understand
Mareth’s feelings regarding the merging our groups.”

“Merging of other things, too.” The orange warrior smirked.
“Yes, thank you, Mareth-Ur-zhi. We did manage to understand your meaning, despite

its rapier-like subtlety.” Xerxa mused. 
Zolie looked to the six-armed woman questioningly.
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Xerxa cast a final glance at me, then looked seriously at the chalk white woman and
nodded slowly, snaking her six hands into various prayer stations.

Zolie nodded back, then stood and glanced at Voss. She took a step toward her, but I
realized I was standing right next to her, so I moved to take a few steps back in order to
give her more space.

Zolie surprised me by holding up a delicate hand.
I nodded to her and stood my ground as the white woman stepped nervously to Voss

and embraced her. She stared at me pensively for a moment while Voss hugged her back,
then nodded to me as well. 

I smiled and nodded back, and Zolie stepped back from Voss to nod at her two
tribemates. 

Xerxa stood gracefully. “It is settled. Will you four be staying here, or should we
prepare to join you at your camp once Yxlyn-di returns?”

“We’re staying here,” I said. “Our camp was a ledge like this, but one-tenth the size.
We chose it because it was attached to a small, concealed cave that kept us safe while we
slept. We have some gear we should eventually retrieve, but your camp is marginally
more developed than ours. We just didn’t have the space to build anything. Now that we
have some more hands…” I glanced at Xerxa. “Uh, more people, we should be able to
devote some of them to projects other than simply surviving.”

Xerxa nodded thoughtfully, then after a moment spoke while looking into my eyes.
“We will need to have a discussion about leadership, Sam. I assume you lead your
group?”

“Well…” I started to hedge, but Voss stepped in.
“Yes. Sam never quite seemed comfortable coming out and saying it, but he was.

Nira, Yxlyn and I trust him with our lives and would do anything he asked.”
“I always thought it was a bit more democratic than that.” I muttered. “But thank you

for your faith in me. I pray I live up to it.”
“You are uncomfortable with leadership?” Xerxa asked.
“No, but I’m uncomfortable with naming myself leader. I don’t know everything. I

need help to fill in those gaps. Advice.”
“But you did seek that advice?” Xerxa arched an eyebrow inquisitively. 
“Constantly. My goal is for all of us to survive this place. I have no ego when it

comes to needing help in that regard.” I swept my hand across Mareth, Zolie and Xerxa.
“How did it work here?”

Mareth grunted. “I fight and hunt. These two cook meat, make pots, baskets and
weapons.”
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Xerxa flashed an annoyed glance at Mareth. “She handles our immediate needs when
it comes to food and defense. I busy myself with longer term survival concerns like
sanitation, shelter and comfort. We… argue a lot. We include Zolie-zhi when possible,
but her contributions are obviously limited.”

I crossed my arms and looked over the space formed by the ledge. “Xerxa… Mareth,
as soon as I saw the space up here all I saw was untapped potential. The problem with
our old camp was there was nowhere to grow into, but this place…” I turned and pointed
at the makeshift crane. “We should build a proper crane right there. With counterweights
and winches, so even Yxlyn could pull an 800 pound log up by herself.”

I turned again and pointed between two of the large trees growing on the shelf. “We
could use those two as anchor points for a building large enough for us all to sleep in,
with room for a dozen more abductees, plus indoor food storage, a kitchen and dining
area. I want to build a sawmill and a forge and there should be a ladder to the top of the
mesa to act as an escape route if we ever need it, plus, who knows what is up there? We
might have access to a few square miles of topsoil. In six months we could have a garden
large enough to feed hundreds. 

“If I ever find a decent-sized waterfall and some metal, I can build a hydroelectric
generator and from there, who knows?”

“A what?” Both Mareth and Voss asked. 
“It makes lightning.” Xerxa told Mareth in a condescending tone.
“Like Nira?” Voss asked. “Is it a weapon?”
“No. Well, it’s potentially dangerous.” I shrugged. “Lightning is electricity, but a

generator makes electricity that you can harness to do work with the use of electric
motors, which… I would be happy to teach you about some other time, but let’s stay
focused on… actually, what were we talking about?”

“Leadership,” Xerxa said dryly. “It does sound like you have a great many plans,
Sam-da. For the first time since arriving on this world, I am beginning to feel hope for
the future.”

“Does that mean you would allow Sam to lead our combined group?” Voss asked.
Xerxa considered me for a moment, letting her eyes sweep over her my body. “As our

leader… you would accept advice from me concerning my areas of expertise?”
“Absolutely,” I said. “That goes for everyone, but at some point we need to decide on

a course of action and work toward whatever goals we establish. Like I said before, it’s
not enough just to survive. We need to thrive in this place. That’s my goal, but there are a
lot of steps to get there.”

Xerxa nodded and looked to Mareth.
Mareth stared at me for a moment seriously. “As our leader, what tribute will you
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Mareth stared at me for a moment seriously. “As our leader, what tribute will you

require?”
“What?” I asked, surprised. “What do you mean?”
“Will you take the finest cuts when we butcher the hunt? Pick the best weapons for

yourself? Eat first at each meal? Or perhaps you will take tribute from our bodies?” She
swept her hands down her own amazing physique, her enticements diminished only
somewhat from being wrapped in bloody bandages.

“What? NO!” I said, stunned.
Voss started laughing. “Sam’s not like that at all. He made that powerful bow with

the wheels, but he gave it to me because I’m a better shot.”
“Mareth, I don’t care about that stuff!” I shook my head. “It’s like Voss said. Nira is

better with a spear, so she always gets the best ones I make. I want everyone to play to
their strengths. We have to, in order to have the best chance of survival. 

“But as far as…” I waved my hands down Mareth’s body. “I would never even
consider tribute…” I made a disgusted face as I spat the word, causing Mareth to look
taken aback.

“I don’t want or need payment for leading. All I care about is keeping everyone
safe…” I glanced at Xerxa and Voss. “Which is why I get upset when Yxlyn goes off on
her own.” I sighed and pinched the bridge of my nose. “But… Nira needed the salt…” 

Voss looked contrite while I mulled over the problem in my head. Xerxa’s expression
was sterner. 

“I don’t know what I would have done differently if I’d been asked, honestly.” I put
an arm around Voss and gave her a reassuring squeeze. “Maybe to heal me and have us
both go… but Mareth needed the healing more…”

“Being a leader is about more than organizing, Sam-da,” Xerxa said quietly.
“Sometimes difficult decisions need to be made.”

I rubbed one hand over my face and sighed again. “I know. Maybe I should just be in
charge of construction instead of leading. I might be too focused on everyone’s welfare
to see the bigger picture.”

“That sounds like the sort of leader I’d want.” Voss smiled. 
Xerxa considered Voss’s words for a moment, then looked at me. “Sam-da, allow me

to propose a hypothetical. Say we spend the next six months constructing this camp. We
achieve your loftiest goals and build up many conveniences and comforts, but then we
are attacked. We could successfully defend our home, but at the cost of one of our lives,
or—”

“Run,” I said. “No question about it. I wouldn’t want to survive this place if doing so
meant standing on the graves of my friends. I’ll defend and fight for what we have, but if
we somehow knew for certain that one of us would die, I would choose we survive to
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we somehow knew for certain that one of us would die, I would choose we survive to
rally and take back the camp once we had a plan, or, worst case, we could just start over
somewhere else and rebuild. What else do we have to do here anyway?” 

“I could think of a few activities,” Mareth grunted.
Xerxa nodded slowly, a thin smile coming to her full, lavender lips. “Very well, Sam-

da. I feel as though Mareth-Ur-zhi, Zolie-zhi and myself have been running in place for
too long. We have fallen into a routine that keeps us alive, but does not improve our lot.
In conditions this primitive, I must admit that I simply do not know what the next steps
should be. Providing you seek my council on matters within my areas of expertise, I will
provisionally accede leadership to you, but I believe we should revisit this topic at
regular intervals to discuss whether your leadership is indeed beneficial to all of us. Let
us say, once per month?”

“Of course, Xerxa-ix.” I nodded, grateful this wasn’t a messier transition. “I’ll use
every resource I have and take all the help I can—”

“Ahem,” Mareth coughed. “I think you mean that I will allow Sam to lead us, after
he proves himself in combat against me.”

Here we go.
“You were never our leader, Mareth-Ur-zhi,” Xerxa frowned.
“The strongest should lead,” Mareth shrugged. “It’s obvious.”
“Remind me, Mareth-Ur-zhi,” Xerxa’s eyes flashed imperiously as she leaned over

her wounded tribemate. “Which one of us comes from a civilization barely a few months
more advanced than our sorry camp here, and which of us comes from a world with anti-
gravity airships, computers capable of creating sensorially comprehensive virtual worlds,
buildings that pierce the clouds and reach the stratosphere? Hmm? Bereft of disease or
want? We did not accomplish these things with our muscles.”

Mareth’s eyes narrowed. “I don’t know half of those words. What I do know is that
many nuts are poisonous if you don’t roast them first,” she said the words evenly, and
Xerxa glanced up at Voss and me with a frantic blush on her face. 

Mareth looked up at us smugly. “When I found her—”
Xerxa tried to interrupt, but Mareth spoke over her.
“She was hours from death and puking her guts out because her amazing civilization

is so advanced that she lacks the most basic common sense when it comes to survival!”
Xerxa was obviously furious with Mareth, but had no retort. “I… I didn’t… Our food

—”
“When was the last time you saw dirt before being brought here?” Mareth cut her off.
“I’ve seen dirt.” Xerxa crossed her top and bottom sets of arms, framing her breasts,

and thumped the middle set onto her hips. “Well, we have robots that do all the cleaning,
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and thumped the middle set onto her hips. “Well, we have robots that do all the cleaning,

so—”
“I don’t mean dirt. I mean soil.” She pointed at the tree near the campfire. “Not

ground covered in… pal-stick.”
“Plastic.” Xerxa huffed. “I’ve seen soil. We have gardens and parks, though

admittedly most food is grown hydroponically if not printed outright…”
“Okay, ladies,” I stepped in between them. “How about my inaugural decision as

leader is to suggest that there are probably more productive ways to spend our time?”
Xerxa pinched her lips tight, giving me a contrite glance. She was obviously

embarrassed that of all the dangers in Cretaceous Park, a handful of raw pistachios had
nearly done her in. “Yes. Of course, Sam…” She paused long enough for me to think
that she was going to drop the honorific, then she closed her eyes and bowed her head
slightly, adding, “Za.”

“Yeah, fine,” Mareth grumped. “Hey, wait! I still need to fight you.”
“Mareth,” I turned to her. “We will all need to learn how to fight better in the future.

Nira is skilled with the spear, Voss and Zolie with the bow. Can I count on you to teach
us other weapons?” I suspected her martial skills started and ended with ‘hit them harder
than they hit you’ but I really didn’t want to fight her, and hoped I could put it off with a
little artful distraction.

“Oh!” she said, sounding excited. “Yeah, I can do that. There’s not that much to it
really. Well, surprise maneuvers, drawing your opponent out of position, that sort of
thing.”

“Excellent.” I was glad to hear she incorporated some strategy into her fighting. “You
concentrate on getting better so we can start training as soon as possible. Do you need
any more meat or water right now?”

“Mm. Water, I guess.” She shifted her hips slightly. “Need to piss though.”
“Voss or Xerxa-ix, can you ask Zolie to assist Mareth get to the… where is the shitter

around here anyway?”
Voss asked Zolie but obviously didn’t know the word for piss or restroom yet, so I

caught her pantomiming pulling down her panties out of the corner of my eye, while
Xerxa pointed to the far corner of the ledge. 

I looked and saw a sizable clay jug with some unfortunate discoloration around the
edges.

“Mareth-Ur-zhi usually empties it somewhere in the forest to prevent drawing the
attention of predators to our location.”

Zolie helped Mareth stand and we watched them hobble off. The slender woman
really was a lot stronger than she looked.
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When they were out of earshot, Xerxa turned to me. “That was a clever deflection,
Sam-za. Perhaps you are a more skilled leader than you promoted yourself to be.” She
smiled. “I suspect she will eventually wish to fight you though.”

“Thank you, Xerxa-ix, but I thought it was ‘Sam-da.’ Why the change?”
Xerxa smiled and looked to Voss. 
Voss rolled her eyes at Xerxa but smiled, then looked at me. “You’re the leader now,

Sam. ‘Za either is an honorific reserved for leaders or simply those of higher status. I
suspect the latter due to its phonetic similarity to ‘da.’”

“Voss-zhi is correct, Sam-za.” Xerxa smiled at Voss, obviously impressed with her
perceptiveness. “And you must now address me as Xerxa-ib, not ‘ix,’” she said to me.

“Voss-zhi?” I asked. “I get that my status has changed as far as you’re concerned, but
Voss was ‘Voss-da’ a second ago.”

“Our tribes have merged, Sam-za.” Xerxa explained. “Voss-zhi, Nira-zhi, and Yxlyn-
zhi are all of the same status as myself, Mareth-Ur-zhi, and Zolie-zhi now.”

“Oh, thank you, Xerxa-zhi!” Voss clapped. “It’s very magnanimous of you to accept
us as equals!”

Voss skipped over to Xerxa but stopped just short of colliding with her. “Is hugging
appropriate in your culture, Xerxa-zhi?”

Xerxa looked surprised at the request. “Hmm. It… is perhaps a bit unusual…”
“Hah!” I laughed. “Can you imagine the tangle of limbs” I interlaced my fingers and

wriggled them around like two squids fighting.
Voss giggled and turned to Xerxa. “I won’t be offended if it makes you

uncomfortable, Xerxa-zhi. Do you have zome physical sign of camaraderie? I may fall a
bit short if it’s a salute or handshake.” She held up both of her hands and wiggled her
own fingers.

Xerxa smiled and opened her arms to Voss. “It is fine, Voss-zhi. I welcome your
touch.”

Voss stepped into Xerxa’s arms, and after a moment’s indecision about where to put
her own hands, she wrapped her arms under the cluster of shoulders on Xerxa’s back and
gave her a squeeze. 

Xerxa’s arms wrapped around Voss and she melted into it.
“Ooh, this is an amazing hug!” Voss giggled and squirmed her teal self against

Xerxa’s powder blue skin. 
Seeing the two skin tones pressed against each other was alluring to say the least.

Especially given their abbreviated garments and the slight sheen of sweat on each
woman.



Tamer Enhancer 2

225

“Is he watching us hug?” Voss whispered, easily loud enough for me to hear.
Xerxa glanced at me through a cascade of Voss’s indigo hair, and did not look away

as she reported that I was.
“Is he aroused?” Voss whispered, this time quietly enough that I don’t think I was

meant to hear.
I rolled my eyes and turned my back to the pair.
“He quickly turned around, so I believe the answer is yes.” Xerxa said behind me.
I heard Voss giggle and even Xerxa tittered a bit.
“You two are both very, very beautiful women, and through no fault of your own,

neither of you are wearing very much,” I harrumphed. I hadn’t actually started getting an
erection, but the image of them hugging was seared into my mind now. I decided it might
be safer for me to go find my jumpsuit and put it back on, and not just because it was
raptor-proof.

“I bet you give incredible massages,” Voss chirped as I turned back around. The two
had parted, but Voss was still holding on to one of Xerxa’s many hands.

“Of course,” Xerxa smiled, but I caught her eyes darting to me and she blushed
slightly. 

Voss’s eyes widened. “Tribuuuuute,” she giggled through the word, looking back and
forth between us.

Xerxa’s flush deepened and I laughed, but quickly straightened out my face and held
up my hand. 

“Please don’t even joke about that, Voss.”
Voss tittered and bowed her head apologetically. “Zorry, zur. I guess I was channeling

Nira for a moment.”
“I would be pleased to give you a massage if you like, Voss-zhi,” Xerxa bowed

slightly to the teal linguist, her hands in several prayer stations.
“Thank you, Xerxa-zhi. What about Sam-za?” She smiled and tilted her head toward

me.
“I…” Xerxa’s blush intensified slightly. “I suppose that… is not out of the question.

On occasion.”
I was trying real hard to keep my eyes off her gossamer-wrapped breasts, but even

with the blur effect, I thought I caught her nipples eschewing standard warm air protocol.
“Ahem,” I coughed, pulling my eyes away from her alluring blue chest. “Before I

decide what our next steps will be, I’m going to take another walk around the camp and
see what resources we have and give some thought to defense and next steps. Xerxa-ix…
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see what resources we have and give some thought to defense and next steps. Xerxa-ix…

ib… Damn it! I just got used to the other one, sorry. I’d like you to continue to keep an
eye on Nira. What else normally occupies your time around the camp?”

Xerxa slithered her hands into several ‘at-rest’ positions and nodded to me. “Zolie-zhi
and I work on clay pots, weaving baskets, knapping flint and winding cordage.”

“Cordage? I don’t recall seeing much of that laying around,” I said, surprised. 
“We mainly use it to secure flint to weapon hafts, but recently, much of it was used up

in the construction our shed.” She gestured gracefully to the rickety structure near the
back wall of the camp.

“You know, some diagonal braces would really bolster that thing.” I frowned. “I think
a stiff wind could knock it over.”

Xerxa hung her head for a moment, and I suddenly had the urge to apologize for my
blunt assessment, but I knew that if I was going to lead these women, we would all have
to be able to accept constructive feedback.

“Mareth-Ur-zhi was correct about my civilization,” she said, looking up. “We are
advanced to the point that many fundamentals are unknown to the general populace. An
architect from my world would understand such basics, but our buildings are usually
printed on site. I do not even know what materials are used, whether it is metal, resin,
plastics, glass or a combination. Outwardly, they are designed foremost with aesthetics in
mind. Their structural workings are simply never exposed to most citizens. 

“Our food supplies are entirely safe, and that which was not grown hydroponically
could be printed at anyone’s convenience. It has been dozens of generations since my
people have had any consideration of scarcity.

“I am a skilled and knowledgeable doctor, but outside of my professional focus, every
need in my life could be fulfilled with a spoken command to the Omnet.” She clenched
her jaw. “It is a difficult thing to admit, but I am in need of much guidance in this place.”

“We all are, Xerxa-ix,” I said, reassuringly. 
“-ib” Voss whispered.
“-ib, sorry,” I smiled. “Mareth’s people might live closer to Mother Nature, but she’s

not an architect either. She didn’t think to add cross-beams. It’s going to take all of us
working together to make this place safe and livable. For now, concentrate on Nira and
while you monitor her, please work on cordage rather than mostly sitting idle. I suspect
we’ll need miles of it for all the stuff I want to build.”

Xerxa moved her hands into a set of prayer stations and nodded her head. “Yes, Sam-
za.”

I suspected there was a whole sub-language going on with Xerxa’s hand motions that
added a great deal of subtext to her words. I decided to try and pay more attention to it,
but I knew it would be a challenge considering what she was always waving them in
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but I knew it would be a challenge considering what she was always waving them in

front of.
Xerxa slithered gracefully back to the lean-to, and I turned to Voss.
“Thank you so much for your help with Zolie. She obviously is ecstatic to have

someone to talk to.” I pulled her into another one-armed hug.
She pressed into me eagerly and cooed. “I can’t imagine having to deal with all the

stress of this world, and being unable to even commiserate with anyone about it.”
“I’d like you to keep working with her this afternoon. Concentrate on vocabulary

related to the sort of basic things we need to do around the camp. Building, cooking,
cutting, tying… lift, drag, carry, take, bring, et cetera. While you’re doing that, have her
show you how to work on cordage. We had our own production method at our camp, so
just compare notes and go with whatever is best. Until I figure out a way to mass
produce nails, I think that will be our primary connective material for most construction
projects.”

“I would love to, Sam. Thank you.” She looked up at me and pushed herself onto her
toes to give me a kiss. “I think you already were a good leader, but I can tell you are
excited about finally getting to build zome large scale tools and permanent structures.”

I grinned. “I really am. I’m not sure what we’ll make it all out of yet, but I’m looking
forward to eventually getting to sleep on a bed again.”

“That would be incredible.” Voss moaned, then laid her cheek against my chest.
“There are… other things we could… do in a bed.”

Voss’s face was hidden by her hair, but I didn’t need to see her cheeks to feel the
warmth of her blush against my chest. 

I struggled to get my bad arm out of the simple sling to brush her hair from her face.
It cost me some pain in my shoulder, but it was worth it to see her expectant, nervous
eyes looking up at me. 

“The bed is a nice-to-have, Voss, not a need-right-now. That said, I don’t want to rush
you, but… well, I’ll be completely honest with you. I don’t want to wait that long
either.”

Voss shivered slightly and pressed herself tighter against my body. 
“You’re an incredible woman, Voss, and I want to be able to express that to you with

more than words.” I smiled. “Unfortunately I don’t have a box of chocolates or access to
perfume or wine.”

Voss was blushing hard, but laughed and buried her face in my chest. A moment later
her laughter faded, and I saw the top of her head nod.

“I want that too, Sam,” She looked up with lusty eyes. “Lying with a man zo zoon
after meeting him would brand me a harlot on my world, but I know you don’t feel that
way. It is… zomething I am struggling with a bit, but I see the love you feel when you
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way. It is… zomething I am struggling with a bit, but I see the love you feel when you
look at Nira and Yxlyn… a-and myself.” She laid her head against my chest again. “I
thought that my experience with… upon arriving on this world would… cast a longer
shadow, but I find myself thinking only of the future… with you, with Yxlyn and Nira
and now our growing tribe.”

She paused again, then looked up and pulled me into a long, passionate kiss. When
she finally pulled away, she was panting, and I knew she could feel the effects of the kiss
pressing into her hip, but she smiled and twisted herself against it.

“T-tonight?” she whispered breathily.
“I would love nothing more…” I paused and pulled my arm from around her to rub

my shoulder. “But I would also love to be able to hold you properly. How about
tomorrow, after Xerxa can heal me? We can go to the pond for a bath, then back to the
old cave to gather the gear we left, and… have some privacy.”

“Oh, yes! That zounds wonderful, Sam! Yes, I can’t wait!” She paused to take a
breath, then stepped back. “But, I do have a question.”

“You can ask me anything, Voss.”
“What is ‘print?’ And how does one do it to food?”
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN

Mareth had asked to return to the lean-to with Xerxa, complaining that the fire was
too warm. The day was shaping up to be quite muggy, even with the afternoon sun
filtering through the leaves above us. After Zolie and Voss dragged the travois to the
shelter, they returned to the fire ring to continue language class.

I found myself standing at the edge of the cliff, fidgeting with the sling Xerxa had
fashioned, looking down into the small meadow formed by the large oak trees below. I
had been mentally walking through each step of installing a permanent crane, but really I
was trying to talk myself out of running out into the forest to look for Yxlyn. 

She had been gone for four and a half hours by my best estimates, and that was at
least an hour longer than I thought it should have taken.

I knew she was smart and capable, but I couldn’t keep the what-ifs from running
through my head. What if she’d twisted her ankle? What if she was trapped in a tree
while a dozen raptors swarmed around the base? What if another abductee got the drop
on her while she was carrying the jug? What if she had fallen in some quicksand?

Was quicksand even real? It seemed to me that every adventure movie up till the mid
80’s had quicksand in it, and then suddenly none of them did. Maybe someone pointed
out that the Hollywood version of quicksand was a nonsense peril kept alive by lazy
screenwriters?

I tried to keep myself busy, but I had already inventoried everything in the camp
twice. It wasn’t much. Some spears, a few axes, quite a few arrows, at least two hundred,
and forty of those with flint arrowheads. Most of them were too heavy to use with my
recurve, but worked surprisingly well with the compound bow.

There was a small bed of imported soil in the back that sprouted mushrooms, and
some small baskets with berries and some green vegetables which were either green
beans or peapods. 

The inside of the shed had a bunch of drying herbs, none of which I knew anything
about. It also had the pot full of vinegar, which I’m sure I could find some use for, but at
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about. It also had the pot full of vinegar, which I’m sure I could find some use for, but at
the moment I would have vastly preferred a basket of ripe apples. There was also about
four yards of cordage, most of it a little thicker than twine and nearly as strong. Good for
tying, but unusable for lifting. 

I thought about constructing my crane and tying things to other things, and
wondering how long a length of rope or vine I could enhance in one go, but it was all
stupid distraction. 

I was going to have to make a decision about going after Yxlyn soon. Looking for
her just for the sake of finding her was the wrong call. But Nira wasn’t improving. She
was essentially lying on the edge of a diabetic coma and the ocean was her Snickers bar. 

How long could I wait around, hoping for Yxlyn to show up? How long did Nira
have? What if her muscle spasms progressed to her diaphragm like Xerxa predicted? If I
left right now, would I even make it back in time? The last time we went, we made it
there and back without trouble… well, except for the ceratosaurus on the beach that we
narrowly avoided… and running into Ass-breath and the baryonyxes when we got
back…

Shit.
If we had to go out on a separate water run, I had to admit that I wasn’t in shape for

it. With the exception of some claw marks, my right arm was fine...ish, but there was no
way I could swing a weapon with any force using my left, nor could I use a bow.

If I took Mareth’s machete, I could wield it with my right arm well enough to fend
off one medium-sized predator… probably. But I’d have to set down the jug… 

Damn. Xerxa’s camp didn’t have a jug that would work. All they really had were
pots, plates, and a few small bowls. They all looked like they had been fired… or at least
set next to a fire after drying, but I doubted any of them were tough enough to slog
through the forest. 

There wasn’t enough time to fashion a new flask-shaped jug and enhance it… I could
enhance one of the existing pots, but anyone who went would absolutely need to be able
to carry it with both arms. 

I wasn’t about to send Voss out by herself. Would Zolie go if I asked? I couldn’t risk
Xerxa. I had no doubt she could tear a person up if she was holding half a dozen knives,
and she might have been capable with a bow, but her ability to heal was too valuable to
—

“Good morning, Sam!” Yxlyn chirped behind me.
. . .
There are a lot of ways to die here in Cretaceous Park. Some ways would be more

ignoble than others. Choking to death on a chunk of meat would be high on that list.
Poisoning yourself with pistachios would be up there as well.
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Falling off a cliff because your lover startled you is definitely top-ten material. 
In my defense, I didn’t fall down the cliff, just over the edge. 
“Sam! Oh shadows of night! Are you okay?” Yxlyn squeaked.
The flailing had, perhaps unsurprisingly, hurt my broken shoulder. Luckily I’d

managed to grab the edge with my good arm as I tipped over the side.
I’m not sure the twenty-five foot fall would have killed me. I was about as high up as

I’d found myself that first day on the beach, but this time I was above rock-packed
topsoil instead of sand. At best it would have hurt a lot, even discounting how the jolt
would affect my shoulder. I supposed that if I didn’t land on my head or neck, Xerxa
could eventually put me back together, and they already had a crane to hoist my mangled
body if it had come to that. 

“I’m fine, Yxlyn. You just really startled me,” I grunted as I started to haul myself
back up. My hands had gotten a lot of strength training in the last few days with all the
cliff, tree, and rope climbing. I was finding it surprisingly easy to hold on. A one-armed
chin-up was still a tall order, but thankfully I could cheat and scramble up the side mostly
using my feet. Once I had my elbow up on the ledge the rest was easy, if moderately
ungraceful. 

“Oh, Sam! I’m so sorry! I didn’t mean—” 
“It’s okay baby, I’m alright. That was my fault for standing so close to the edge.” I

scooted away from the cliff, then held out my arm. “I am so glad you are okay. I was so
worried, and you took so long.” 

She rushed in for a hug, and I wrapped my arm tightly around her before giving her a
big kiss. 

“I’m really sorry it took so long getting back.” Yxlyn sank to her knees and nestled
her head into my chest. “The forest was really busy today. I guess the rain made
everything extra green, and all the herbivores were out, which meant all the predators
were out. I had to spend a lot of time hiding and waiting for things to things to pass, and
one time I had to leave the jug on the ground, and it got knocked over and I had to go
back—”  

“I’m not upset that you kept yourself safe, Yxs.” I stroked her glassy hair and looked
into her eyes, which were shimmering with the beginnings of tears. “But I am upset that
you went off on your own to do something so dangerous, and you didn’t even tell me.”

Yxlyn’s lips trembled and her eyes beaded with tears.
Before she could defend her decision, I did it for her. “Hey, hey. Don’t cry. I know

Nira needed the salt, and it was probably safer for you to go by yourself since you are so
fast and good at hiding and climbing, and Xerxa told me she didn’t intend to heal me
until Mareth was better, BUT…” I paused for emphasis, and to tap the tip of her nose
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until Mareth was better, BUT…” I paused for emphasis, and to tap the tip of her nose

with my finger. “I still need to be involved in these decisions, okay? We should have
discussed the path you were going to take, so in case you didn’t come back, we would
know where to start looking. There are other precautions we could take as well, like
coming up with a signal that sounds like a bird call, so we could try and locate each other
without drawing every predator in the forest down on us, alright?”

Yxlyn stared at me with shimmering eyes, and I thought I saw her lip trembling, but
she blinked hard and nodded. “You’re… you’re right, Sam. That’s really smart. I didn’t
even think about that stuff. I’m sorry I upset you.”

“Your intentions were good, Yxs. I know you’re super capable and you survived this
place on your own for over a week, Yxs, but I love you, baby. It’s my job to worry about
you now.” 

“Oh, Sam…” She bit her lip and leaned in for another kiss. 
I met her lips, and she squirmed her legs around me until she was straddling my

kneeling lap. I slid my hand down her bare back until I was cupping her ass, and I pulled
her against me, wishing I had use of both of my arms. 

We kissed heatedly until I felt the translucent introvert start to squirm her hips against
me. 

“Thank you for waking me up this morning, Yxs,” I murmured in her ear. “I really
enjoyed being with you.”

I felt her skin heat with a blush, and she faded slightly from view. As close as I was to
her though, I could still see the shape of her body easily, as well as her lidded eyes and
wet lips.

“I loved it too. It feels so, so good and I love sharing that with you.” She bit her lip
cutely. “I think I might be a little obsessed with it,” she giggled. “Is it okay to do… um…
i-is there a limit to how often two people can do that?”

“Not really. You just have to make sure to stay hydrated,” I chuckled. “I suppose
there is a danger of chafing if you really… ah, I bet your society thinks that people who
commit intercourse three times in a single year get the sex madness, right?”

Yxlyn leaned her face into my chest and giggled furiously. “It’s not… hee hee hee,
it’s…” She giggled some more before sitting up straight. “Something like that.”

“I assure you it’s not true.” I smiled.
“Do you… think we could do it again tonight?” She bit her lip bashfully. 
“I’d love that, Yxs.” I glanced at the flask-shaped water jug sitting ten feet away.

“But let’s not make any firm plans quite yet. I suspect if this salt water gets Nira back on
her feet, she may have some opinions on how a certain amphibious writer needs to be
rewarded for her selfless heroism.”

“Yes, that seems almost certain.” Yxlyn smiled. “We should probably take the water
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“Yes, that seems almost certain.” Yxlyn smiled. “We should probably take the water
to Xerxa.” 

Despite the suggestion, Yxlyn didn’t get off my lap. Instead she leaned her head
against my chest and I squeezed her as thoroughly as I could with my good arm. 

“Sam? Can I tell you something… p-personal?”
“Of course, baby. Always.” I kissed the top of her head, and her flowery scent filled

my nostrils.
“I was… when I first saw you and Nira, I was surprised that I could understand you,

and you both seemed nice, but I was so embarrassed by my nudity that I didn’t know
what to do.” She slid her hands up and down my back. “I started to think about trying to
make some clothes out of leaves, but… it’s so dangerous here… Then you left the fish
for me, so I thought I could just tail along after you…”

She sat back and looked at me. “I was just so embarrassed. But… I, uh…” Her eyes
started drifting to the side bashfully, but I could see the effort as she ratcheted them back
to me. Her voice came out as a tiny whisper. “I kind of… like it now.”

I could tell she was about to figuratively burst into flame, so I smiled and quickly
kissed her. 

“That makes me really happy to know, Yxs. I feel bad you were ever that
uncomfortable, buuuuut… I’m glad you like it, because it lets me like it without feeling
guilty.”

Yxlyn giggled and hugged herself against me. “You won’t tell Nira, will you?” she
whispered in my ear. 

“I think she might tease you a bit.”
She giggled some more and dislodged herself from my lap. “Probably, but it was her

inveterate nudity that helped me get to where I am, I think.”
I grunted and struggled to my feet. “Maybe we should find a way to thank her then.

Uh, without her knowing exactly why.”
Yxlyn giggled and lead me over to the jug. “I had to use Vanish on the way back,”

she sighed. “After it got knocked over, I knew I was running behind, and the pond by the
waterfall was very busy. On the plus side, I learned I can hold it for about ten minutes if
I don’t get whacked with a club.”

“That’s really good information to have,” I said, reaching for the jug.
“The pot vanished too, just like the weapons I picked up when we were fighting Ass-

breath. I was running the whole time, so it might last longer if I held… wait, Sam, let me
get it. You have one arm in a sling.”

The jug was shaped like a conical beaker. Wide on the bottom and narrow on top to
prevent water from sloshing. It had a loop affixed at the base of the neck like the handle
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prevent water from sloshing. It had a loop affixed at the base of the neck like the handle

on a coffee mug. I put it there thinking I could slide a spear into it and carry the thing
like a bindle, or balance the other side with a second jug and use the spear as a yoke.

It currently had two and a half to three gallons of water in it, so it wasn’t terribly
heavy to lift, but I could imagine carrying it through miles of forest had left Yxlyn a little
drained. 

“You lugged this all the way back here, Yxs. Let me get it.” I hefted the jug easily. 
Filled with water, it was actually heavy enough that I wouldn’t have trusted a fired

clay handle with the weight, but my non-fired, enhanced clay seemed slightly stronger.
At least, the clay enhanced with the Level 1 skill seemed roughly as strong, but had more
uniform structure, so I was less worried about a weak seam near the handle. 

I hadn’t had a chance to enhance a piece to Level 2, nor had I worked with a piece of
fired clay, so I was looking forward to what I could produce.

“I’ll carry the backpack then.” Yxlyn stooped to lift the strap over her shoulder. “I
had to stop by the cave for the jug, so I got your undershirt and a few other things. I
didn’t carry it to the ocean though. I left it in up in a tree near the pond. We should
probably go back and gather up the rope that’s tied to the tree and some other things I
couldn’t fit.”

I nodded. “Thanks, Yxs. Voss and I are planning to go tomorrow if Xerxa can spare
the healing for my shoulder.”

“The pond is a real mess, Sam. There are scavengers everywhere.”
“That makes sense. We’ll be careful.”
We started to walk toward the lean-to, but were immediately intercepted by Voss,

who was ecstatic to see that Yxlyn was safe. She rushed over to exchange hugs and a few
words before Yxlyn and I continued on.

“Ah, Yxlyn-zhi, dear!” Xerxa stood from behind the lean-to as we approached. “It is
good that you have returned to us safely. Your quest for seawater was fruitful I hope?”

“Yes, Xerxa-zhay. I’m sorry it took so long, but I have maybe two and a half
gallons.” 

“Xerxa-zhi, dear. Our tribes have officially merged, and we are all of equal status
now.”

“Oh! That’s great news! I apologize for my error, Xerxa-zhi,” she said contritely.
Yxlyn seemed very comfortable when she was apologizing.

“Thank you, Yxlyn-zhi. Let us hope the water is sufficient. Nira-zhi’s condition has
slowly declined.” Her six hands assumed a prayer position I didn’t remember seeing
before. Perhaps she was denoting concern or conveying a sense of urgency.

“I will attempt to wake her,” Xerxa continued. “Given her amphibious nature, I am
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“I will attempt to wake her,” Xerxa continued. “Given her amphibious nature, I am

uncertain whether or not she could choke on water fed to her while unconscious, but best
not to chance it.”

It took a fair bit of nudging to rouse Nira, and as soon as her eyes fluttered open, her
whole body began shivering.

“Nff… f’ls… bad…” she slurred as Xerxa helped her into a sitting position. It
quickly became clear that she couldn’t hold herself up, so Xerxa knelt behind her and
supported her with several hands. 

“We’ve got some ocean water for you, Nira,” I said, helping to hold her steady. Her
skin was clammy like she’d been having fevered chills. “Yxlyn went down to the beach
this morning. Do you… uh, need to drink it or run it through your gills?”

“Bowf… dr’k frst,” she muttered, looking unfocused. 
“Yxs, can you run and—”
“I have bowls here, Sam-za,” Xerxa produced several clay bowls of various sizes that

she’d stored next to the logs that elevated the sleeping area. 
“Great, thanks.” I took the bowls and set them out in front of me, then lifted the jug

and swirled it around a bit before carefully pouring about half a gallon of water into the
largest bowl.

Yxlyn scooped up some water with the smallest bowl, then handed it to Xerxa. 
The six-armed doctor helped Nira lift her head and brought the bowl to her lips. Nira

supped at it dryly at first, then nodded, prompting Xerxa to carefully dispense the rest.
She finished off the first bowl and coughed a bit, the focus already returning to her

eyes. “S’good. Salty.”
Yxlyn refilled the bowl and handed it back to Xerxa. “I went back to the lagoon and

scraped some salt deposits from the cliff that extends way out into the ocean. H-
hopefully you’re not drinking a bunch of pumice or barnacle glue.”

Nira’s torso hopped in a movement I took to be a laugh. “S’good. Th’nk y’.”
I sat and watched Nira slowly drink at least a liter of water while I thought about the

salt problem. Making runs to the ocean was dangerous. I had to admit that Yxlyn was
more likely to succeed on her own than if a group of us went - especially if we put even
minimal effort into camouflaging the pot. A few palm leaves wrapped around it and it
would probably be impossible to spot as long as it wasn’t moving. But I didn’t want
anyone going anywhere on their own. There were just too many things that could
happen. 

If Nira didn’t drink all of this water, we could evaporate it and collect the salt. It
would be more than what Xerxa had collected from her water boiler last night, but it still
wouldn’t be a lot.
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There had to be another way of getting salt. Was there a salty vegetable we could
boil? Are potatoes salty? What is starch made out of? I knew a fair amount about
chemistry, but my studies hadn’t often veered into botany.

Table salt is just sodium chloride. Each element was dangerous on its own, but maybe
there was something else around here I could extract salt from. Blood has sodium in it.
Could we gather up forty gallons of blood from the next big predator we kill and boil it
down to salt? I suspected we would just wind up with a big pot with a giant, gross scab
in it. Is the sodium in the platelets or the plasma? Could I build a hand cranked
centrifuge?

I chuckled to myself as I thought of all the work I would go through to make life
easier in the long run. Heck, maybe I could just Enhance the blood into separate…

“Holy shit, I’m a moron!” I said aloud. 
“That is discouraging news, Sam-za,” Xerxa said, glancing up from Nira. 
Yxlyn giggled. “He tends to do that when he has an epiphany. What did you think of,

Sam?”
“I have no idea if this will work, but I’m an idiot for not even thinking to try it!” I

excitedly took the unused medium-sized bowl and carefully filled it with seawater. We
still had at least a gallon and a half left, so I felt safe pulling some aside for my
experiment.

I stuck my finger in the water and pulled up my Eye-Q. I couldn’t feel the water in
the same way that I could examine a weapon and understand the structure of it. Maybe
what I was trying was impossible, or maybe I couldn’t do it until Enhance reached level
three or five or who knew?

Still it was worth the attempt. 
I activated the skill and tried to Enhance the salt water into saltier water. 
I couldn’t tell if it was working, but the power didn’t fail immediately, so I thought it

must have been doing something. 
After five seconds, I thought I noticed the water becoming cloudier, and after ten, it

looked like I was holding a bowl full of slushy ice.  
I stared at it for a second, then swirled my finger around, drew it out and popped it in

my mouth. 
“Gack!” I spat. “Holy crap that’s salty!” I looked at the bowl again. “Holy crap! It’s

salty! I… enhanced the saltiness of the salt water!”
How the fuck did this power work? Was it based on my own semantic expectations

of what ‘enhance’ meant? Could I enhance copper into iron? I suspected not, but I had
just essentially made salt out of… nothing. I couldn’t have converted the H2O into
NaCl… there weren’t enough electrons… Water only had ten. Unless it had used up
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NaCl… there weren’t enough electrons… Water only had ten. Unless it had used up
three water molecules for the 28 electrons in NaCl, but there would be spare electrons a
bunch of extra protons…

Then again, when enhanced with my power, Nira was tossing around 1.21 jiggawatts
of electrons, and those seemed to come out of nowhere as well. 

It was clear that our abductors had a deeper grasp of physics than I. Or maybe it
literally was magic.

I held out the bowl of acutely briny water to Xerxa, and she tipped it up to Nira’s
lips. 

She took a small sip, then sputtered and yanked her head back. “Ag! Geeze, Sam!
Dilute that will you? What are you trying to do, pickle my mouth?”

I couldn’t help but laugh. “You sound better all of a sudden.”
“Hmm?” Nira flexed her jaw and ran her tongue over her teeth. “Yeah, I guess so. I

feel a lot better already.” She tried to sit up without Xerxa’s help, but was still weak and
shaky. 

I poured a quarter of the super-brine into the larger bowl and watched as Yxlyn
stirred it up, then scooped out another drink with the serving bowl.

Nira took it with her own shaky hands and sipped. She made a sour face with each
mouthful, but nodded and continued drinking. 

We sat with her for the next half hour as she sipped on salt water and slowly
improved. Eventually she asked for something to eat, so Yxlyn bounced up and darted
off to the fire where we had baryonyx meat slow roasting on a spit. 

I sidled up next to her and put my arm around her waist. “It was tough seeing you
knocked out like that.”

“It was tough being knocked out like that.” She leaned into me, but quickly sat back
up as Yxlyn returned with lunch. “I really, really don’t want to have to completely tap
myself out like that ever again. Probably took a year off my life.”

“Hrm?” Mareth murmured, roused either by the commotion or the smell of meat.
“Whuzzat?”

“I said don’t die again!” Nira feebly slapped Mareth on the arm. 
“What?!” The muscular woman grunted as she painfully pushed herself into a sitting

position. “I died?”
“Oh dear,” Xerxa said. “No, Mareth-Ur-zhi, you did not suffer irreversible cell death,

only primary organ arrest. I told you that Nira-zhi helped me use my skill on you, and
that is true. Your injuries were simply more severe than I could treat on my own.”

Mareth looked at Nira, then her eyes drifted down to look at my arm around her
waist. “Cell death? What is… How could Nira’s god-spear help you heal me, Xerks?”
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Xerxa’s jaw tightened. “Mareth-Ur-zhi, I have repeatedly asked you to address—”
“Xerxa-zhi, jeeze!” Mareth rolled her eyes, but Xerxa inclined her head graciously.
I started to briefly explain the electrical current in bodies to Mareth, but suddenly she

jumped and cried out in alarm.
“Ah! What is that?” She yelped and pulled her long bone knife out from under a leaf,

pointing it at Yxlyn.
“Wh-what? I-I’m Yxlyn!” The translucent girl quickly jumped back a few feet. “W-

we met… sort of. You were… um, a bit fainty, though.”
“Mareth, I told you about Yxlyn, and how she saved all our lives?” I extended my

hand to Yxlyn, and she nervously scooted closer to me. “Would you please put the knife
away?”

Mareth fixated on Yxlyn’s shimmering contours and leaned to and fro, watching the
background filter through her chameleonic skin. She finally looked at me, then carefully
slid the blade back under the leaf. “You are terrifying,” she whispered at my invisible
lover. 

Yxlyn’s large eyes drooped apologetically. “I… I’m so sorry!”
“I’m sure she meant it as a compliment, dear.” Xerxa shook her head.
Yxlyn put her hand in mine, and I gently urged her closer until I was able to place her

small hand on Mareth’s. “You’re a powerful fighter and can grow, Mareth. Yxlyn’s skin
helps her hide. She’s just like us, taken from her home and trying to survive this place. ”

Mareth rubbed her thumb over the back of Yxlyn’s hand, then waved her hand
beneath the camouflaged arm, watching as Yxlyn’s skin almost instantly updated its
coloration to match what was on the other side.

“That is… remarkable,” Mareth looked at Yxlyn with respect and a bit of lingering
trepidation. “On my world you could rule the largest tribe as Warlord. None would dare
oppose a light dancer.”

“Oh! Um…” Yxlyn’s eyes widened in surprise and she faded almost entirely as she
blushed. “Th-thank you? Light dancer… that’s very pretty sounding. I like that. But I,
heh… didn’t study Warlording in school,” she giggled nervously.

Nira and I laughed at that, but Mareth looked confused.
“I’m… not much of a fighter…” Yxlyn said, then dropped her voice to a sad whisper.

“Unless I have to be.”
Mareth grabbed Yxlyn’s hand and leaned forward with a pained grunt. “That makes

you even more dangerous.”
“Ah… uh…” I saw Yxlyn’s shoulder twist as she tried to extricate her hand, so I put

my hand on Mareth’s and gently facilitated her escape. 
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“Yxlyn is a beautiful and gentle soul, Mareth.” I raised Yxlyn’s hand to my mouth
and kissed her knuckles. “She would never hurt anyone unless she was defending her
friends.”

I smiled at Yxlyn, who returned it with big, shimmering eyes. 
“Anyway…” I resumed giving Mareth the super short explanation of bio-electricity. 
She didn’t know the word ‘electricity’ but seemed pretty chuffed to learn that she had

the weapon of the gods coursing through her veins. 
“You had lost so much blood that your heart… uh your hearts stopped,” I continued.

“But before you could actually die, Nira used her spark to restart them so that Xerxa
could…”

The regal doctor arched an eyebrow at me.
“…ix? IB!”
She smiled and nodded.
“So that Xerxa-ib could begin to heal you,” I said to Mareth, then looked to Xerxa

and snapped my fingers. “I’ll get it eventually. I guess I only have to remember ‘ib’ for
you and ‘zhi’ for—”

“Sam-za, ‘-zhi’ is spoken between females of equal standing. You only need to
remember ‘-ib’ as we are all your subordinate females now.”

“Ooh, I like the sound of that,” Nira grinned.
“Wait, I never agreed to that.” Mareth’s face hardened. 
“Mareth-Ur-zhi, you agreed that Sam-za would be our leader. This makes you

subordinate to him.” 
Mareth stared at me for a moment before grunting and looking away.
I scrunched my face slightly. “Xerxa-ib, I have to say, addressing you guys as

subordinates makes me very uncomfortable. I certainly don’t think of any of you that
way. What would I say if I was addressing you as an equal?”

“A male addresses a female of commensurate standing with ‘-ij,’ but as our leader it
would be inappropriate.” Xerxa said quietly.

“Eedj?” I asked, trying to get the pronunciation correct.
“Iizh,” she said slowly. It sounded halfway between a hard ‘e’ and a soft ‘i,’ followed

by ‘zh.’ One of those sounds that doesn’t formally exist in English, even if words like
‘Taj Mahal’ utilizes them. 

“Ihzh,” I repeated, and she nodded with just a hint of a shrug, so I figured it was
close enough. “Would… as a favor to me, would it be okay if I addressed you as Xerxa-
ij? You can still call me Sam-za if you like, but I just don’t want you thinking that I feel



Tamer Enhancer 2

240

ij? You can still call me Sam-za if you like, but I just don’t want you thinking that I feel

in any way that you are inferior to me.”
Xerxa’s eyes widened for a split second, but she returned to her sage-like expression

quickly. “It is nothing to do with inferiority, Sam-za. It is about the social structure
within the tribe.” 

“Okay, well, it would honestly make me feel better if I could address you as an
equal.”

“A-and you wish me to still address you as Sam-za?” Xerxa’s face remained serene,
but I thought I saw a hint of blush on her powder-blue cheeks. I suspected I had
stumbled on to some sort of… nickname situation or something similar that I had no
awareness of. 

Honestly, tacking a nonsense syllable onto the end of everyone’s names, or really just
Xerxa’s name, since she seemed content not to police our conversations with each other,
didn’t mean much of anything to me, but I suspected that these codified caste systems
had long term effects on her people. 

“Xerxa-ij, you can call me whatever you’re comfortable with. I’m just letting you
know that I’m uncomfortable with thinking of any of you as subordinates.”

Nira pressed herself weakly into me. “You can call me Nira-ib and order me to do
anything, Lord Sam-za,” she hissed into my ear. 

Yxlyn giggled. “The same for me, Sam-za.”
I held up a finger. “Neither of you are helping right now,” I said, trying to bite down

a grin. I returned my focus to Xerxa. “They’re kidding, but—”
“I am absolutely not kidding.” Nira feebly punched me in the leg. “I trust you with

my life and I’ll definitely do anything you ask of me.”
“Me as well,” Yxlyn said seriously.
I put one hand on Nira’s leg and reached out to brush my other hand against Yxlyn’s

cheek. “Thank you, guys. It means a lot that—”
“Especially sex stuff,” Nira whispered hotly in my ear. 
I caught Xerxa suppressing a smile as I gave her an exhausted look. “My

administration is a-shambles already.”
  That elicited an actual bark of laughter from the six-armed doctor before she quickly

composed herself. “Sam-za, this sort of behavior is precisely why it is important for the
ruling class to maintain a certain level of separation from—”

“I need to stop you right there, Xerxa-ij,” I held up a hand. “I will lead, and do so
with enthusiasm, but I have no interest in ruling.”

Xerxa considered that for a moment until Yxlyn spoke. 
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“That is exactly why I want to follow Sam, Xerxa-zhi. He’s not interested in power
or privilege. He just wants what’s best for everyone.”

“Sam-za’s leadership is not in question at this juncture, my dear. His proposal for the
use of honorifics is unusual, but…” Xerxa’s odd blush deepened and one of her many
hands started playing with her hair in a surprisingly girly way. “But I will admit it is an
affectation of my culture and not especially critical to our survival on this world. In order
to move the discussion on to more productive topics, I will agree to your suggestion,
Sam-za. I will continue to address you as such, and you may address us with the
honorific ‘-ij’ which denotes us as having equal status.”

“Wow, Sam,” Mareth whistled low. “I’ve been trying to get her to drop that nonsense
since I met her. I guess you might turn out to be a good leader.”

“Uh, thank you, Mareth.” I gave her a smile.
“I still have to battle you.” 
“What?” Both Yxlyn and Nira asked with some alarm. 
“Mareth,” I sighed. “I have a slight reach advantage on you, but you’re much

stronger and heavier than me. Pretty sure you’d slaughter me in a stand up fight.”
“We still must do battle, and soon.” Her expression darkened. 
“There’s no point.” I sighed. “The outcome is a foregone conclusion.” 
I wasn’t actually sure that was true. I was ‘good enough’ at Jujitsu and I knew a bit

of Krav Maga. The Jujitsu I had learned after getting briefly enamored with MMA over
a decade ago. The Krav Maga was more of a crash course after I finally committed to
trying to impede the cartel’s operations where I’d lived. None of those moves were spar-
friendly. 

Regardless, having seen Mareth in action against the swarm of raptors, I was pretty
sure she would beat me four times out of five, and I honestly had no interest in fighting
her.

“In any case,” I continued. “Xerxa has better things to do than heal a bunch of
unnecessary injuries, and while we’re waiting on her do to that, neither of us will be at
full strength if we’re needed for hunting, defense, construction or anything else.”

“Well said, Sam-za,” Xerxa nodded approvingly.
Mareth’s jaw tightened. “You will not do battle with me, then?”
I sighed again. “Look, honestly, I wouldn’t mind having a sparring partner to sharpen

up my ground game, but I suspect fighting you would involve a bunch of broken bones
and lacerations.”

“So… you would consider it?” she asked. “You are being frustratingly inconsistent.”
“We would have to set some rules beforehand, and there are a lot of other things we



Tamer Enhancer 2

242

“We would have to set some rules beforehand, and there are a lot of other things we
need to focus on before we get around to something like that. Okay?”

She stared at me evenly, then nodded, looking satisfied. “That is acceptable. But I
will not wait forever, Sam.”

I nodded with relief, glad I had deflected the issue for now. I turned my attention to
Nira and gave her a squeeze. “How are you feeling, besides your leg?”

“Better.” She rested her head on my shoulder. “Still weak and shaky, and I have a
headache, but give me another hour or two and I’ll be up and, well, not walking about,
but I’ll be able to sit and make cordage or something simple. Now that you’ve solved our
salt problems, hopefully this won’t ever happen again.”

“As a result of my advanced society, I may be ignorant of some fundamental
knowledge—” Xerxa started to say.

“Correct,” Mareth grunted.
Xerxa pressed her lips together in irritation, but chose not to retort. “But I do know

that salt is an invaluable resource. For biological function, food preparation and as
Mareth-Ur-zhi has pointed out several times in the past, food preservation. You are
quickly becoming indispensable around here, Sam-za.” Xerxa said softly, her violet eyes
studying me intently.

“I hadn’t tried to enhance a liquid before. Honestly, I’m surprised it worked. You
know, in some of the earliest iterations of civilization on my world, salt was used as
actual currency.” 

Nira rolled her eyes in the edge of my vision, and I turned to look at her.
“She was paying you a compliment, ya big clump of jetsam.”
The powder-blue doctor had an amused smile on her face when I looked back at her.
“I’m just doing what’s needed, Xerxa-ij, but thank you for saying so.”
Xerxa nodded her head gracefully, and the motion was accompanied by a swirl of

hand gestures.
I nodded back. “Well. Does anyone have anything critical we need to address right

now? I’ve spent some time thinking about what we need to be working on for, uh, let’s
call it Phase 2 of this camp. But until our heavy lifters are back to 100%,” I gestured to
Mareth and myself, “I think we can be productive just working on cordage. I can
enhance vines, but we’re going to need a lot of it, and my skill will probably be needed
elsewhere making tools for a while.”

Xerxa moved her hands into a specific set of positions that I guessed might be her
people’s equivalent of raising their hand. “Sam-za, I believe it will take two more uses of
my abilities to fully heal Mareth-Ur-zhi. I told you that I intended to heal her before
yourself, but I have obviously come to believe I can trust you. Therefore, I will leave the
matter of triage up to you. I can put all of my power into Mareth-Ur-zhi’s recovery
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matter of triage up to you. I can put all of my power into Mareth-Ur-zhi’s recovery
tomorrow, which should heal her wounds with the exception of the rent in her thigh, or I
can fully heal you and Nira-zhi tomorrow, and use the leftover for Mareth-Ur-zhi.”

“Hmm.” I gave it some thought. “Mareth, are you in a lot of pain?”
The orange woman shrugged. “I can deal with it.”
I suspected she was being stoic, but if she was hurting, her face didn’t betray it.
“Nira?”
Nira glanced at her partially healed calf and shifted her leg carefully. She winced,

then wiggled her foot slowly. “It hurts if I move it, but it’s a dull ache otherwise.”
I nodded. “Right now we’re down our three strongest fighters,” I paused and glanced

at Xerxa. “Unless yourself and Zolie are—” I started, but she held up three of her hands.
“I have some skill with blades, Sam-za, but I have no doubt Nira and you are more

competent combatants.”
I nodded. “I would say to heal Nira up then give all the rest to Mareth, but that still

leaves us down two. If Mareth will be down for two days either way, I say heal Nira and
me. If we need to defend ourselves, we need as many people as possible on their feet.”

Mareth took a deep breath, then nodded. “I’m going to be bored out of my mind, but
Sam’s right.”

Xerxa nodded and looked at Nira, placing one hand gently over her injured calf.
“Nira-zhi, my ability does not undo damage, it accelerates a person’s ability to heal from
trauma. I apologize, but without the resources I would need to myoweave...” She pause
and frowned. “Or merely stitch the muscle tissue back together, you will most likely have
a limp for the remainder of your life. Over time, other muscles in your leg will strengthen
to compensate, and the severity of the limp will attenuate.”

Nira laughed. “Xerxa-zhi, if you hadn’t helped me heal, it would have been at least a
month before I’d be able to walk again, and that’s assuming I didn’t lose the leg or die
from infection.” She reached out and put her hand on Xerxa’s. “I’m grateful.”

Xerxa declined her head. “You are most welcome, Nira-zhi.”
Yxlyn picked up a leaf from the bedding in the lean-to and waved it around. 
“Yxs, you have something?” I asked. 
“Yes, Sam. I saw something while I was out. I probably should have told you right

away, but… I-I thought it would be best if everyone heard it at once, and it didn’t seem
immediately time critical… um…” Yxlyn fidgeted and trailed off. “I-I should go get
Voss.”

“Okay. Bring Zolie too. Voss has spent the morning learning her language, so she
might be able to translate.”
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“Okay!” Yxlyn hopped to her feet and scampered off. 
I used the short pause in the conversation to rummage through the backpack that I

had dropped just outside the lean-to. It contained my undershirt, the bow drill, hacksaw,
and what looked to be all the unused feathers from the condor. 

I pulled out the undershirt and flapped it out a few times. 
“Xerxa-zhi, this is a piece of clothing I was wearing when I was brought to this place,

but as I am still fully clothed without it...” I glanced down at my boxers. “Well, I can be,
with my jumpsuit. I had been letting Yxlyn and Voss wear the undershirt. I, uh… I
actually gave it to Yxlyn, so I guess she has first right of refusal, but as you are in a
similar situation, er, coverage-wise, I’m sure she would let you wear it if you found
yourself having a bout of modesty. Hopefully it doesn’t smell too rough.” A quick sniff
revealed the shirt smelled more like campfire smoke than anything, so offered it to the
diaphanously nude doctor. 

She moved her hands into a prayer station that I guessed conveyed ‘gracious
acceptance,’ and took the offered garment, holding it studiously. 

“This is most generous, Sam-za, but I do not believe it is quite tailored for me.” She
gestured with two arms to the opposite set of shoulders. 

Chromatic differences and gold-foils tattoos aside, Xerxa could pass as human - if she
pulled two sets of her arms behind herself. Her top pair of arms extended from her
shoulders exactly like they would if she were a human woman. Her extra arms attached
slightly below and behind, with the third set between those two, joining to her body
further around her back.

Oddly her back didn’t look lumpy. A bit curvier for sure, but it was obvious the
rearmost arms weren’t just slapped on top of human scapula. 

However, her configuration of limbs would have strained the arm seams of the shirt,
oversized though it was on her, and the sleeves probably would have limited her range of
movement slightly. 

Yxlyn returned with Voss and Zolie in tow, and Xerxa handed the shirt back to the
camouflaged girl. 

Yxlyn accepted it with thanks, then immediately turned and offered it to Voss. 
Voss glanced down at her very sexy lingerie clad body, then up at me. She chewed

her lip for a moment, then told Yxlyn she should wear it.
“So what’s your news, Yxs?” I asked as she slipped the huge shirt over her shoulders.
“I saw something when I was down at the beach,” she said, settling on the ground. “It

was way down the coast, and out in the water, but… I’m pretty sure it was a boat.”
“A boat?” Nira asked. “What fool would sail these waters?”
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“It was hard to really get a sense of scale because of how far away it was, but if I had
to guess, it was pretty large. Um… well, the sail was. I guess it was more of a raft
because it didn’t stick up out of the water very far. Uh, the sail did, but the rest of it
looked pretty flat.”

“Hmm,” I mused. “I wouldn’t dare go out in the water on this world unless my boat
was made of twenty sequoias, but chopping them down, dragging them to the ocean and
lashing them together would be a monumental task.”

I turned and looked at Mareth. “Do you think this might be the coastal tribe? The
Marauders?” 

The muscular woman thought for a moment and nodded. “I think it would have to be.
They have been here long enough to have gathered every resource within easy travel
distance of their camp, and they could have the manpower to construct something like
what Yxlyn described. It’s hard to say though because most of the heavy lifting on this
world is done with the Eye-Q special skills. Zolie and I left their camp aaaaah… four,
five, hmm.” Mareth silently counted on her fingers. 

“Maybe six weeks ago? They hadn’t started working on anything like that before we
left, but there’s no telling what kind of turnover they’ve had or what new abductees
they’ve absorbed.” She shrugged, causing her to wince as one of the wraps on her
shoulder popped lose. “Maybe they have someone who can summon a giant boat?”

“I need to sterilize and reapply your bandages, Mareth-Ur-zhi.” Xerxa stood and
walked around behind Mareth, then knelt and began delicately removing the strips of
cloth that used to be Voss’s robe.

“Is vinegar antimicrobial?” I asked. 
Xerxa nodded her head and smiled. “It is good to have some use for it.”
“Vinegar?” Nira asked, sitting up a little straighter. “We have vinegar now?”
“Mareth-Ur-zhi was attempting to ferment alcohol,” Xerxa explained. 
“Ooh. I’m on board with that plan.” Nira grinned. 
Mareth smiled. “Do you happen to know how to make alcohol?”
“Aaaaaah,” Nira thought out loud. “No.”
“We can figure that out later,” I interrupted. “Yxlyn, you said the boat was far down

the coast?”
“Yes, but I don’t know how far. It could have been five miles or ten. Once I filled up

the jug, I didn’t linger. I didn’t get a sense of which direction it was moving, or if it was
just out in the water for fishing.”

“Alright. We’ll have to factor the possibility of scouts from that place finding us
eventually while we work on other things.” I scratched my beard in thought.
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“Sam?” Voss spoke up for the first time. I had expected her to try translating in real
time, but language class probably hadn’t covered ‘beach,’ ‘ocean,’ or ‘boat’ yet. “What
will we do if they find us?”

I had my opinions, but I wanted Mareth’s input as well. “Mareth? You know them the
best of all of us.” I glanced at Zolie. “More or less.”

“Sam,” the ochre woman rumbled. “There is a reason we burn our fires low during
the day. The Marauders are far enough from the forest that they would see the smoke.
They do not send their slaves or comfort women scouting.” She tilted her head back and
forth in a ‘maybe-maybe-not’ manner. “Hrm. Sometimes they would bring a slave with a
useful skill, but anyone else, we would have to kill on sight.”

There was a moment of silence around the lean-to as we all thought about it. 
“They’re all that bad?” Voss asked quietly, folding her arms around herself. 
Mareth nodded. “They are the kind of men who, when they aren’t raping or

murdering someone, will stand around and laugh as they watch others get raped or
murdered. Any who do not revel in such mayhem are killed or made slaves.” She looked
me directly in the eye. “You do not have the temperament to survive them, Sam. I will
die before I let myself or Zolie…” She paused and looked around the group of women
sitting and kneeling around me. “… or any of you be taken by them. If the worst came to
pass, they would have five women to add to their collection, and that bounty would cause
them to throw themselves recklessly against us.”

“Who is their leader?” I asked. 
“Not a leader,” Mareth snorted. “As you were keen to differentiate earlier. Ruler.

Despot. His name is Kurgast.”
I noticed Zolie tense as this was her first clue as to the nature of our conversation.
“I assume he doesn’t rule on charisma alone,” I guessed.
“Hah!” Mareth barked. “His power is that of a coward. It is called… hrmm. Tangle?”
“When we first met, you told me it was Entangle,” Xerxa offered.
“Yes, that was it.” Mareth nodded.
“What does it do?” Voss asked.
“Any damage he takes is copied to anyone he’s used the power on,” she scowled. “It

is still possible to attack and hurt him, but that would injure all of his Marauders, and
they would be quick to defend him.”

“So… um…” Yxlyn raised her hand. I nodded to her and she continued. “Couldn’t
we just kill him and eliminate the whole tribe at once?”

Mareth looked to Yxlyn with a grin on her face. “See? You’d make a remarkable
warlord.”
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“Oh! I-I… I didn’t…” Yxlyn sputtered.
“But yes,” Mareth said plainly. “His strength is their weakness, but that would also

kill all of his slaves, and quite possibly Zolie and myself.”
“Oh,” Yxlyn gasped. “Oh no…”
“This assumes his power extends up to his death,” Xerxa said, but quickly held up a

hand. “Which is clearly an unacceptable risk.”
“His powers still work on you? From so far away? And after so long?” I asked.
She nodded. “He never said, but I got the impression that he has been here for a long

time, possibly a year or more, and that his skill is quite high level.” Mareth held up her
left arm to show me a patchwork of scars on her forearm. It looked like she had lost a
fight with a weed-whacker. 

They hadn’t stood out amongst her considerable collection, but now I saw that they
nearly matched the scars on Zolie’s arm, and I noticed the slender woman holding a hand
over them. 

“He demonstrates his power each time a new group is added to the tribe. Zolie and I
have had to withstand cuts on our arms appearing without warning in the past.” 

“That sounds so horrible.” Yxlyn sniffled. 
“What an utter monster,” Nira growled. 
“Couldn’t someone just tie him up and throw him in a cage?” Voss asked.
Mareth shrugged. “How would you keep him from biting his tongue, or beating his

head against the ground or wrenching his joints out of place? Besides, the Marauders
know that his power keeps the slaves in line, and they all get to fight and fuck as much as
they please once a little hunting and gathering is done each day.”

The group mulled over this information for a while until I broke the silence.
“Okay, we can’t ignore these Marauders as a threat. It may take three months for

them to start exploring our neck of the woods or three days. We’re not ready to face them
yet, so for now it’s best that we hide. We won’t be able to do that forever, though. Even
if they never find our camp, Mareth, you said they had likely farmed out every resource
in their immediate area. The boat probably means they’re looking to expand their
harvesting, and will eventually strip this area of edible vegetation, and we can’t let them
do that. 

“So, we need to prepare for that confrontation. It’s not just about sitting around
making weapons. Everyone needs to train to be able to fight. We all need to be able to
use bows, spears and knives at a minimum. We also need to improve the situation in the
camp. Building a sturdy shelter may not seem like a high priority in the face of
marauding abductees, but we’re going to be working hard each day, and having a secure,
dry place to sleep will be important for recovery. 



Tamer Enhancer 2

248

“I won’t detail all the plans I have for structures and tools yet, just know that the first
project will be a much improved crane so we can bring up large logs for the first shelter
and other projects. 

“Tomorrow, Voss and I are returning to our cave to gather everything else we left
behind. We will also spend some time erasing evidence of our presence there. I’m not so
worried about them finding the cave as I am the fire ring we left at the pond. Anyone
exploring in our area will eventually come across the stream and most likely follow it up
to the cliff.”

“What about the dead baryonyxes, and all the raptor corpses?” Voss asked. 
“Well… “I thought for a second. “Dinosaurs attack each other all the time, so a bunch

of dead ones shouldn’t be too suspicious. Hopefully scavengers will remove evidence of
Nira’s lightning strike, and Voss and I can make sure we’ve retrieved all the arrows we
can.” I cracked my neck as I thought a bit more about crime scene cleanup. “We’ve
probably left footprints and the sled marks as well. Yxlyn? What do you think?”

“There were scavengers swarming over the bodies when I passed the area on my way
to the cave. It was quite the scene of carnage.” She made a sour face. “But that means
there’s a lot of other traffic right now. I don’t think we’ll have to worry about footprints
or the damage Nira inflicted, but you’re right about spent arrows. Also, there are several
stumps in the area from saplings we’ve chopped down. I’m not sure how to disguise
those.”

“Let’s all give it some thought. Voss, can you convey the salient points to Zolie, and
let her know that we’re going to do what we can to stay safe?” I asked the teal linguist.

“Of course, Sam,” she nodded seriously.
“Mareth, rest and get better. Nira, you too. I know you’re feeling a lot better, and I’m

so relieved. We owe Yxlyn lots of kisses and spankings for getting seawater on her
own.” I paused to give her the hairy eyeball.

“What are spankings?” Yxlyn whispered. “Are they good or bad?”
“Hah hah hah!” Nira laughed entirely too loud. “Both!”
“Nira, hang out and get to know Mareth for a while. When you can stand on your

own and not teeter around, come join us at the fire. We’ll be making cordage, mostly.” I
looked to Xerxa. “Acceptable, Doctor-ij?”

“Sam-za, the honorifics don’t apply to professions.” She shook her head and bit back
a grin. “Obviously I am unfamiliar with her physiology, but thank you for consulting me.
I will continue to monitor both our patients, and I will send Nira-zhi your way when I
feel she is sufficiently recovered.”

“Good,” I nodded. “Does anyone else have topics we should discuss?”
“You’re going to be enhancing stuff all day, aren’t you?” Nira asked.
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“As much as I can. We’ll need a lot of strong cordage and good axes in the near
future.”

Nira patted my thigh. “That means your skill will always on cooldown. I know this
topic makes you uncomfortable, Sam, but with the increasing likelihood of that other
tribe poking around our territory, you are going to need to keep us charged up now more
than ever. Xerxa and Mareth need to be in on your little secret if you haven’t told them
already.”

I could feel my cheeks heat slightly at broaching the topic with these beautiful
women I’d only just met, but I gave it a moment’s thought and had to admit that Nira
was right. 

I sucked in a deep breath. “Okay. You’re right. >Ahem< Mareth, you saw Nira use
her lightning attack yesterday,” I preambled.

“Yes.” The orcish woman looked up at Xerxa, who was busy fussing with her
bandages. “It was the most fantastic display of power I’ve seen since arriving here,
Xerks. The god-spear flowed from her hands and she struck down two predators, each
twenty five feet long and eight or nine feet tall at the shoulder.”

Xerxa looked up at Nira in surprise. “Lightning? How do you have so much…” She
paused and her eyes flicked to me. “Power.” It was not a question.

I nodded. “I’ve already told you and Mareth that my power allows me to enhance the
Special Skills of others by touching them, but when Nira mentions ‘charging,’ she is
referring to a, uh…”

“Cheat,” Mareth said. “You spoke of that yesterday.”
“Yes.” I was trying to decide how to broach the subject delicately, but I knew if I

hemmed and hawed for too long, Nira would just blurt it out. “So… my power works if I
touch you when you use your power. That also requires that I activate mine as well,
meaning I can only Enhance one skill an hour… normally.”

“You were not touching Nira yesterday when she smote the predators,” Mareth’s eyes
narrowed thoughtfully.

“Yes. That’s where this cheat comes in.” I ran my fingers through hair, but Nira
called me out on my delaying fidget. 

“Just tell them, Sam! Gods of the Riptide you’re cute when you’re bashful, but also a
little infuriating.”

“Alright! Look, I don’t know how comfortable your cultures are with discussing
matters of an intimate nature,” I glanced at Mareth. “Actually I can probably guess about
yours.” I turned to Xerxa. “But there’s no way around it for what I need to tell you. I am
in a… physical relationship with both Nira and Yxlyn, and we have discovered that
the… act… charges their abilities for at least four hours. Maybe longer since my skill has
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the… act… charges their abilities for at least four hours. Maybe longer since my skill has

advanced to level two, but we haven’t had time to really test that yet.”
“The act? Of what?” Mareth asked.
“Fucking!” Nira all but yelled.
My face tightened and Nira rolled her eyes.
“Love making. Whatever,” she huffed.
Mareth had obviously already suspected my relationship with Nira, but she shot a

surprised look at Yxlyn.
The transparent girl had blushed herself to near invisibility and was hunkered down

into my billowing undershirt. Voss started gently rubbing her shoulders sympathetically.
“It’s awesome!” Nira crowed. “As if there wasn’t already enough of a reason to fuck

—”
“I want to make it clear,” I quickly interrupted. “As we discussed earlier when the

topic of tribute came up, sleeping with me is not expected or required in any way. We
just wanted the both of you to understand what we meant when we mention ‘charging.’”
I sighed. “This cheat makes it possible to maintain a ‘charge’ on several people at the
same time. Considering the enormous boost in power it grants, and in the face of a huge
band of plundering Marauders, there is some sense in at least discussing…” I grunted
uncomfortably, “…the tactical application of this effect, as loathe as I am to speak of
intimacy in such stark terms.”

Xerxa stared intently at me without comment. Her face held a number of conflicting
thoughts, all tinted with a light blush. 

“So you do have multiple concubines,” Mareth grinned. “This is good.”
“C-concubines?” Yxlyn squeaked.
“Lovers,” I corrected Mareth. “I love them both. And I love Voss as well.”
I looked to the teal girl and she flashed a shy, beautiful smile at me.
“But you have not claimed each other yet?” Mareth looked over at her. 
“I’m not thrilled with the term ‘claimed,’ Mareth, but yes. Our relationship is…

growing still.” I smiled reassuringly at Voss.
“Is that why just the two of you are traveling to the cave tomorrow?” Nira asked with

a knowing leer.
“I—” I started.
“I wish to experience this… charge.” Mareth nodded. “Xerxa-zhi, heal me as quickly

as you can tomorrow.” Before Xerxa could respond, the ochre woman looked to me.
“How many times can the males of your species mate?”

“In a day or in a row?” Nira laughed. 
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The two of them began rapidly talking back and forth with increasingly salacious
verbiage while Yxlyn looked like she wanted to melt into the ground. 

Xerxa blushed as the conversation became ever more prurient, and Zolie kept
glancing at Voss, obviously hoping for more information.

For her part, Voss looked embarrassed as well, but under her blush I caught a tremor
of insecurity on her face as Nira and Mareth’s short conversation became increasingly
ribald.

“Okay!” I interjected. “You two can discuss this on your own while you recover,” I
said to Nira and Mareth. “The rest of us have work to do, but before we break up to get
to our tasks, there’s obviously one more thing we need to discuss. As the only male in the
group thus far, I am a… well, a limited resource of sorts, and as with any limited
resource, we need to be good about sharing. I know this is an unusual arrangement for
most of us, myself included. A month ago, I never would have imagined myself in any
sort of relationship involving more than two people—”

“But you’ll brave through all this female attention for our sakes?” Nira smirked.
That got a laugh out of Mareth and myself, and polite, embarrassed, and nervous

titters from Xerxa, Yxlyn and Voss respectively.
Zolie looked to Voss questioningly, prompting the translator to rest her hand on the

slender woman’s shoulder reassuringly.
“I translate after,” she spoke in Zolie’s accent.
Zolie smiled and nodded gratefully. 
“Ahem. Yes, I’m won’t pretend this situation is some great travail for me. The point I

was trying to get to was that if someone wishes to have a, uh… physical relationship
with me, that is entirely between her and me. It won’t affect my feelings for anyone
else.”

I looked at Mareth seriously. “Mareth, I’m flattered you want to sleep with me, but
I’m not the kind of guy who usually sleeps with women he’s just met—”

Nira barked out a laugh, which she at least had the decency to quickly morph the
noise into a series of coughs.

I sighed, but couldn’t help smiling. “Certain notable exceptions aside. Recent events
have prompted a review of my stance on the matter. That said, I would like to get to
know you a bit better before anything intimate transpires between us.”

“If you wish to know someone, you must either fight them or fuck them.” Mareth
sounded like she was quoting an aphorism from her world. “To truly know someone, you
must fight them and fuck them.”

“I… suppose, within a certain mindset that… >sigh< holds some truth?” I shrugged
with one arm and glanced around the lean-to. I didn’t see a lot of agreement on the faces
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with one arm and glanced around the lean-to. I didn’t see a lot of agreement on the faces
of the other women. Nira looked like she was considering it. 

“But Mareth, do you see where I, and hopefully most men, might have a problem
with beating a woman before having sex with her?” I couldn’t keep the disgust off my
face as I said it.

Mareth’s face soured. “That’s not…” She grunted in frustration. “I am speaking of an
exchange of skill and power and respect. Nothing like…” She shot a glance at Zolie but
quickly looked away. “The men of this world do not understand. I am disappointed that
you do not either, Sam.”

I put my hand on her leg. “I think we’re butting up against something which is deeply
rooted in your culture, Mareth. Something which is, if not unique to your world, is an
unusual sociological development.”

Mareth shook her head, unconvinced. “Conflict is a fundamental tenet of existence,
Sam.”

“On your world, maybe. But on Xerxa’s world or mine, probably Yxlyn’s, we had
abundant food, shelter, safety, medicine. Parts of my world anyway, but if you lived in
the right places, it’s not unrealistic to think that you’d never need to throw a punch.
Ever.” I paused to tilt my head side to side. “We still found plenty of stupid shit to fight
over, don’t get me wrong. My people are pretty warlike, but most conflict on my world
was poorly motivated, and none of it was about getting to know our neighbors.”

“You’d only get to know half the population, anyway,” Nira said sagely.
Mareth looked like she wanted to say something to me, but Nira’s comment distracted

her. “What?”
“If you wanted to fight and fuck someone, you could really only do that with half the

population.” Nira shrugged.
“Why?” Mareth scrunched her eyebrows.
“Well… it’s not like a guy is going to fight another guy, and then…” Nira trailed off. 
Mareth blinked, waiting for Nira to finish.
“Okay, some guys might,” Nira laughed. “And I’ll take front row seats to that show,

but not every guy.”
Mareth stared at Nira, slowly tilting her head.
Nira’s eyes widened. “Really? Every guy?”
“Of course.”
“And… every woman?”
“Obviously. Nira, do you wish to battle me?” Mareth asked, roaming her eyes over

the tall dolphin woman.
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Nira opened her mouth, but nothing came out. She looked to me for help.
I smiled and moved my hand from Mareth’s leg to Nira’s. “I would take front row

seats to that.”
“Sam!” Nira laughed nervously, and Voss began giggling behind me. 
“Um…” Yxlyn said softly. “I don’t really understand… um… sorry…”
“It would appear that Mareth-Ur-zhi’s race is monolithically bisexual, dear.” Xerxa

said calmly.
“O-oh.” Yxlyn clearly still didn’t understand. I would explain it to her later if Nira

didn’t beat me to it. 
“Alright, let’s the four of us go and make some more cordage. Xerxa, feel free to

come check on your patients as you see fit, but I think they’re both out of the woods by
now.”

Xerxa looked confused for a moment before Voss chimed in.
“Sam, is that another idiom?” The teal linguist smiled at me.
“Yes, sorry. I meant they’re out of immediate danger now.”
Xerxa agreed, but shook her head at me then glanced at Voss.
“Fun fact,” I grinned as I stood. “English, the language that I’m speaking, is one of

the most difficult languages on my planet to learn.” I offered my hand to Voss, who took
it with a smile. “Not actually because of the idiom and metaphor, though I’m sure that
doesn’t help. English sort of roughed up all the other languages on my planet and stole
words from most of them, so the rules are all over the place.”

“How many languages does your world have, Sam?” Voss asked as she stood. 
“Hmm. There are ten languages with over a hundred million speakers each, probably

a hundred with over a million speakers, and if you include every language in our history,
dead or alive… Actually I don’t know. Five or six thousand? Hell, maybe twice that
depending on how you define ‘language.’”

I had never before heard words spoken with such pure lust as when Voss said, “I want
to visit your world, Sam.” She stared at me with withering intensity, and I actually saw
her pupils dilate. 

I chuckled and pulled Voss to her feet, then without thinking about it, extended my
hand to Zolie to help her stand.

She jumped a little when she saw the gesture, and I froze. She regarded my hand for a
moment and looked like she was considering taking it, but I didn’t want to put her in a
position where she would look rude if she didn’t, so I turned my hand palm out and
slowly withdrew it. 
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“How do you say ‘sorry’ in her language?” I asked Voss.
“Sorry,” she said in Zolie’s accent.
I stared at her for a second. “Shit.”
“What?” Voss asked.
“You can’t tell me the word once you know it because it’s automatically translated.”
“Oh, yes. Of course.” Voss made a face, then extended her hand to Zolie. “Sam says

sorry.”
Zolie took Voss’s hand and stood. “Kokola.” She smiled weakly at me and nodded.
Xerxa, Zolie, Voss, Yxlyn and I walked over to the fire ring. I tended the fire briefly

while Xerxa and Yxlyn grabbed two baskets of vines and leaves, then set them down in
front of us so we could begin processing them into cordage. 

I helped until Enhance refreshed, then walked over to the weapon-making stations
and picked up a spear that had a large flint head attached to it. The wedge of flint was
oversized, definitely designed with Mareth’s strength in mind. Even so, it felt a bit more
like a club than a spear, and would probably make for a poor thrown weapon. I
considered it for a moment, and decided that if I could elongate the flint, the weapon
could be turned into a reasonable facsimile of a naginata. 

Actually, a naginata had a short, slightly curved single sided blade, like a wakizashi
on a stick. I wanted a straight double-blade, so I guess it’d be a yari? Or a boar spear,
maybe an assegai?

It didn’t matter. One short-sword on a stick, coming up.
Everyone watched with fascination as I used my skill. Like the vine I’d enhanced to

hoist Mareth, this spear underwent noticeable visual changes as I pushed my power into
it. The chunky spear head went from four inches wide and six tall to about two and a half
wide and a foot tall. 

Okay, so it wasn’t so much a short-sword on a stick as it was a really nice knife on a
stick, and that made it considerably better than all our pointed stick spears. 

I got the blade into the shape I wanted when I felt the power starting to wind down,
and realized I’d spent almost the whole charge on just the head, so I quickly moved my
attention to the cords binding the blade in place, then literally in the last second, I
strengthened the shaft. 

“Ahh!” I grumped, inspecting the finished product. “I got hung up on the spearhead
and didn’t get a chance to really give the whole thing a good going over.”

“Do you believe the weapon is compromised?” Xerxa asked.
“No… just. It’s actually probably our best spear now,” I said as I passed it to her.

“But I know I could do better.”
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“Sam is a bit of a perfectionist,” Yxlyn said sweetly, and stroked my arm.
I grinned and ruffled her glassy, translucent hair. “I can’t argue since I have every

intention of doing a better job next time.”
Xerxa studied the blade briefly, then rose and took several steps away from the fire

circle, then proceeded to whip the spear about like a cheerleader doing a baton twirling
routine. It looked a bit more graceful and dancey than martial, but with that spear in her
hands, the routine would probably be very effective at keeping attackers at bay.

“Wow.” I clapped against the back of my slung hand when she finished and returned
to the fire circle. 

“The weapon seems more than adequate.” She dipped her head and passed the
weapon to Zolie.

The chalk-pale woman examined it as well, then surprised me by pulling one of the
flint knives from her waistband, tapped it on the new spear, then extended the blade to
me questioningly. 

I had planned on improving a lumber axe, then spend the rest of my enhancements for
the day making strong ropes out of vines and the cordage we were working on, but I
agreed to improve her knife next. It meant I would have a little less rope tomorrow, but
that was fine. Zolie would appreciate it and I would still be able to construct my
improved crane with what I could produce today.
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CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

We mostly worked on cordage for the rest of the day. I could use my hand okay as
long as I didn’t use my arm, so after some experimentation, I eventually found a sitting
position with my elbow resting on my knee which allowed me to twist the plant fibers
together without aggravating my shoulder.

As I was getting into the swing of it, Enhance refreshed, so I finished up the cord I
had been working on and set it aside to work on Zolie’s knife. 

I wanted to do a really good job on it, so I got Voss to ask Zolie what she wanted
improved about it. Through a combination of pantomime and translation, she told us she
simply wanted it to be stronger and sharper. I was planning on doing that anyway, so I
gestured for Zolie to hold her hand up with her fingers fanned out. 

She looked at me warily, then to Voss. The teal woman didn’t know what I was up to,
but she nodded encouragingly anyway. 

Zolie extended her hand as I’d asked, and I slowly mirrored the gesture, but kept my
hand at least six inches from hers. I then used the knife as a level so I could measure the
size of her hand compared to mine. Her hand was petite and her fingers slender, but they
were quite long, making her hand span actually slightly larger than mine. 

Once I knew that, I gripped the knife a few times and made some ergonomic
decisions. Then I focused and started activated my power. 

Any blade made from flint has one significant problem. No matter how you knap it, a
handle made from flint is going to have some sharp edges. The obvious fix is to wrap it
in something durable, but as sad as it was to admit, our nascent civilization had yet to
achieve anything so advanced as leather or canvas. 

So, my priorities while working with the knife were sharpening it, strengthening it,
and making the grip much more comfortable. The last one turned out to be the most
challenging. It wasn’t just smoothing out the edges that was tricky. I was also trying to
make the grip a bit more rounded.
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When I started, the blade looked surprisingly like a full tang chef’s knife without the
wooden or plastic scales attached to the handle. The blade portion of the rock extended
lower than the handle, creating a natural bolster, but the lack of scales left the handle flat,
sharp and uncomfortable to hold.

My reshaping process took care of that by hollowing out a pinkie-wide tunnel within
the tang and ‘inflating’ the handle until it was nearly round. I left it slightly oval so it
would be easy to feel which way the blade was facing by touch. This also helped smooth
the sharp edges while leaving just enough texture to keep a firm grip even if someone
was using it in the rain. Or a shower of enemy blood. 

The finished blade was about fifteen percent longer, sharp enough to shave with, far
more comfortable to hold, and tough enough to really wiggle around if it got jammed
deep in someone’s ribs.

I demonstrated the new blade like an infomercial, picking up a two inch thick branch
from the firewood pile. With five or six swipes, I whittled it down into a moderately
sharp stake, then wiped off the blade and carved a paper thin slice of meat from the spit
over the fire.

Well, almost paper thin. Flint doesn’t form a flat blade easily, so I’d left it serrated
along the knapping marks, only now the edges were as sharp as an obsidian blade and
many times tougher. 

I held up the slice of lunch meat and popped it in my mouth, then spun the knife
around and presented it to Zolie. 

She was obviously impressed with my cheesy demo, and regarded the knife with
enthusiasm, but looked nervous about taking it from me. 

I smiled at her, then gestured for Voss to act as our go-between, but Zolie shook her
head emphatically as Voss stood. 

Zolie stood and spoke a few words to Voss, who in turn nodded supportively and sat
back down on the log. Zolie steeled herself, then stepped toward me until she stood at
arm’s length. She paused to gather herself, fidgeting and looking at me with a mix of fear
and apology. 

At this point she had ample evidence that I was no sort of threat to her, but I
recognized what she was going through and didn’t take any of it personally. The damage
this world had done to her extended beyond the physical, and I would continue to give
her as much space as she needed. 

Zolie’s hair was changing from blue to gray as she reached out with a trembling hand.
She slowly closed her fingers around the improved handle and lifted the knife from my
palm, then stepped back to her log and sat down. 

“Kokola,” she whispered to me with a nod, looking like she was equal parts grateful
for the knife and my understanding, but also mad at herself for feeling so scared. 
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I nodded back and gave her what I hoped was a pleasant smile, then returned to my
log and sat back down. 

Voss gently put her hand on Zolie’s arm while the pale woman composed herself. 
A few deep breaths later, Zolie murmured her thanks to Voss, then studied her new

knife. As she turned it over, a smile grew on her face. She repeated my demonstration,
quickly whittling a smaller branch down to a fine point. Obviously satisfied, she walked
to the fire and slid the edge through the baryonyx steak, delighting at how easily the meat
parted under the blade.

She laughed and dashed over to show Xerxa. 
Xerxa, who was, unsurprisingly, a beast when it came to making cordage, set down

one of the three cords she was working on and took the knife with a smile. She examined
the blade critically, spinning it in her hand and looking down the edge. 

“This is the finest blade I have yet seen on this world, Sam-za. You continue to
demonstrate your value.” Xerxa nodded to me and handed it back to Zolie. 

“Thank you, Xerxa-ij. I’m all about value.” I chuckled.
With a bit of pointing and Voss’s help, Zolie gave her new knife to Yxlyn so the

camouflaged woman could begin work on a sheath. 
Yxlyn took some measurements on a big leaf, then carefully handed the blade back

with a big, visible, toothy smile. Zolie accepted it, returned to the log next to Voss, and
used her new blade to start slicing leaves into strips… despite the fact that it was too
large to be well suited for the job. 

I smiled as I watched her, understanding what it was like to have a new toy to play
with. Eventually, the slender woman concluded the blade was too unwieldy, so she
shoved it point first into the log, then bisected leaves by splitting them over the blade.

Each time my ability reset, I used it right away. Mostly I turned long vines into
surprisingly strong rope, and once we had sufficient lengths of cordage, I planned on
weaving it into the longest cord that I thought I could reasonably enhance all in one go. 

Xerxa used my skill cooldown as a clock and went to check on her patients at regular
intervals. 

We worked until the sun began to set, at which point Nira emerged from the lean-to
on Xerxa’s shoulder, complaining about being bored. 

I rushed over and gave her a big kiss, then helped her to the campfire. 
Mareth was awake, so the four uninjured women loaded her on her stretcher - excuse

me, chariot - and brought her around to the fire where we all had our first meal together
as a new tribe. 

We talked a bit about food and nutritional requirements, but the shop talk eventually
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We talked a bit about food and nutritional requirements, but the shop talk eventually

gave way to everyone reminiscing about their favorite foods from their homeworlds. 
Mareth had the easiest time adapting to this world. There were a few specific animals

she missed eating, but 90% of her diet was raw meat. The remainder of her calories were
filled with the odd handful of nuts. That made some sense as they were mostly protein
and fats like meat, but oddly she sometimes adorned her meals with flower petals. Xerxa
suspected this was more about flavor than nutritional requirements, but couldn’t say for
sure. 

Xerxa was about to describe Zolie’s diet to us when a grasshopper the size of a
banana landed on the log between Voss and the chalk-pale woman. 

Voss squealed and scrambled away from the bug, but Zolie eyed it intensely and
slowly leaned forward. Faster than I could track, her hand shot out and she snapped it up.
The huge grasshopper kicked violently, but before it could wriggle free, she shoved it in
her mouth and bit into its head.

Voss went a slightly olive color as we all listened to Zolie crunch down on what
sounded like a mouthful of kettle chips. She paused mid-bite when she noticed myself,
Voss, and Nira staring. Mareth and Xerxa seemed far less perturbed, as they had
obviously experienced this second-hand culinary experience before, and Yxlyn didn’t
seem remotely put out by the display.

Zolie held the insect out, offering her bounty to Voss, reddish-brown insect goo
dripping down her chalk-pale fingers.

Voss burped into her hand and swallowed wetly, then shook her head. Mareth
laughed at that as Nira and I also declined. Yxlyn surprised me by stepping forward, and
sliced off part of the abdomen using Zolie’s new knife. 

Thankfully Yxlyn didn’t eat it raw, but instead skewered her grasshopper butt on a
stick before roasting it over the fire like a marshmallow. 

“I’m guessing she’s an insectivore?” I asked Xerxa, but Mareth answered.
“Omnivorous, but it seems half her diet needs to come from bugs. I think she needs

the chitin.” Mareth cracked her neck, then slowly pushed herself up onto the log so she
was sitting next to me. It took her a moment to find a comfortable position, shifting her
injured leg with her hands. “She told me before she lost her eye.”

“Oh, right. At the other camp. Of course.” I nodded.
“Yes.” Mareth seemed sedate and obviously didn’t want to elaborate, so I let the topic

go for the moment, instead, turning to ask Xerxa about her diet.
She was biologically vegan. A hundred generations ago, her people were omnivores,

but they had long since lost the ability to digest many of the proteins and amino acids
present in most muscle tissue. The peculiar exception was when a woman of her race
became pregnant, they would develop acute cravings for meat, usually satisfied on her
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became pregnant, they would develop acute cravings for meat, usually satisfied on her

world with ‘printed’ meat, but sometimes selectively farmed fish and fowl. 
While some males of her species were emphatically relieved that they did not suffer

this culinary indignity, the general consensus was most men were at least curious about
meat and were quite envious of the women who were able to expand their palette, even if
only temporarily.

Xerxa informed us, in no uncertain terms, that she was sick of eating the mushrooms
growing along the back wall of the camp, but it was the most reliable food source
available to her at the moment. She rarely ventured more than a hundred yards from the
camp, and while Mareth ranged much further, the warrior woman was not
knowledgeable about what constituted edible vegetables besides nuts.

I promised her the vegetable situation would improve in the next few days. I knew
most of us were eating rather unbalanced diets at the moment. The exhaustion I’d
suffered after my zero-carb slog through the forest the previous day was evidence of that,
so I knew we would have to prioritize scouting for vegetables. 

Scurvy would be another dumb way to die here. 
“I would kill for some sashimi,” Nira announced around a mouthful of baryonyx

steak.
“Sashimi?” I boggled for an instant before I realized the translators were probably

doing a ‘close enough’ match. “Describe that. It’s got to be a little different than what I
picture when you use that word… or the word I’m hearing.”

“It’s a slice of raw fish served over a ball of cotto,” she explained. “It comes with a
salty or tangy sauce, I usually mix them.”

“Cotto?”
“A small bean. They’re lightly sticky when prepared correctly so you can form a pile

into balls or bowls then embellish them with other food. It has a neutral but slightly nutty
taste.”

“Ah. We use rice. It’s a grain, and a staple food for a large part of my world.”
Xerxa and Voss’s worlds also had rice. Yxlyn’s had beans that sounded similar to

cotto, and Zolie’s world had something that was either a bean or a pea. It was
challenging to differentiate the two plants using only basic vocabulary.

I was slightly surprised that Mareth knew all about beans, peas and rice, but the
mystery was solved when she asked us what we all thought they fed their livestock. 

“Zo, you know what those vegetables look like, but you can’t find them in the wild
here?” Voss asked, prompting a glare from Mareth. The teal linguist quickly held up her
hands. “I’m merely asking if those plants are available on this world.”

“I know what the harvested vegetables look like, not the plants themselves,” Mareth
bit into a hunk of meat, still giving Voss a dour look. “Maybe if I saw them planted in
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bit into a hunk of meat, still giving Voss a dour look. “Maybe if I saw them planted in
rows it would spark a memory, but on my world, I was War Chief, not a farmer.”

“You led your people?” I asked, probably not doing the best job keeping the surprise
out of my voice. 

“Our druids guided our people in matters of agriculture, the shamans would augur the
gods’ will. I was the greatest warrior of my tribe. As War Chief, I oversaw disputes and
challenges among my people and met challenges from other tribes.” Mareth looked to
me. “Our people have always divided leadership in such a manner. I thought it was
unusual that you wished to take all such burdens upon yourself, Sam.”

I shrugged. “Most systems of government on my world have a single leader. Well,
most of those require the leader be answerable to other ratifying bodies, so maybe I’m
biased, but having a single point of coordination makes sense to me, especially with as
few people as we have at the moment. If this tribe grows to fifty people, it might make
sense to delegate specialized leadership, but for now, let’s just meet each morning. We
can discuss ideas and concerns, then I’ll lay out tasks for everyone, and hopefully we’ll
make some real progress toward tools and shelter and all the other basics.”

Xerxa nodded. “That sounds sensible, Sam-za. It gives me hope as we walk the Path
of Discovery.”

“The what?” Nira asked. 
“Ug,” Mareth groaned. “She’s always going on about paths. Her people have some

religion about the world being made up of crossroads or something.”
Xerxa sat up straight, looking a little indignant. The movement pushed her chest

closer to the strange, floating wrap that blurred everything beneath it. For a fraction of a
second, I got a slightly clearer look at her nipples before the wrap automatically floated
to its usual distance from her skin.  “That is a misrepresentation of what I have taught
you, Mareth-Ur-zhi. One might be tempted to think you do so intentionally.”

“Your thing is too complicated,” Mareth groaned, then looked at Nira. “It’s
something to do with paths.”

“Ahem.” Xerxa said the word rather than clearing her throat. “My people refer to the
journey through spacetime as a series of paths. Interaction with other individuals and
events creates crossroads where spiritual desire battles antecedent causality, thereby
collapsing the infinite weave into the Path of Discovery, which is then followed until the
next crossroad.”

Mareth raised both brows as if to say, “See?”
“So…” I mused. “The Path of Discovery is the future?”
Xerxa made a hand gesture that I took to mean, ‘so-so’. “The Path of Discovery is

the revelation of all potentiality.”
“Uh…” I had to scratch my head for a moment. “So it’s the… present? And the
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“Uh…” I had to scratch my head for a moment. “So it’s the… present? And the

past?”
She tilted her head from side to side. “It is all those things. The path behind is

singular, woven from possibility. The path beneath is the culmination of events and
desires, ever unstable and uncertain, but informed by the path prior. The path ahead is
vast and unattainable, but we recognize willful desire as a force to forge against causal
resistance and weave the infinite paths of the future into the knowable past. It is about
the journey.”

Mareth tilted her head to further emphasize her prior sentiment. 
I grinned at the bandaged warrior, then looked to Xerxa. “A, uh, holistic view of

causality, then?”
Xerxa scrunched her lips to one side. “I… suppose that is a more adequate, yet

incomplete summation.”
I smiled and stood, starting to stretch, but a score of scabs dissuaded me from flexing

too far. “Ooch, I can’t wait for that healing touch tomorrow, Xerxa-ij.” I poked at the
raptor claw wound on my stomach. It was concerningly sore. 

Xerxa nodded as one of her hands moved to brush a lock of wavy black hair from her
face. “You should allow me to inspect your condition and bandages before we retire this
evening.” She gestured to the sky, which was well into dusk now. 

“That reminds me.” I extended my good hand to her. “What is your skill called? And
do you want to find out what the Enhanced version is?”

The powder-blue doctor looked up at me, and I thought I saw a slight blush on her
cheek, but in the evening firelight, I could have been mistaken. 

After a moment, she tied off some half-completed lengths of cordage and draped them
over her log. Then, dusting off her multiple sets of hands, rose gracefully. “It is simply
called ‘Heal.’ As we have decided to trust each other, I suppose there is no reason to put
it off.”

She stepped around the fire ring between us, but stopped an arm’s length away. Her
eyes traveled down my body once more, and I assumed she was giving me one last sizing
up, but realized she was glaring off to my side, down at Mareth. 

The orange warrior woman had a finger wrapped around one of her many thin
ponytails. She was staring at Xerxa with a cool smile on her face, spinning the ponytail
around one finger in an uncharacteristically girly manner. 

I looked back up at Xerxa, and noticed one of her hands was still playing demurely
with her own hair. 

She glanced up to me and quickly dropped her hand down, leaving the plait of hair
dangling over one eye. Blushing, she quickly brushed at it to little effect, then finally had
to grab the unruly lock and tuck it behind one ear, exposing the intricate gold tattoo on
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to grab the unruly lock and tuck it behind one ear, exposing the intricate gold tattoo on

her forehead. 
“Ready?” I asked, trying not to grin too hard at the byplay between the women. 
Xerxa shot another dire glare at Mareth, then stepped closer, just inside my personal

space. Close enough that her floating wrap had to angle up slightly in order to maintain
her decency. “I apologize for her,” Xerxa said, prompting a bark of laughter from
Mareth. 

I shrugged, trying not to spend too much time wondering how Xerxa’s wrap
prioritized observers. “Your hair looks good down or tucked back.”

Xerxa’s expression remained neutral, but not in a blasé way. It was more like she
couldn’t decide on which expression to make. Even so, her already flushed cheeks
darkened a shade. “Thank you, Sam-za,” she said simply, making no move to take my
hand. 

“Do, uh… you ever wear it up?” I asked lamely. I could have reached out and
touched her bare shoulder, but she seemed to be hesitating, so I thought it would be best
for her to be the one to initiate contact.

“Sometimes, when it is warmer,” she said softly.
Our conversation suddenly had that awkward energy to it, like trying to find

something to talk about with a girlfriend’s friend.
“Get a room!” Nira hollered from behind me.
Xerxa rolled her eyes before giving Nira a look, and Mareth laughed, but I quickly

held up a finger over my shoulder, admonishing Nira, but not looking at her.
“Perhaps we should conclude our little test and move on to other things.” I returned

my hand to the offered position. 
“Yes, Sam-za. Forgive my hesitation.” Xerxa held up one of her six hands, double

winked one eye to pull up her internal UI, then slipped her hand delicately into mine. 
None of us were quite expecting what happened next. 
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CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

The tattoo on her forehead looked a bit like the fringe on a lace doily, or a fancy tiara.
It was drawn over the high arch in her brows, and extended just under the perimeter of
her hairline. But there were no golden marks between her brows. 

Until now. 
Xerxa’s breath caught and her eyes widened as a golden dot formed on her forehead,

growing and stretching, until it looked like a like a vertical, almond shaped eye. “Wh…
what…” She started to ask, but couldn’t process any further than that.

It was still just a flat, golden tattoo, but it moved with her eyes as they looked to me
questioningly. 

“Whoa!” Surprised, I reflexively tried to pull my hand away, but all five of Xerxa’s
remaining hands clamped onto my hand and arm.

“No!” Xerxa exclaimed. “Do not pull away, Sam-za!” She focused intensely on me,
tears brimming in her eyes. “I… I can see!” she whispered harshly.

“See… what?” I asked carefully, a little taken aback by her sudden intensity.
One of her hands unlatched from my arm and reached toward her forehead.

Trembling fingers carefully traced over her third eye as she stared off into the distance.
“It was… it was lost to us,” she gasped. “The KaVai…” All three of her eyes snapped to
me and her grip on my arm tightened. “You have awakened it! The KaVai!”

“Whoa there, Xerxa-ij.” My clavicle hurt too much to reach high enough to place a
hand on her shoulder, so I settled for gently squeezing one of her forearms. “One thing at
a time. What is it that you’re seeing?”

“The Path!” she hissed, returning her sixth hand to my arm. Tears were now spilling
down her cheeks as she looked around the ledge with rapid glances.

“Of… discovery?” I guessed.
“Wait,” Nira cut in. “She can see, what, the future?”
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“Yes!” Xerxa cried out, then stilled, looking at each person around the fire ring.
“Well… perhaps.” She deflated slightly, but maintained her iron hexa-grip on my arm.
“None of you are doing much of anything at the moment. I’m only seeing echoes of you
each working on cordage. I-I can’t tell if it’s the future or the past.”

“Xerxa-zhi,” Nira said, pulling her attention. “Watch me for a moment.”
Xerxa nodded, studying Nira, who sat still for about five seconds before clapping. 
“Yes!” Xerxa cried the same moment Nira’s hands came together, if not slightly

before. “I saw you clap before you did it!”
“Sam’s magic is incredibly powerful.” Voss whispered in awe, and I heard Mareth

grunt in agreement.
“How far into the future are you seeing?” Nira asked.
“Oh… perhaps a second? Maybe a second and a half?” Xerxa said, her lackluster

answer marginally tempering her excitement.
“Hmm.” Nira frowned. “I’m not… sure how useful that is.”
“Sh… surely this is only the beginning!” Xerxa protested. “As Sam’s skill level

advances… perhaps I will be able to see further along The Path!”
“It could become useful,” I agreed. “But this seems to be just some curious side effect

of my skill. What does your Eye-Q say, Xerxa-ij?” 
“What?” She brought all three of her eyes back to mine, then focused them inward.

“Oh, yes. Of course.” 
She studied the screen for a moment, then grew very still. 
“What does it say?” I prompted.
She looked up at me, shaking her head the tiniest bit. “It’s not… it’s not possible.”
“Skills enhanced by my own are very powerful, Xerxa-ij. And the labels our

abductors assign them aren’t always immediately scrutable.” I shrugged one shoulder.
“Just tell us what it says and we can try to decipher it.”

“Ramdalaisridava,” the alien doctor whispered, her voice brimming with awe.
“…Huh.” I clicked my tongue in my cheek. “Not sure I can offer any insight into

that.”
“Xerxa-zhi,” Voss spoke up. “I believe most of us heard you speak a word native to

your own language, which would indicate that we do not have an equivalent concept in
our own. What does Ramdalaisridava mean?”

“To… hmm. To walk backwards? Or to retrace one’s steps. Without causing tension.”
she answered, then seeing that her explanation didn’t satisfy us, she elaborated. “The
Path of Discovery is a one way journey. Spacetime is normally impossibly resistant to
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Path of Discovery is a one way journey. Spacetime is normally impossibly resistant to

retroactive alteration, but Ramdalaisridava posits that if one were able to step back upon
their own path, key events could be circumvented without unraveling causality.”

Yxlyn beat me to the question. “Does… does that mean she can time travel?”
Everyone quietly considered that, but something about the idea didn’t feel right to

me.
“That does seem like and odd upgrade path for her healing skill.” I mused. “Which…

hmm. I suppose it could heal by accelerating time? Wait, maybe that’s what your skill
already does.”

Xerxa shook her head. “No, in this case, I don’t believe Rewind is referring to that,
but a more selective alteration to prior crossroad events.”

“Rewind?” I asked.
Xerxa’s eyes focused on me just before I asked the question, and I realized she was

still seeing future echoes. 
“Hmm?” she asked.
“You said ‘Rewind.’”
“I did.” She tilted her head, regarding me curiously. “I just explained what the word

meant.” She focused on her hands holding my arm. “Or… perhaps I have not done that
yet? These echoes along the path are somewhat confusing.”

“No, you told us. It’s just that you switched from saying Rama… uh, Ramadama
something to saying— Ah!” I cut myself off, realizing what happening. “I see. The
translators have decided that ‘Rewind’ is an equivalent word to uh, Ramalamadingdong,
or whatever you said.”

“Curious.” Xerxa frowned. “The translators don’t seem to care much for lexical
fidelity.”

Voss, perhaps unsurprisingly, voiced her opinion on the matter. “I believe one of the
challenges faced by the translators is languages with widely differing numbers of words.
My own world has a trade language with perhaps fifty different words describing various
shades of the color blue, whereas another language does not even differentiate between
the color blue and green, much less variations in hue or saturation. Creating a magic…”
She glanced at me and blushed slightly. “I mean, a machine that can automatically
translate between hundreds or even thousands of different languages must be a daunting
task, and at some point, compromises would have to be made.”

“Hmm. Yes, I suppose that is a most sensible point, Voss-zhi.” Xerxa sighed and
nodded. 

After a slight pause, I flexed my hand, which Xerxa still had in a death grip. “Xerxa-
zhi… er, Ij, sorry. I understand that this is a significant moment for you, but I don’t
suppose you would allow some blood flow back to my hand?”
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Xerxa looked at my hand and noticed my slightly purpling fingers. “Oh! Yes, o-of
course. My apologies, Sam-z…” She paused and looked into my eyes, then focused
through me, clearly working through a lot in her head. “Za,” she whispered. “Sam… za.”

She slowly removed three of her hands, but even as she did so, one of her remaining
hands slid up my arm to gently rest on my shoulder. 

I gave her a moment, but it didn’t seem she was going to disengage the other three
without further prompting. “Uh, it’s not that I mind, Xerxa-ij, but maybe we could get a
little more cordage done before turning in?”

She stared at our hands, but made no move to release me.
I leaned forward and spoke quietly. “You actually smell really nice, so I guess I’m

okay either way.”
Xerxa smelled like toasted Allspice and… oranges? Maybe it was something between

an orange and a pear, but the combination was making me think of Christmas. 
Xerxa tried to fight back a slightly exasperated smile as she blushed. “Thank you,

Sam-za. I find your scent to be quite intoxicating as well.”
“Get a room!” Nira hollered, this time drawing a round of laughter from everyone but

Xerxa and Zolie. 
Xerxa shot her an irritated glance and straightened her posture. “Ahem. Y-yes,

perhaps we should get some additional work done this evening.” She withdrew two of
her three hands, but paused with one hand still grasping my palm. 

“You can make cordage using one less hand, but I do actually need all of mine,” I
smirked. “Unless you want me to hold one end while you work…”

Xerxa shook her head, looking at her hand in mine. “I am the first of my people to
experience the KaVai in hundreds of years, Sam-za. I fear this is some fluke of your skill,
lingering static of your power, and it will not work again in the future. To… to lose it
again…”

“Xerxa-ij, I understand your desire, if not your fervor. I’m fine sitting next to you
while we both work on cordage, but eventually you will have to let go.”

Her eyes locked to mine while she took a deep breath and swallowed, then she
nodded and slowly withdrew her hand from mine. 

The golden eye on her forehead returned to a neutral position, then the ‘lids’ closed,
briefly leaving only a line before shrinking to a dot. Curiously though, the dot didn’t fade
or shrink into nothingness, but remained on her forehead like a gold bindi. 

Xerxa blinked, then swayed for a moment before sagging to the ground and almost
falling on Mareth.

“Whoa Xerks, you okay?” Mareth asked while steadying Xerxa’s shoulders. 
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I knelt down but refrained from touching her, worried I would make her third eye
thing ping-pong back and forth and exacerbate whatever symptoms she was dealing with.

“Y-yes, thank you, Mareth-Ur-zhi. The retreat of the KaVai has left me quite dizzy,
and I believe I am developing an ocular migraine.” Xerxa twisted slowly until she was
sitting against the log next to Mareth. Several of her hands came up to massage the
bridge of her nose, her temples and the back of her neck. 

“I would offer to hold your hand again, Xerxa-ij, but—” I started, but she cut me off
with a gentle shake of her head.

“I would like that very much Sam-za, but I believe I may need to build a tolerance to
having my KaVai opened,” she said from under a tent of dark wavy locks. “It would be
best for me to fully recover before attempting that again.”

“It’s going to be super weird when you two fuck,” Nira mused next to me.
“Nira!” Yxlyn whined a nervous admonishment at Nira as Xerxa stiffened. 
Mareth laughed, and Voss looked politely amused, but also a little pensive.
Xerxa surprised me by not looking embarrassed by the idea at all, and simply shot

Nira a patient but exasperated look from under her massaging fingers.
Conversation died at that point, except for Voss attempting to catch Zolie up on the

highlights of what had just transpired. 
Everyone else resumed working on cordage, but it was getting dark enough that we

could only work by the light of the fire. 
“Well,” I tied off my last length of cord and stood. “I’ve got an Enhance in the chute,

so I’m going to use that and then turn in, I think. Once Xerxa gets Nira and me healed
up, we’ll have a busy day tomorrow, and when Mareth is back on her feet, we’ll be even
busier. We have enough people for a watch now without leaving anyone exhausted the
next day, so—”

“I would like to take first watch, please, Sam-za.” Xerxa stood, seemingly past her
dizzy spell. 

“Are you going to watch, or are you going to be distracted by your weird eye-path
thing?” Mareth asked bluntly. 

“I do have much to think about, admittedly,” the six-armed doctor confessed, one pair
of hands on her hips as if conveying frustration to her tribemate, but the remainder
configured themselves in a manner that felt to me as if she was expressing contrition.
“However, I will not allow that to prevent me from paying attention to the night forest.”

“Hmm.” I considered it. “Okay. Well, just do a two hour shift, then Zolie or Yxlyn,
then Voss, Nira and me. Mareth, you won’t get healed tomorrow, so—”

“Sam-za,” Xerxa interrupted. “I am healing you and Nira tomorrow as you have
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“Sam-za,” Xerxa interrupted. “I am healing you and Nira tomorrow as you have

dictated, but until then you are susceptible to infection. Your bodies will benefit from the
additional sleep so long as you have clean bandages. Zolie-zhi, Yxlyn-zhi, Voss-zhi and I
will be sufficient for watch this evening.”

I pried open the front of my jumpsuit and poked at the sore talon wound on my
stomach. “Eh,” I sighed. “Alright, but still, whoever takes the last shift, please get me up
early tomorrow so I can continue enhancing stuff as soon as possible.”

Xerxa glanced at the three uninjured women briefly before nodding. “That will be
acceptable.”

“Okay, that just leaves one last enhancement.” I looked around the clearing. We had
plenty of unenhanced, if perfectly functional axes, spears and arrows. I had been
converting vines to rope all day, so we actually had more than I knew what to do with in
the short term. 

I glanced at all the baryonyx meat we had smoking over the fire, and very briefly
wondered if I could enhance food. Flavor? Nutritive value? Maybe. I thought it was a
possibility since I enhanced the salt water, but so far we hadn’t had much issue attaining
food. Honestly, beyond the salt water, I wasn’t comfortable with the idea of eating
something that had been manipulated with my weird power, so I set the idea aside for
now. 

“Hey, what did we do with the tarp? I mean the sheet of hide we cut from the
baryonyxes?” 

“The what?” Nira asked.
“The big flap of skin—”
“Is that what the ones I zapped were called?” she interrupted.
“Huh, I guess I never told you, but yeah.”
“I folded it up and put it over by the, um… r-relief bucket.” Yxlyn said, cringing

slightly. “We weren’t prepared to tan it, so I thought we could dump it the next time we
emptied the uh… the bucket.”

“Hmm,” I mused. “I wonder if I could tan it with my ability. Or… just turn it into a
water resistant flap of skin that won’t decay and stink.”

“It’s been sitting out in the sun all day though, hasn’t it?” Voss wrinkled her nose,
then turned to try and keep Zolie up to speed with the discussion.

“The dumper is in a shady area,” Mareth contributed. “No reason to let it sit out and
fester in the sun.”

“Alright, well, I’ll brave the stink and see if I can do anything useful with that piece
of skin.” I made sure my Bowie knife was strapped to my thigh and started off to the far
end of the ledge. 
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“I’ll come with you, Sam!” Yxlyn hopped up and scampered after me. 
She slipped in under my good shoulder and I wrapped my arm around her.
“How are you doing, babe?” I gave her a squeeze.
“I... I think I’m really happy.” She returned the squeeze, but our gaits were too

different to walk like that, so she backed off just a bit and hung on to my waist. “I was so
scared after the battle, and Mareth seemed, um... impetuous. I can’t tell if she, uh...
learned from that fight, or if she’s just being mellow while she’s injured, but Xerxa
seems smart and reasonable. I feel bad for Zolie, but she’s really nice as long as she feels
safe.” She paused briefly before adding, “A relative value here.”

“All things are relative… Woof, that is ripe.” I disengaged from Yxlyn to wave my
hand in front of my face. 

The ‘dumper’ as Mareth had called it, was a clay jug that could hold maybe four or
five gallons, but was intended to be emptied well before sloshing became a factor. The
sheet of skin had been neatly folded next to it, but had slid into a pile that resembled a
melted grilled cheese sandwich. 

There were a lot of flies circling both.
“It’s quite an acute odor, but… we… well, I think we should have been doing

something like this at our cave,” Yxlyn muttered, obviously nervous about a rebuke.
“You’re right, just hanging it over the edge was going to eventually draw attention to

us.” I stopped her and knelt down, trying to put myself as close to eye level as I could.
“Yxs, you can always voice your opinion to me, okay? You don’t ever have to be afraid
of that.”

“I-I… I know, Sam.” She looked at the ground and scuffed her foot. At least that’s
what I inferred that she did from the noises she made. This far from the campfire with the
barest hint of the sunset left in the sky, she was really hard to see. “I was mustering my
courage to say something. I’ve gotten bolder since meeting you and Nira, but it’s still
really hard to break old habits.”

I pulled her in for a quick one armed hug. “I would give you a reassuring kiss, but I
think the smell has gotten in my mouth.”

She giggled and stepped back. “Let’s drag this thing back to the campfire then.”
“Actually, let’s just move it a little away from the latrine,” I said, grunting to my feet.

“I don’t want to smear decay all over half the clearing.”
“Oh, that’s probably a good idea.” She paused. “Do you think it’s okay to try and

enhance? Or have we let it sit for too long?”
“We’ll find out in a minute.” 
I didn’t really want to touch the hide, but I knew I’d have to in order to use my skill.
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I didn’t really want to touch the hide, but I knew I’d have to in order to use my skill.

In reality, it wasn’t very decayed, being only a day and a half old. It wasn’t fresh,
certainly, but it wasn’t brimming with maggots and puss either.

I grabbed one corner and pulled it away from the commode until it was stretched all
the way out. Yxlyn offered to help pull the corners out, but I didn’t want her touching it
if I could help it. It wasn’t like we had anti-bacterial soap available.

I walked around the edges and tugged on it until it was lying flat. The piece of skin
was a little smaller than a bedsheet for a twin-sized mattress, and not quite perfectly
square. It tapered slightly toward one side, and the narrowest edge was a bit concave
where I had sliced it from around the animal’s thigh. 

Squatting down, I rested my hand on one edge, which was unpleasant due to it being
very slightly moist, and used my skill’s structural sense to assess the sheet of skin. It was
definitely a bit unripe, but not nearly so much that it was structurally compromised. The
thickness was surprisingly consistent, but there had been a few close calls where it had
almost torn while I was cutting it away from the body. I knew I could shore those up
while enhancing it, but beyond that, I wasn’t sure what I wanted to use the sheet for. 

It wasn’t large enough to cover the roof of the lean-to, which had been my first
thought. It would make a decent knee-length poncho if a hole was cut in the middle, but
for now I thought keeping it intact was the better option. It could be tailored later if we
chose to do so. 

I gave it another moment’s thought, then activated Enhance. I fixed up the weak
spots, then concentrated on uniformly stretching the sheet in every direction, while at the
same time toughening and ‘treating’ it, for lack of a better term. The freshly cut vines I
turned into ropes hadn’t shown any signs of decay, but beyond drying out, a wooden vine
probably wouldn’t noticeably degrade in only a week. Still, I put some thought into
curing the sheet of skin so we didn’t have a nice tarp for a week before it became a pus-y,
smelly mess. 

The last moments of the charge I spent ensuring the sheet was still flexible, and I
hadn’t created a brittle plate of leather armor. 

When I was done, the tarp had enlarged to roughly the size of a queen-sized sheet. It
was a skosh thinner, but roughly as flexible as canvas, and at least as tough. 

“Huh. I guess maybe we don’t need a tannery.” I lifted the sheet and slid my fingers
against it. The outside of the tarp was still scaly, but the inside felt a bit like treated
leather. Not suede, unfortunately, more like the leather of a boot. Slightly waxy, but still
oddly pliant. 

Yxlyn approached and gave the sheet a delicate sniff. She stepped back, rubbing her
nose. “Hmm. I-in the future, you should probably enhance only fresh skins.”

I gave it a sniff as well. It wasn’t… repugnant, but there was a lingering scent of
decay.
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“Yeah. Well, maybe we can find some oranges or something else with a pleasant
scent and give this a soak.”

“Ohhh, Sam. Oranges would be so delicious!” I caught a hint of Yxlyn’s motion as
she rubbed her stomach. “I’m so grateful for all the food we’ve shared since we met, but
I’m used to eating a lot more fruit.”

I gathered the tarp under one arm and started back to the fire. “How, uh… how was
the grasshopper?” I asked, trying not to think too hard about it. 

“It was okay. A little bland, really.” She gathered up the tail of the tarp to keep it from
dragging on the ground and followed me like a page holding a bridal train. “I guess I’m
used to quite a bit of seasoning on my insectoid fare. Mmm, I could really go for deep-
fried calca worms with an orange chili dipping sauce.” She punctuated the sentence with
a happy sigh.

“I’ve never eaten bugs before.” At least not on purpose. “But that actually sounds
kind of good.”

“What does?” Nira asked as we reached the fire ring. 
“Yxlyn was reminiscing about some of her favorite foods.” I held up the tarp. “This

—”
“Is it something I would like or would it be too sweet for me?” my amphibious lover

asked my translucent one. 
Yxlyn giggled. “Nira, you said carrots were too sweet for you, so the answer to that

question will always be yes.”
“Hmph.” Nira folded her arms, but smirked at Yxlyn.
“Aw!” Yxlyn hopped over to Nira and sat, putting one arm around her. 
“Ahem,” I interjected. “This tarp is too small for a roof by itself, but now that I know

I can cure skins with my skill, we’ll be able to add to it easily. It’s a little smelly, so I
want to prop it up near the fire and maybe try to smoke out the decay funk.”

“Your skill seems overly useful.” Mareth said absently, tugging gently on the collar
around her neck. “It’s not a complaint, especially as we are all now one tribe, but the
disparity in the powers of one skill to another is vexing.”

“Yes,” Voss agreed. “Vexing is putting it mildly. My ability to temporarily inhibit the
translators has zome narrow strategic use I zuppose, but the ones who took us could not
have expected me to zurvive this world on my own.”

“We still have no idea why they took us.” I set the tarp over a log and began
gathering branches to construct a simple A-frame style laundry horse. “I still like the idea
that it’s a game show with heavy betting going on. Maybe the distribution of the power
levels among the skills is to encourage the players to gather into tribes. Tribes which will
almost inevitably go to war with each other, and that makes for better ratings.”
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“Ratings?” Nira, Mareth and Voss asked some variation of the question at nearly the
same time. 

I spent about ten minutes explaining television, ratings, and advertising while several
of us built the A-frame. Xerxa remained quiet throughout my explanation, lost deep in
thought. She helped with the frame, but seemed to want to keep her distance from me. At
one point though, she passed a length of vine to me and our fingers touched.

Nothing happened.
She sucked in a breath, reached up to touch her forehead, then shot out another hand

to tightly grip mine. There was still no reaction. 
I saw her start to panic, so I wrapped my hand around hers. “Hey, it probably doesn’t

work while my skill is on cooldown.”
“Oh. Y-yes.” She exhaled, waving two of her arms around her head in a ‘winding

down’ motion, trying to calm herself. “That is a sensible explanation. I deeply hope it is
the case. It will make changing your bandages easier, at least.”

We finished the A-frame as Nira told everyone her theories about our abduction. It
seemed she had settled on a ‘harem wars’ theorem, where I was to gather and mate with
as many different women as possible, then our tribe would eventually do battle with
other, presumably evil, reverse-harem tribes, requiring us to kill the tribe and take their
leader into ours, or other harem-tribes, and killing the male leader would force all the
females to flock to my banner and bed.

I pointed out if someone killed me, that her, Yxlyn and Voss might be, at best,
reluctant to jump into bed with my assassin. 

Thankfully, that stumped Nira while we finished the frame and hung the tarp. 
Unfortunately, Mareth seemed to be enamored with the idea that this world was one

of sexual conquest as well as one of battle, and they began conspiring together to refine
Nira’s theory. It quickly began to sound less and less like a solid hypothesis, and more
like a pitch for a PornHub-funded mini-series.

I was about to excuse myself to turn in, but Xerxa insisted on checking everyone’s
bandages first. She removed each one to inspect the wounds visually, but also used her
medical scan sense for a deeper examination. 

She wanted to boil the bandages, but we didn’t have any spare fabric to use as new
bandages while we waited for our current ones to dry. She hoped to be able to recover
the ones Nira and I wore after we were healed tomorrow morning, but for now she
settled for retying the strips of fabric so that a different part pressed to the injury. 

She seemed satisfied with most of the wounds, but mixed a new batch of garlic and
yarrow for the talon wound on my stomach and the deep gash on Mareth’s thigh. 

She finished tying the bandage around my stomach, her fingers lingering against my
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She finished tying the bandage around my stomach, her fingers lingering against my

skin while one of her hands traced over the new dot on her forehead. 
“Do sleep well, Sam-za. Zolie-zhi, Voss-zhi, Yxlyn-zhi and I will manage the watch

tonight.”
“Thank you, Xerxa-ij. I can help move Mareth back to the lean-to first, if—”
“I’ll sleep by the fire, Sam,” Mareth interjected. “The sky is clear tonight. I don’t

think there will be rain.”
I nodded and stood. “Very well. Don’t hesitate to wake me if—”
“Help me to bed, Sam,” Nira demanded, pushing herself to stand on her good leg.

“It’s charging time!”
“Nira—” I started, but she cut me off.
“Sam, we promised not to get caught unprepared again.” She tisked at me. “We have

all these big plans starting tomorrow, so narratively, tonight is a likely time for an
ambush.”

I rolled my eyes. The literary framing for her argument didn’t add weight as far as I
was concerned. But… it didn’t necessarily make it untrue, either.

“Nira, the quote unquote bad guys aren’t planning attacks based on how bright-eyed
our expectations of tomorrow are.”

“Yxlyn said she saw a boat!” Nira ranted.
“Maybe,” Yxlyn clarified.
“Maybe saw a boat!” Nira continued without missing a beat. “And there may be

rapist Marauders camped out at our lagoon down on the beach right now! Of all our
enhanced powers, mine is the best for dramatically repelling an attack.”

I was fighting her purely based on my desire to keep everyone else from feeling
uncomfortable. It wasn’t like I didn’t want to have sex with her.

I looked around the campfire apologetically. “Right,” I sighed. “I suppose that is a
fair… several fair points. Do you think you could at least try and keep your voice
down?”

Nira’s eyes narrowed dangerously. “How dare you.”
I laughed and quickly held up my hands placatingly. “Then I apologize in advance to

the rest of you.”
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CHAPTER NINETEEN

A hand resting gently on my cheek woke me. I stirred to find Xerxa kneeling at my
head, gazing down at me. For a split second, I thought I was still dreaming, but once my
brain remembered that she was indeed blue, everything else proceeded to boot up
normally. She was a hell of a sight to see first thing in the morning, especially from this
low angle. Her odd, floating wrap gave me an excellent view of the underside of her full
breasts, and without thinking, I stared at them long enough to realize she didn’t seem to
mind that I was staring. 

She had a serene look on her face, and watched me with all three of her eyes, the
golden one between her brows gently glowing. 

“A tranquil morning to you, Sam-za. I have awoken you just before dawn as you
commanded.” 

My instinct was to tell her that I hadn’t commanded any such thing last night, but my
brain was still waking up and I didn’t want to get into a semantic quibble with her.
Instead I stretched, or started to before my clavicle angrily warned me against the
motion. I wound up wincing, then stretched one half of my body unsatisfactorily, and
glanced out of the lean-to. The sky beyond the trees was dark blue with the barest hints
of orange to the east. If our old camp faced southwest, then this one faced south-
southeast, and I couldn’t see the actual sunrise. Admittedly I was assuming this planet
rotated the same direction as Earth. I had definitely assumed ‘north’ based on the horizon
that hosted the sunrise, but if the planet rotated the other way, then it was actually south.
As long as we were consistent, it probably didn’t matter until we got magnetic compasses
working. 

It was then I noticed a notification from my Eye-Q. I double winked to bring up the
interface, and was not surprised to see that Xerxa had been added to the list of Women. I
still wasn’t certain what it meant. At first I thought it was keeping track of women I’d
met, as Nira and Yxlyn had been included almost immediately. Yxlyn had been listed
before I’d really even met her. 

When Voss had been added to the list in the middle of a conversation about
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When Voss had been added to the list in the middle of a conversation about
advancing our relationship, I started thinking it was tallying women willing to have sex
with me. That would certainly support some of Nira’s ideas about why we were here on
this world, and suggested that our abductors might be a bunch of dirty old men with too
much time and power on their hands. But it didn’t quite track. Yxlyn had been extremely
nervous about kissing me, much less any sort of further intimacy, but had been added
almost the moment she met me. Mareth had been unambiguous about wanting to have
sex, but hadn’t been included on the list yet. 

Maybe it was about trust, or loyalty? Did the women on the list gain some special
extra interaction with my Enhance skill? Could my skill only enhance the powers of the
women on my list? Mareth and Voss both saw their skill names change when I touched
them, but we hadn’t actually tested out their enhanced powers. 

Maybe the cheat only worked if they were on the list, in which case, it was an
intentional behavior and not a cheat.

Poor documentation. That was the issue with this Eye-Q tech. That and the
installation procedure.

Blinking away the screen, I became aware of Nira clinging to my good arm, lightly
drooling on my shoulder.

“Good morning, Xerxa-ij. Is everyone else up already?” The three of us were alone in
the lean-to, so it was a reasonable assumption. 

“I believe Mareth-Ur-zhi is still asleep by the fire, but Yxlyn-zhi and Zolie-zhi have
begun preparing breakfast, so I believe she will awake soon.” She glanced out of the
lean-to toward the fire ring. “It is unfortunate I cannot see further along The Path with
my KaVai, or I would be able to tell you for certain.”

“That must be pretty incredible to be able to see the future, even if it is only a second
from now.”

“It is literally beyond my ability to describe.” She stared absently out into the camp,
then looked down at me. I snapped my eyes from her underboob to her eyes just in time.
She knew I had been looking earlier, and seemed to be okay with it, but it still felt rude
to keep looking. “I believe I can see one and one-third seconds into the future, as well as
three seconds into the past.”

“Ah,” I said sheepishly. “So you—”
“Saw where you were looking?” She gave me a patient smile. “I did, but cannot fault

you—”
“You are extraordinarily beautiful.” I was already busted. No harm in laying it out

there.
She smiled and I thought she blushed very slightly. “I meant that with your head

practically in my lap, my breasts likely occupy a good deal of your field of view, but
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practically in my lap, my breasts likely occupy a good deal of your field of view, but

thank you for the compliment anyway.”
“Oh.” I chuckled and was pretty sure I blushed a bit as well.
“I feel obligated to mention that both Yxlyn and Voss have requested you tie your

jumpsuit at your waist as you work around the camp today.” Her smile grew coy, and
very slightly sly. “I would add my voice to that petition.”

I chuckled, bouncing Nira’s head on my shoulder. 
“Bwha?” she mumbled, then gripped my arm tighter.
“That’s fair I suppose,” I said, only slightly self-conscious that I was clad in my

boxers at the moment. “I have to say, Xerxa-ij, you were pretty intense last night after
the, uh, eye thing, but you seem pretty chill this morning.”

Xerxa shot a surprised look down at her chest before pressing her wrap to herself
with two of her hands. “I am comfortably warm, I assure you, Sam-za.”

“That’s what makes you self-conscious?” I laughed. “No, by ‘chill’ I meant your
attitude is mellow.”

I saw her expression relax before I finished speaking, reminding me she was
experiencing a sliver of the future.

“Of course. I keep forgetting the difficulty the translators have with the flexibility of
your language.” She removed her hands from her wrap, and the floating garment
returned to hovering several centimeters from her skin. 

I couldn’t help but watch the process, even though I knew Xerxa would experience at
least four and a third seconds of me staring at her chest again.

“During my watch, I spent many hours meditating on the subject of the KaVai and
your ability to awaken it, and have come to several conclusions.”

“Is one of those conclusions that you’re going to be touching me as much as possible
while my ability isn’t on cooldown?” I grinned, nudging her hand with my cheek. 

She smiled patiently. “That would be my preference of course, but I understand that
you will be using your skill constantly throughout the day to improve our circumstances.
I would like to spend some time, perhaps in the evenings, acclimating to wielding the
KaVai.”

“If you sleep with him,” Nira mumbled without opening her eyes. “You’ll get six
hours at a time to acclimate.”

Xerxa’s serene expression faltered briefly as her eyes widened. “Oh! Ah… Y-yes,
perhaps that will be the case.”

“Good morning, you amphibious hookup app.” I turned my head to kiss Nira on the
forehead. It was slightly odd doing so with Xerxa’s hand still resting on my cheek, and I
wondered if this moment was foreshadowing threesome territory. The motion pulled
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wondered if this moment was foreshadowing threesome territory. The motion pulled
painfully on my clavicle, again reminding me I was still in rough shape. 

“What did you call me?” Nira half-opened one eye at a time, blinking while she tried
to focus on me. 

Xerxa smiled and rested a hand on Nira’s shoulder. “I believe he is suggesting you
like pairing people off for sexual encounters.”

“Oh. That’s okay then.” Nira stretched gloriously until a cascade of pops raced down
her nude body. She winced when the stretch reached her bandaged calf, then huffed and
rolled over, pressing her gunmetal blue back into me. “Wake me when the sun is actually
up, would you?”

“Actually, Nira-zhi, I would like to test a hypothesis I have about my enhanced
power.” Xerxa danced one palm over Nira’s head like she was doing reiki. “Given that I
can only use my skill once per day, I would like the both of you to join us by the fire.”

Nira let out a long groan, then lay still until I poked her with my elbow. “Fiiine.” She
levered her torso upright. “But I might need a nap later.”

Crawling from under the lean-to with Xerxa maintaining skin contact was slightly
awkward, but we eventually managed it. Nira cursed and grumbled as she slipped on her
swimsuit and followed, being ginger with her leg.

I hoisted her up with my good arm and helped her limp over to the rest of the tribe,
gathered around the fire ring. 

“I guess everyone is an early riser,” I commented.
“That would appear to be the case, with the exception of Mareth-Ur-zhi and Nira-

zhi.” Xerxa nodded. 
“I’m a night ray,” Nira groused. “I only go to sleep early when I’m sharing my bed

with someone or I’ve spent the whole day doing physical labor or running for my life.”
“So, every day since you’ve been here?” I smiled as I helped her sit on a log next to

Mareth. 
“Yuuuup. Morning Mareth.” Nira nudged the orange woman with her good calf. 
 Mareth was sitting on the ground, propped against a log, and looked barely awake.

She grunted an unintelligible response, to which Nira agreed. 
“Good morning, Sam!” Yxlyn’s chipper voice sounded as my billowing undershirt

climbed over one of the logs around the fire ring. She was holding three bowls of water
against her chest, and one had sloshed slightly, wetting the shirt. The cotton poly blend
wasn’t exactly designed with wet t-shirt contests in mind, but the wet patch still stuck to
her skin and I could just barely see the inside of the back of the shirt through the
window. 

She handed one bowl to me and two to Nira. “One of those is the super salty stuff
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She handed one bowl to me and two to Nira. “One of those is the super salty stuff

Sam made yesterday. I didn’t know if you needed any this morning.”
Nira thanked her and mixed a small amount into her drinking water, while Voss and

Zolie sliced some meat from the spit and prepared plates for everyone. 
Soon everyone was eating, but I felt bad for Xerxa. She sat next to me with one hand

on my arm, and stoically ate three large white mushrooms with an expression that could
only be described as culinary exhaustion. 

The baryonyx meat was surprisingly good, better than it had tasted the prior day,
even. Voss explained she had brushed some of Nira’s super salty water on it as it cooked.

As concentrated as the bowl of salt water was, there was probably only a cup of salt
in it. I decided to convert the remainder of the seawater Yxlyn had retrieved sometime
today, but I knew we would still have to make trips to the ocean. At least now it looked
like it would be a monthly trip instead of a weekly one. 

After we finished breakfast, Xerxa clapped two of her hands together, drawing
everyone’s attention. 

“Sam-za, if you will permit me, I believe our first order of business for the day should
be healing.”

“Makes sense.” I nodded. 
“I have given much thought to Sam-za’s ability to reawaken the KaVai, and the likely

abilities of this enhanced Rewind skill. If I am correct, then I wish for you all to be
witness to this pivotal moment for my species.”

I glanced around the camp to see mostly skeptical expressions, though Voss looked
excited, and I thought maybe Yxlyn did as well, but it was hard to tell with the fire
flickering through her skin. 

Xerxa turned to me. “You were all injured at the same time, is this correct?”
“More or less,” I answered. “That whole fight felt like it took fifteen minutes, but in

reality it was probably less than… four?”
Nira and Mareth hemmed and hawed a bit over the duration but came to a similar

conclusion. 
“Sam-za, I know we had discussed triage yesterday, but given what I suspect about

my ability, and the temporal proximity of your injuries, I believe I can heal all of you at
once.”

I arched a brow. “That’s awesome, Xerxa-ij. I hope you’re right. What do you need
us to do?”

“You are fine, sitting as you are.” She slid her hand down from where it had resting
on my shoulder until she gripped my fingers. Without standing, she pivoted into a squat
over Mareth’s legs, but was careful to hover, not putting any pressure on her cuts. She
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over Mareth’s legs, but was careful to hover, not putting any pressure on her cuts. She

reached out, placing a hand over Nira’s injured calf, another two over my shoulder and
stomach, and the remainder over several of Mareth’s worst injuries. “Please activate your
skill, Sam-za. If my hypothesis should prove to be correct, I should warn you that this
may be quite unpleasant for a short time. You must not pull away before the healing is
finished.”

I nodded. “Everyone ready?” I asked Nira and Mareth. 
“If it fixes this limp, then yeah.” Nira nodded.
“I’m ready to stop lying around like an invalid,” Mareth growled. “Whatever it takes,

shaman,” she said to Xerxa.
I pulled up my Eye-Q, then focused on Xerxa. “Here we go.”
Enhance Heal!
Xerxa straightened as my skill’s power worked its magic on hers. The softly

shimmering KaVai on her forehead glowed brighter until it illuminated a cone in front of
her like a golden flashlight, and her eyes clouded over until they were just white orbs. 

“Ow!” Nira jerked her leg slightly, but managed not to pull away from the golden
light radiating from Xerxa’s palms.

Mareth tensed all over, her expression tightening more and more as Xerxa’s energy
poured into her wounds. 

I felt a burning sting from the wound in my stomach that became progressively
worse, and the same thing happened to the one on my bicep. There was a tightness in my
fractured clavicle, but the pain began oscillating back and forth, until all at once it hurt as
much as it had when the raptor bit me in the first place. My stomach felt like it had a
knife in it, and I could feel the skin on my arm ripping.

Nira cried out, digging into the bark of the log with her fingertips, the bandage over
her calf suddenly wet with blood.

Mareth gritted her teeth so hard I thought they might break, and all of her wounds
bled profusely, soaking her bandages and running down her skin like they had freshly
opened.

“Xerxa! We’re bleeding!” I grunted through clenched teeth. “I think something is
wrong!” I grabbed her slender wrist and began to tug on it.

“Whatever happens, you must not pull away!” Xerxa called out, her voice somehow
simultaneously distant and extra-present.

I nodded and held on to her wrist, hoping she knew what she was doing.
The pain in my gut was as intense as it had been when the claw first punctured me,

and I thought I heard Yxlyn and Voss crying out to us, and then…
The pain was gone. 
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My heart was thundering, but quickly began slowing as all the stress left my body. 
Xerxa sat back into a kneel, and Mareth scrambled up over the log and hunched into

a growling crouch.
I was still tightly grasping Xerxa’s wrist. I released it, breaking skin contact with her

for the first time since I had woken. Her white eyes returned to normal, and the KaVai
between her brows ceased glowing, slowly returning to a golden dot.

“Cunt!” Mareth barked from her feral hunch. “That felt like I was getting ripped to
pieces all over again!”

“Yes, Mareth-Ur-zhi, in a way, that is what happened.” Serenity bloomed on Xerxa’s
face again, despite two of her arms moving to rub at her temples. 

Nira had fallen backward off the log gripping her leg, but looked up suddenly and
started wiggling her toes. 

“What!?” Mareth yelled, shooting to her feet, then stopped. She looked down at
herself and began patting at her bandages. 

I felt… fine. Good, even. As my pounding heart slowed, I realized I felt better than I
had since before the battle royale at the pond. 

I stood and pulled the bandage from my stomach, noting there was fresh blood on it.
My stomach was bloody as well, but I wiped it away and the skin underneath was
pristine. Not sore. Not scarred. Not healed.

The injury had never happened.
“This is the power granted to me by Sam-ZerZay,” Xerxa said, her voice strong with

conviction and reverence. “It allows me to untether time from space and Rewind trauma
without displacing your physicality, spirit, or Ka, and did so without disrupting
causality.”

I swung my arm back and forth and rolled my shoulder. It felt perfect. I did notice
that the talon wound I had received from the prehistoric condor nearly a week ago was a
touch sore now, as were the many puncture wounds from the fight with Ass-breath.
Evidently Xerxa had walked all of my injuries back to some time just before the big
raptor melee. 

“Hah hah!” Nira laughed, hopping on her previously injured leg. “It’s like I never got
hurt!”

“In a very real sense, Nira-zhi, you did not,” Xerxa confirmed serenely.
“Why… why did they bleed?” Yxlyn asked, rushing over and touching her fingers to

my stomach.
“The wounds were rewound in time,” I said. “All the previous healing was undone

until we reached the point when the wounds had been freshly opened, then suddenly,
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until we reached the point when the wounds had been freshly opened, then suddenly,

they closed as if they had never occurred, but the freshly spilled blood… her power only
affects the trauma itself.”

“This…” Mareth said slowly, standing and twisting her body about. She ripped away
her bandages and wiped dark purple blood from her unblemished orange skin. “This is
powerful magic.”

“Are we sure the raptors that attacked us aren’t all alive now?” I asked skeptically.
Xerxa shook her head. “I am certain causality is preserved, Sam-ZerZay. I believe the

blood lingering from the reopened wounds supports my conclusion.”
I sucked in a breath. “Wow. That’s… abusable.” My mind reeled with the enormity

of it. Every time I discovered what an enhanced Eye-Q skill did, it seemed like it was the
most powerful one yet.

“Zo, your patients have to be willing to accept the pain of feeling each injury twice?”
Voss asked, her teal skin looking slightly greener than usual.

“It is unfortunate, Voss-zhi,” Xerxa answered. “Perhaps if we were able to produce
an anesthetic compound here, we could mitigate some of the repeat suffering, but for
now that does seem to be the case.”

“So even though we have a fantastic new survival tool—” I started, but Mareth cut
me off.

“Yes, Sam, I know what you are going to say.” She folded her arms under her
bountiful and only slightly blood-smeared chest. 

“Don’t dive into a school of ripperfish just because Xerxa can put you back
together?” Nira smirked.

Mareth turned and gave Nira a hard look. 
Nira just grinned back and shrugged.
“This assumes you survive your wounds at all,” Xerxa said. “My enhanced skill is far

more powerful than its base application, but I am certain it will only work if my Ka is
able to interact with another, living Ka.”

Mareth ignored Xerxa, still half-glaring at Nira, then turned and sauntered toward
me. 

I didn’t turn as Mareth walked around behind me, but followed her with my head
until she stuck her face over my shoulder and began sniffing my cheek and neck. 

When Mareth stood fully upright instead of her normal combat-ready hunch, she was
about three inches shorter than me, so she had to stretch just a bit to get her chin over my
shoulder. The proximity pressed her voluptuous, muscular frame into my back, and the
welcomed distraction was the only reason I didn’t give away how much the snuffling
tickled. 
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“Yeah, you like smelling my stink all over him?” Nira asked acerbically. 
Mareth didn’t respond verbally, she just rubbed her cheek against mine while staring

at Nira. 
I bore the scenting with what I hoped came across as dignified stoicism.
Yxlyn’s expression was hard to decipher during this, partially for the usual reason,

but mostly because it was hidden behind a mask of polite blandness. I still caught her
brow furrowed in what I took to be either romantic distress or hygienic disapproval.  

Voss clearly didn’t care for the display and didn’t hide it, but refrained from saying
anything.

Nira, for her part, stared back, equal parts unconcerned and amused.
As the byplay went on, I realized Xerxa was still on her knees, and something

suddenly occurred to me. The thought almost escaped me when I looked down, since
from this angle, her floating wrap was barely keeping her decent. Fuck, her body was
incredibly sexy and distracting. 

“Xerxa-ij?”
“Yes, Sam-ZerZay?”
“What happened to ‘Sam-za?’” I asked with a hint of apprehension.
Voss answered the question before Xerxa could respond. “I believe Xerxa is…

deifying you,” she said quietly.
“Nope.” I shook my head and reached down to tug Xerxa to her feet by one arm.

“Absolutely not.” Bending away from Mareth left two large, disappointingly cool spots
on my back. 

“Sam-ZerZay, you must understand—” She allowed herself to be guided upright, but
I cut her off before she could give me whatever pitch she had been working on all night. 

“Xerxa-ij, I am not a god or the chosen one or anyone’s savior. I’m just some guy that
got taken and dumped here, same as the rest of you.”

Xerxa gripped my arms, shoulders and waist with all six of her hands. She started to
open her mouth, but was preempted by Voss. 

“You saved me from Ass-breath, Sam.” She had a fragile smile on her face, and held
one arm across her front, gripping the opposite elbow. “You’re definitely my savior.” 

I rolled my eyes a little but couldn’t help but smile at the brilliant linguist. “Okay, in a
technical, pedantic sense, I am Voss’s savior. But then so are Nira and Yxlyn. I wouldn’t
have won that fight without them.”

“You’re my savior, Sam,” Nira said, bouncing from one leg to the other, testing her
undamaged calf. 
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“It took both of us to kill the suchomimus, Nira.” 
“I meant you’ve saved me from not having outstanding orgasms.” She leaned over

the log between us and kissed me on the cheek. 
“A dire condition, indeed!” Mareth laughed heartily and slapped Nira on the shoulder

hard enough to send the dolphin woman stumbling a few steps.
The only response I could muster was an eye-roll and a head shake. 
Her jovial assault on Nira accomplished, the muscular warrior turned back to me.

“None of your women could have dragged me back to Xerxa, Sam. I definitely would
have died if not—”

“Okay, fine!” I held up a hand. “I am technically a savior. I withdraw the word and
substitute ‘prophet.’” I returned my attention to Xerxa. “I am not a god or prophet or the
one. I’m just a man.”

Xerxa gathered herself in a moment of thought before speaking. “Sam-ZerZay, please
hear me out.”

She paused long enough that I realized she was actually waiting for my permission to
continue. 

I released a pained sigh, which she took as acquiescence. 
“The KaVai was lost to my people centuries ago! I am now certain my purpose for

being brought to this world was to find you! I recognize that you are a flesh, blood and
Ka mortal, but your Path is surely divine. You are the key to reawakening my people’s
connection with The Path. You must be Exalted!”

“Whoaaaa!” Her hands were all over me. I couldn’t gently push her away, so I settled
on grasping her shoulders. “Pump the brakes there, Xerxa-ij—”

“Ib, Sam-ZerZay.” She interrupted. “I must insist you address us with the ‘ib’
honorific from now on, as we are all indisputably subordinate to you.”

Mareth grumbled, but didn’t say anything. 
“Well, you can call me Nira-ib and order me…” Nira started to say in a playful tone,

but trailed off. “Wait, I did that joke yesterday.” She blew a raspberry and waved us off,
then took two steps back and started doing side lunges.

Yxlyn just stood by quietly while Voss attempted to keep Zolie up to speed with what
we were discussing.

“Xerxa-ij,” I said, emphasizing the ‘equal standing’ honorific. “I’m already very
uncomfortable with you addressing me as a superior, and I’m not about to start
addressing you as an inferior.”

“But—”
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“No.” I continued over her protests. “Look, we’ve already had this discussion. Call
me whatever you wish, but I’m going to stick with -ij, and that’s if I don’t drop it
entirely. I know it sounds weird or rude to you, but you need to understand that’s not my
intention. I’m not going to argue with you about this. There’s far more important
concerns on this world we need to be spending time on than some hierarchical quirk of
your native language.”

Xerxa pressed her lips together. “Sam-ZerZay, you do not understand how important
this revelation is.”

“Probably not, but you don’t understand how offensive I find caste systems, so we’re
even there.”

“Caste..? Sam-ZerZay, the honorifics are about social hierarchy, not formalized
socio-economic tiers—”

“And people of lower social standing always have the same economic opportunities
on your world?” I quirked an eyebrow at the gorgeous doctor.

“That...” She bit on her lips briefly. “That is not germane to our situation on this
world—”

“I’m not calling you ‘ib,’ Xerxa-ij.” I folded my arms over my chest, hoping it
conveyed the same thing to a six-armed race that it did to mine.

Xerxa fidgeted for a moment, looking frustrated, but her eyes traveled over the other
members of the tribe. Seeing everyone waiting on us, she deflated. “Very well, Sam-
ZerZay.”

“Now, about your other claims. How do you expect me to revive this KaVai thing in
your people? Presumably that would involve me going to your planet, which, from what
you’ve told us, sounds like an amazing world. But. Even if our wild speculation about
the reasons for our abductions are correct and we’re, one, ever allowed to leave this
planet, and two, allowed to choose which planet we go to afterward, it is an incredible
stretch to believe they would leave this alien technology in our heads. I promise you that
I can’t enhance anything without this stuff.” I tapped my temple with a finger. “Beyond
the structural integrity of a bridge or something. You know, engineer stuff.” I shrugged.
It felt good to use both shoulders again.

“Yes, Sam-ZerZay, I have considered these factors.” Xerxa said seriously. “I admit
that several threads would need to weave together for our Paths to converge how I
envision, and I freely admit that I am heavily projecting my desires toward this outcome.
Those obstacles enumerated, once this… trial has resolved, placing both of us on my
world should be our paramount goal if at all possible.”

“But the tech—”
“Sam-ZerZay, I believe the skills granted to us by our abductors are extensions of our

natural affinities. I hypothesize they work by amplifying our Ka in ways I am unable to
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natural affinities. I hypothesize they work by amplifying our Ka in ways I am unable to
detect with my diagnostic abilities. Even if this technology is removed from our bodies, I
believe my world is sufficiently technologically and spiritually advanced to replicate its
effects, were we given an opportunity to study how your Ka interacts with others’.”

“Your… your people could make Eye-Q tech of their own?” Yxlyn asked, sounding a
little more nervous than usual.

“Not in nearly so unobtrusive a package, certainly,” Xerxa replied to Yxlyn. “It
would likely take decades and a concerted effort, but… yes. Replicating some of its
effects may be possible.” 

“If your hypotheses are correct,” I said.
She returned her violet eyes to mine, a determined expression on her face. “There are

many variables, yes. This is why it is so important that you return with me, Sam-ZerZay.
I believe you are the key to returning the KaVai to my people, and you would be exalted
among the most sacred of our pantheon.”

I tried not to let my exasperation show, but I could feel it bleeding through my
expression. “Look, Xerxa-ij, I don’t want to be apart from Nira, Yxlyn or Voss. The rest
of you are growing on me to be sure, so if it’s possible for all of us to survive this game
and return to a home world together, then that’s definitely something I want. Whose
world that will be is something we can discuss as a group, but I really think we don’t
have to decide right this minute.”

I took a moment to reach out and gently trace my finger over the glowing eye in the
middle of her forehead. 

Xerxa straightened herself and leaned her head toward my finger, like she was
awaiting a lover’s kiss. 

“Can we set aside the far future planning for now and concentrate on the things that
need to be done today, like building some sturdier shelter? Maybe foraging up a few
vegetables to expand your diet?”

“Yes, Sam-ZerZay. That is eminently sensible,” she said firmly. 
“You’re not going to drop the ZerZay thing, are you?”
“I am not.” She delivered the news with a confident smile. 
I shook my head and sighed, grudging defeat bleeding into my posture.
“Excellent, Sam-ZerZay. You are most wise,” she said sagely, and I really hoped she

was being at least a tiny bit mocking.
“You going to sleep with him?” Nira’s face suddenly appeared in between us. Her

face told me she already knew the answer.
“I—” I started.
“That is entirely Sam-ZerZay’s decision, Nira-zhi.”
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“Whoa. Stop! You need to know that consent is very important to me, and I know
you’ve prescribed a role for yourself in this chosen-one narrative you’ve decided on, but
—”

“I consent, obviously,” Xerxa said quickly. “To anything you desire, Sam-ZerZay. I
am yours to command.”

Nira nodded knowingly, but before I could react to anything, Mareth shouted, “Hey!
Get in line, Xerks!”

Voss made a tiny, frustrated noise. I looked over to her and saw her watching with a
tight expression. 

I pinched the bridge of my nose and took a long, deep breath. 
“Xerxa-ij.” I looked her square in the eyes.
“Yes, Sam-ZerZay?”
“You are mine to command?”
“Of course, Sam-ZerZay.”
I pointed at the log. “Sit.”
She released me and sat immediately, adopting a serene expression and a multi-armed

pose that seemed to express either spiritual contentedness or possibly the need to air out
her pits. 

I was pleased she actually obeyed me, but had a sneaking suspicion her sudden and
total devotion was going to be an ongoing source of stress.

“Hah hah! It’s like that chum I tried to pull on you our first day here. Remember,
Sam? When I was all ‘I’ll do anything you want, male!’ Remember?” Nira laughed, her
voice shifting to a falsetto as she quoted herself.

Yup. Stressful.
“Yes, Nira. The irony of the callback hadn’t escaped me.” I told my exasperating

aquatic lover, then turned back to Xerxa. “Thank you, Xerxa-ij. We will discuss this
later.”

She lowered her eyes slightly. “All within my power shall be as you desire, as we
work to return ourselves to my home world.”

“Oh my god,” I whispered, staring skyward and rubbing my forehead. I took a deep
breath and reminded myself that not only was I the leader of these women, but I had to
take half a dozen different cultures into account while doing so. Mareth was still going to
insist we fight, but at least I could reasonably push that to tomorrow when Xerxa’s skill
had reset. 

I put a smile on my face and clapped. “Alright, let’s all sit and figure out what we’re
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I put a smile on my face and clapped. “Alright, let’s all sit and figure out what we’re

going to spend today working on.”
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CHAPTER TWENTY

“Here’s what I would like to work on today,” I began as everyone settled onto the
logs around the fire. “It’s going to be a lot of prep for other projects. We spent some time
yesterday on cordage, and we’ll continue to need a lot of that for the foreseeable future
—”

“A lot further than Xerxa-zhi can foresee, right?” Nira snarked, holding the back of
her hand against her forehead and wiggling her fingers.

Xerxa’s eyes narrowed slightly but she didn’t rise to the bait.
“We’ll need it for construction, weapons, even the limited amount of textiles we can

produce,” I pressed on. “Speaking of which, Yxlyn, I’d like you to show Zolie and
Xerxa how you made my backpack, because I’d like you to make... Hmm. Let’s start
with three more. I want everyone who regularly ventures out of the camp to be able to
carry as much as possible.”

“I’d love to, Sam!” Yxlyn chirped happily. 
“Who are you assigning to this foraging duty away from the camp, Sam?” Mareth

asked. 
“Most of us, with the exception of Xerxa and Zolie. Yxlyn will help forage, but I

don’t want her carrying anything when she does since it won’t cloak like her skin.
Xerxa-ij,” I turned to see the powder blue doctor focused on me in a way that was
somehow both serene and intense. “Your ability to heal us simply makes you too
valuable to risk out in the forest—” I quickly held up a hand to forestall a flurry of
predictable protests from the group. “Yes, arguably my ability to enhance everyone’s
skills makes me the most valuable tribe member. I don’t like putting it that starkly, but
I’m not one of those guys who is crippled with an overdeveloped sense of modesty to the
point that he’s oblivious. There might be a dozen other little tribes like ours within
twenty miles of here trying to carve out an existence, but my ability is going to give us
an edge that they likely don’t have.”

“Then—” Xerxa started, but I continued before she could get going. 
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“BUT - I am also the second strongest member of the tribe and one of our better
fighters, so for now, I will need to be participate in most excursions.”

“I don’t like it, Sam,” Nira pouted. 
“I know you don’t, babe. But this is a dangerous world and we mitigate some of that

risk by putting the right assets in the right places.”
“You can’t leave the camp alone,” she said firmly.
“Of course not. No one will be doing that. Well, except for Yxlyn.” I nodded to the

translucent girl, and she returned a shy smile. “It still makes me nervous, but it also
makes the most sense for now. We’ll revisit duties as we grow the tribe. Believe me, I’d
rather be building tools and shelter than risking toothy death every day. I’ll be careful out
there and I expect everyone else to be as well. This is about survival, not glorious
battles.”

“You’ve made that abundantly clear, Sam,” Mareth growled.
“It’s an important point, Mareth. I know your culture confronts conflict head-on, so

I’ll leave it at that for now.”
Her scowl lingered briefly. “Fine,” she huffed. “Did you just call Nira an infant?”
I couldn’t help but chuckle. “It’s a term of affection. I’ll get into it later.” Turning

back to Xerxa, I continued. “Xerxa-ij, you’re also a real machine when it comes to
weaving cordage, which is another reason I’d like you here as much as possible, and
working on it whenever you find yourself without other tasks.”

Xerxa considered my worlds, then nodded serenely. “Your reasoning is sound, Sam-
ZerZay.”

“Our inability to communicate with Zolie endangers her and us if we get attacked,
though I’m fine with her helping out nearby the camp. Eventually Voss should be able to
speak with her well enough for her to venture further with us, but there’s something we
can accomplish much faster. Voss, I’m putting you in charge of teaching Zolie, Mareth
and Xerxa-ij the hand signals Nira’s people use for hunting.”

“Oh, yay! Of course, Sam!” The linguist clapped and bobbed her head happily. 
“Mareth, do your people use hand signals for hunting and the like?”
“We do.” Mareth gave a single nod.
“Voss, have Mareth show you hers, and if there are extra signals we can incorporate,

I’ll leave that up to you. Just make sure there won’t be any confusion or overlap.”
“Great! I look forward to it, Mareth!” Voss clapped again.
Mareth just returned an amused nod.
“Once everyone knows those, we’ll have a basic means of communication that
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“Once everyone knows those, we’ll have a basic means of communication that

transcends spoken language, with the bonus that it is also immune to Voss’s Eye-Q skill,
in case it affects an area without being able to differentiate between friend and foe.” I
shrugged. “Maybe that’ll be a feature at level 3 or 5. The hand signals will also help with
other Eye-Q skills we might encounter like an Area of Silence or an Area of Really Loud
Bird Noises.”

There were a few nods and laughs before I continued. 
“So like I said, Yxlyn, start with the three packs. We’ll eventually need more but

we’ll figure that out as we go.”
Yxlyn moved her head, then giggled. “Sorry, I just nodded. Yes, Sam. I’ll need some

large leaves. I think we have some thin vines that will work for the stitching.” She coiled
a length of cordage into a loop, placed it on her head like a headband, and bobbed her
head around to show us.

“Right, we’ll do some gathering around the base of camp before we start on the other
project so you three will have something to do.”

“What’s the other project?” Nira asked. 
“Now that both our heavy lifters are back on their feet, I want to turn that janky pile

of logs into a real crane.” I gestured to the jury-rigged project from two days ago, which
had sat untouched since we’d used it to haul up Mareth. 

“While you and I work on that, what will you have Mareth doing?” Nira asked,
barely suppressing a grin. 

“What!?” Mareth whipped her head to look at Nira, her dreadlock-like mass of dark
green ponytails tumbling over her shoulder.

“Check this out.” Nira flexed one arm, then used her other hand to push the bicep up
several times. “Ooh, ahh, ooh, yeah.” 

Mareth watched Nira’s display for a few seconds then turned to me. “Zolie might be
able to help with your crane. She is quite strong for her size and weighs very little.
Before she lost her eye, I think she told me her strength was five.”

Zolie looked up from her cordage at the mention of her name. Mareth flexed her arm,
which was twice as thick as Nira’s, then pointed to it and then to Zolie. 

The incredibly slender woman looked at me with her good eye and nodded. 
I returned the gesture. “Okay, good to know. Mareth, Xerxa-ij, I never asked what

your stats are.”
“Heal is level four, as I’ve said,” Xerxa started. “My strength and speed are three,

endurance is four.”
“My strength is eleven,” Mareth said, throwing a hairy eye at Nira.
Nira was still making her bicep bounce, but her eyes widened at the news and she
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Nira was still making her bicep bounce, but her eyes widened at the news and she
quietly dropped both hands to her lap, picking up some cordage to work on,
conspicuously avoiding Mareth’s gaze. 

“My endurance is six and movement is eight,” Mareth finished, a satisfied look on
her face. “Giant is level two. I suspected it was nearing level three before...” She trailed
off and touched the thorny collar at her neck.

I watched her fiddle with it before responding. “That’s very impressive, Mareth, but
what is up with that collar? I’ve noticed you mess with it every time your skill is
mentioned.”

The dark orange warrior sighed deeply. “I wasn’t going to bring it up until I was sure
we could trust you. We were distracted with other things when that moment came and
went, so I will tell you now.” She adjusted the collar, trying to settle it so none of the
thorns poked her skin. “I told you about the other camp, and how they would contest for
the slave women to warm their beds.”

“What?” Voss hissed coldly. 
Nira’s expression darkened, but she didn’t say anything.
“Oh no, that’s so awful!” Yxlyn whimpered.
Mareth grimaced. “Er, I told Sam about it. I also told him that I started competing for

the women to keep them from being taken as prizes for that night. A few of the warriors
had some sense of honor, but most were vicious braggarts that would taunt me with all
the cruelties they would visit upon their prize if I lost. I am ashamed to say I rose to the
bait on several occasions, and struck hard enough to slay the vilest and most provocative
among them.”

“Why are you ashamed of that?” I asked.
“Yeah, good riddance,” Nira added.
“I am not ashamed I killed them, only that I was so easy to taunt,” Mareth sighed and

leaned back, flipping her mass of hair over her other shoulder. “Kurgast didn’t want us
killing each other during these bouts, as he knew it would quickly hew the tribe’s
strength, but it was accepted that occasionally things would go too far. The sky beams
bring both fodder and new warriors after all, so the occasional loss was not mourned.

“When I killed my third, Kurgast saw it as a challenge to his authority. He forced this
collar around my throat so I could not use my skill, then announced that instead of being
allowed to challenge, I would be a prize for ten nights. That was when I escaped with
Zolie. I wanted to take more, but I was being watched after the announcement. An
opportunity presented itself and I acted.” The dark orange warrior’s face tightened and
she sagged. “When I think of those I left behind… I… do not know how to live with the
shame…” She trailed off, searching for words, looking sullen for the first time since
being healed.
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I placed my hand on her shoulder. “I can sympathize, Mareth. Our priority has to be
our own tribe, but there will be a time, once we are more secure here and have grown,
we’ll have to go after aggressive neighbors. It won’t be today or this week, but it’ll
inevitably happen.”

Mareth looked at me, then placed her hand on mine and nodded slowly, gratitude and
respect replacing her previously tired expression.

“Why does the collar stop you from using your skill?” Voss asked.
“It doesn’t grow with you, does it?” I surmised. 
Mareth shook her head. “Things I’m holding won’t, like weapons. My clothes grow,

as do other small things held tightly against my body, like my hair ties or the bands on
my limbs.” She plucked at the cord tied above one of her biceps demonstratively. “I
would have thought the collar would grow with me, but I think it does not because it was
created by another person’s skill... not entirely dissimilar from yours, Sam. I tried to
grow once. It almost...” She gritted her teeth and swallowed. “Fortunately I was able to
cancel it before my throat was crushed.”

My curiosity was peaked. “What is the collar made of?”
“One of the slaves could turn wood into stone. I don’t recall the name of the skill

though.” She shrugged. 
“Petrify?” I guessed.
“Hmm. Yes, perhaps that was it.” 
“Wow, that sounds useful! It’d be so much easier to whittle wood into the shape you

needed, then petrify it on the spot. I assume the stone is super hard, or you’d have just
yanked the collar off,” I guessed.

Mareth nodded, glowering at the low fire. “Impossibly hard. Much of the raider’s
camp is held together with stone vines. I’ve seen them break, but only once when an
enormous log fell against an existing section of their palisade while they were expanding
the perimeter.” She gestured at the largest tree growing out of one of the fissures in the
ledge with a trunk nearly three feet in diameter. 

“May I?” I reached out to hover my hand near the collar.
Mareth glanced at me, then nodded. 
I placed my hand on the thorny ring, careful not to put weight on it and drive any

pointy bits into her skin.
“I can’t feel into the collar, but that’s not surprising while my skill is on cooldown.” I

withdrew my arm and rested it on her shoulder again. Her skin was warm, and smooth
where she didn’t sport old scars. “I’ll see if I can ‘enhance’ a hinge into it when it
refreshes.”
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Mareth sat a little straighter. “Do you think you can?”
I gave the problem some serious thought before replying. “Xerxa-ij’s ability to

diagnose me didn’t work when she tried to do it through my enhanced jumpsuit, so I
wouldn’t be too surprised if I can’t enhance something that another person has already
altered with their skill. But I’ll definitely give it a shot.”

Mareth’s jaw clenched, but I continued. 
“Mareth, whether or not my skill works, I guarantee I’ll get that thing off you, even if

I have to build a machine requiring a hundred separate enhancements and does nothing
but remove collars. You can’t put a challenge like that in front of an engineer and not
expect me to invest an irresponsible amount of effort into solving it.”

My sentiment drew a few giggles from the women around the campfire. 
Mareth took my arm from her shoulder and clasped it in a Viking handshake as she

stood. “I would be deeply in your debt, Sam.” She tugged on my arm, prompting me to
stand as well, then pulled my bare chest into her own amply padded one. “We would
both enjoy my repayment of that debt.”

I chuckled. “Mareth, if you want to sleep with me, I don’t have a problem with it.” I
conspicuously took in the swell of her slightly sweaty breasts squashed between us. “In
fact I’m looking forward to it, but I don’t see any point in keeping track of who’s saving
who. We’re one tribe now, and we will all benefit from helping each other. Xerxa won’t
owe us anything for foraging vegetables just as we don’t owe her for healing us just as
you don’t owe me for dragging you here. Keeping score is just bookkeeping, and there
are better things here to occupy our time.”

Mareth frowned and chewed on the inside of her cheek briefly. “Honor and debt are
important considerations in my culture. Buuut… given the small size of our tribe at this
moment, I suppose your words have some wisdom.” She moved her face closer, and for a
second I thought she was coming in for a kiss. Before I decided either way and started to
match her movement, she stopped her full lips so they tickled my facial hair when she
spoke. “We only need battle before we know each other.”

She exhaled the words into my mouth, and again I was surprised that we all seemed
to have immaculate oral hygiene here. There was a lingering scent of copper from her
raw breakfast, but otherwise her breath tasted of, oddly, tart apples.

In that moment, I took in her dark eyes and high cheekbones, felt her breasts
squooshing into me, and the back of my arm trapped against the hard abs of her stomach.
I suddenly found myself eager to kiss all the way down those abs and discover what
other flavors her body offered. 

I decided that Mareth probably appreciated aggressive mates, so I leaned forward the
last inch and pressed my lips to hers. 

Her eyes widened as I slid my tongue into her mouth, and I was only then reminded



Tamer Enhancer 2

295

Her eyes widened as I slid my tongue into her mouth, and I was only then reminded
that she had an array of sharp carnivore’s teeth in there. Deciding not to linger, I pulled
my tongue back and bit her lower lip, sucking until it snapped back to her face with a wet
pop.

“Fine. But we need to wait for Xerxa to have her power available. This world is too
dangerous to risk two of the tribe’s warriors being out of commission for long. We’ve
been lucky the last few days.”

Mouth agape, Mareth stared at me, words starting to form on her lips several times
without producing any sound. She looked excited, challenged, surprised, and possibly
the tiniest bit affronted.

“We battle tomorrow at dawn,” she finally said, then stepped back.
The absence of her flesh left my chest feeling cool despite the warm morning air.
I shook my head. “Tomorrow in the evening, assuming there’s no need for healing

during the day.”
Mareth stared intently at me, licking her lips, then nodded.
“Okay.” I clapped my hands together and turned to everyone around the fire. “Voss

and I are going to return to our old camp and retrieve the gear we left there, but before it
gets too hot, I want to chop down some trees and pile them up at the foot of the cliff so
they’ll be ready to haul up. Mareth and I will do that since we only have a few decent
axes, and the rest of you can work on cordage.”

Voss, Yxlyn and Nira all started to speak up at once, then glanced between
themselves before Nira continued. 

“Sam, you shouldn’t go alone with Voss. We don’t know what her enhanced Discord
skill does. I’m still charged from last night. I should go with you.”

Voss folded her arms in front of her chest and bit her lips, but didn’t comment.
Nira caught her body language. “Voss, I know you’re not just going out there to

collect gear. I can hang out at the pond for an hour or so, but I think any group should
contain at least one person charged with a powerful attack ability.”

I opened my mouth, but Mareth spoke first. 
“Our chief has spoken, Nira. It is not our place to question his orders.”
I had to wonder if that kiss made Mareth a little possessive all of a sudden.
“Excuse me?” Nira stood to her full height, putting her a few inches over Mareth’s

head. Before she could start a crazy-eye stare down, I quickly intervened.
“It’s perfectly fine to question me, Mareth. Nira has a valid point.” I stepped between

the two women and rested my hands on their shoulders. “The only time I need people to
do as I say without question is in the middle of a battle when there is no time for
discussion. Otherwise I’m open to any and all… well, a reasonable amount of input. We
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discussion. Otherwise I’m open to any and all… well, a reasonable amount of input. We
can’t spend all day in debate.” I looked at Nira and put my hand on her cheek. “I’ll give
it some thought.”

“Okay babe,” Nira said to me even as she gave Mareth a hard stare.
I chuckled. “That’s… more of a thing men say to women, but…” I shook my head.

“Whatever. It’s fine. Yxlyn? Voss? You had some input?”
The two women had a moment of trying to out-polite each other before Voss realized

Yxlyn had been playing that particular game since birth. 
The teal linguist acquiesced with a smile and stepped forward. “If you and Mareth are

going to chop down trees, shouldn’t you have a lookout with you?”
Yxlyn nodded, her vine headband bobbing in the air. “I had a similar thought.”
“Hmm. Ideally, yes, but I don’t want to pull anyone away from making cordage.

We’re just going to be working in front of the cliff for now, so I think we’ll be fine. As
we have to range further out in the future, lookouts are a good idea. Hopefully we’ll be
able to grow the tribe by then.”

The answer seemed to satisfy everyone, so we set about getting some work done.
Xerxa, Zolie, Yxlyn, Voss and Nira resumed work on cordage while Mareth and I sorted
through the weapon stations to single out the best axes for lumber.  

The enhanced hand axe Mareth had claimed was the tribe’s best axe, technically, but
was far too small to efficiently fell large trees. Fortunately there were several axes at the
weapon crafting stations that would work quite well, especially once I was able to use
my skill on them. 

Mareth and I gathered up several candidates and waited at the edge of the cliff while
the last few seconds of my skill’s cooldown ticked by. Everyone at the nearby fire ring
turned and watched when I announced I was ready. 

“I’ll start enhancing the axes after we gather up the supplies we need for the packs.
Right now, let’s see if I can do something about this collar.” I reached for Mareth’s
thorny choker. “I hope this works, but if it doesn’t, I promise I’ll figure something out.”

Mareth nodded and lifted her chin. 
I took hold of the collar and pursed my lips. I still couldn’t feel it with my new

engineering sense. 
“Your face is not encouraging.” Mareth said, studying me.
“Rude,” I chuckled. 
“You cannot remove it?” She frowned.
“I don’t think so, but it’s worth using a charge to find out. Hold still a moment.” I

focused on my Eye-Q UI and thought “Enhance Collar!”
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I felt the power activate and flow through my arm, but when it hit the collar, it felt
like it was bunching up between my fingers and the stone. For the briefest instant, I
thought I felt it seep from my hand, like it was seeking a way into the collar, but the
sensation started to dim and gutter like a flame without oxygen. I tried to push harder,
not really thinking about what part of my mind I was flexing to make that happen, when
the power kicked back, causing a mild backlash up my arm. 

“Ah!” I yanked my hand away and pumped my fingers into a fist a few times. 
“It was as you suspected?” Mareth asked, glancing at my arm with both mild concern

and the disdain of someone with a high pain tolerance.
“Yeah. It actually felt like I might have a chance to do it, but… maybe only once my

skill level exceeds the other person’s level when they made this? You wouldn’t happen to
know what her level was, do you?”

She shook her head. “She wasn’t there as long as me, but it wouldn’t surprise me if it
was four or higher. She was forced to use her skill the moment it reset for all manner of
construction and weapon crafting.”

“Hmm. I only hit level two a few days ago, but… it only took me four days to reach it
that. I suppose skill advancement slows at higher levels?”

She shrugged, causing her fur bikini top to struggle valiantly against its cargo. “I
don’t know. It may depend on the skill.”

“Xerxa-ij, your skill is level four. Do you have any thoughts?” I turned to ask the six-
armed doctor.

She bowed her head gracefully in a moment of thought. “My skill was level two
when I arrived, Sam-ZerZay, so it has only advanced twice. It did take longer to achieve
level four than it did level three, but I have spent a great deal of time encouraging
Mareth-Ur-zhi to minimize her habit of returning to camp with new and exciting trauma
whenever possible. While my progression was not chronologically linear, two data points
is not an acceptable amount of information to accurately predict deltas.”

“Brevity isn’t a big thing with your people, is it?” Nira asked with a sweet smile on
her face. 

Xerxa merely smiled. “I believe I answered Sam-ZerZay’s question, along with
relevant and supporting facts.”

“This new, extra serene version of you is less fun, you know that?” Nira grumped. 
“I do apologize, Nira-zhi, but discovering my life’s purpose with such certainty has

been… profound.” The physician’s eyes locked to mine, her expression somehow both
tranquil and intense.

“Super.” Nira shook her head and re-focused her attention on the twisted leaves in her
lap.
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I shook my hand out one more time and checked my UI. “Damn. That burned half
my charge.”

“How can you tell?” Mareth asked.
“My skill has a circle next to it…” I put my hand on her arm. “Here, look at your

Eye-Q. The circle next to where it says ‘Titan,’ or, uh, where it pictograms ‘Titan,’ is a
timer. It should be full since you haven’t used your skill anytime recently. My skill
would have to be ready to use as well though.”

Nira muttered something which I couldn’t hear, but Voss’s embarrassed
admonishment gave me a good clue.

“Yes,” I sighed, but couldn’t help grinning. “As previously discussed, having sex
with me also charges your skill.”

“Tomorrow night, Sam,” Mareth said seriously.
“I can’t promise I can get the collar off by then, but sure,” I chuckled, then turned

back to the fire ring. “Okay, before you all get too deep into your cordage, let’s all go
gather the leaves Yxlyn needs for the bags she’s going to make.”

“All of us?” Nira asked.
“I could just take Yxlyn, but it would be good for everyone to be familiar with the

area around the camp.” I shrugged. “Zolie and Xerxa-ij probably already are, but
consider it team building. Plus, Voss can continue to convey our discussion to Zolie if we
all go.”

Everyone nodded at that and began to stand, and Zolie looked questioningly to Voss
for clarification.

Voss held one hand out, the other drawing an arc pointing toward the edge of the
cliff. “Come. Gather with tribe. Near camp.”

Zolie took the hand and stood. Her eyes flicked to me before nodding and gathering
up her new knife and sheath.

“I will bring some baskets.” Xerxa didn’t stand so much as she flowed upwards. She
would have looked like a ballerina except for her nigh-cartoonish hourglass figure.

She walked toward the baskets like a bellydancer on a catwalk, and I found I couldn’t
peel my eyes from her undulating spine until Nira’s hand found my butt. 

“I know, right?” She smiled lasciviously after the oscillating woman. 
“She’s always walked like that,” I murmured quietly, trying to keep my voice from

reaching the powder-blue doctor, barely twenty feet away. “But I think she’s giving it a
little extra oompf.”

“You are going to sleep with her.” The prediction was equal parts statement and
command.
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“She’s obviously okay with the idea…”
Nira rolled her eyes. “But? Come on, Sam. What possible objection could you have

to a beautiful woman consenting to sleep with you?”
“It’s the total deference. It’s like she can’t say no anymore—”
Her hand was still on my butt, and she used the opportunity to pinch my ass hard

enough that I reflexively jerked away.
“Ow! What are you—”
“Sam. Do you think Xerxa is stupid?” Nira folded her arms and gave me one of her

bird-like head tilts. 
“Of course not.” I couldn’t help but rub my butt even though Mareth was closely

watching our exchange. 
“And when she decided to become her people’s savior’s high priestess, she had no

idea what all that might entail?”
I deflated slightly. “No. It just… it seems like she might feel a sense of obligation

rather than genuine— Ow! Will you stop!?” I flinched as Nira landed a solid punch to
my shoulder. 

She quickly followed up by stepping into me and wrapping both arms around my
waist. She pushed her head against mine and spoke hotly into my ear. “Sam, we all love
that consent is a priority for you, but please consider for a moment that Xerxa is an
intelligent, self-possessed woman with an active sex drive who knows exactly what she
wants. Also consider that women usually bend at the knee unless they’re in dire need of a
good servicing,” Nira said smugly, gesturing toward Xerxa with a head tilt.

“Oh.” My eyes widened as I watched the good doctor gather baskets with what could
only be described as ‘excellent posture.’

“That floating wrap does more to entice than conceal, don’t you think?” Nira kissed
my cheek and released me, then walked over to assist Xerxa with basket collection. 

Xerxa’s wrap encircled her hips several times, but the combined passes still covered
less than the average mini-skirt. The advantage (or disadvantage, depending on one’s
point of view) of the floating material was it could automatically adjust its position to
guard her modesty, even when she was all but presenting herself.

Nira walked right next to Xerxa, then proceeded to remind me that she was likely the
most flexible member of the tribe. She bent at the waist, folding herself completely in
half until she was smiling at me from between her ankles, then casually lowered her arms
behind her until they were nearly parallel to the ground. 

My shoulders ached sympathetically at the self-inflicted strappado position as her
hands clumsily quested for a basket behind her. She eventually found one, then stood,
but the arc of the basket caused a bunch of dust and miscellaneous detritus to fall all over
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but the arc of the basket caused a bunch of dust and miscellaneous detritus to fall all over
her head and back, demonstrating the inefficiency of the procedure as a whole.

Nira laughed as she dusted herself off even as Xerxa faintly glared at her antics.
Before she could rebuke the dolphin woman, Nira surprised Xerxa by pulling her into a
one-armed hug. 

Nira started talking into Xerxa’s ear much like she’d done to me a moment ago, and
the doctor’s gaze shifted from her jovial assailant to me. 

“She works to grow your harem,” Mareth said loud enough for everyone to hear. “A
good quality for a first wife.”

“Wife?” Nira interrupted her conversation with Xerxa and began shepherding the
doctor back to the group. “I’m more the mistress type. Maybe a concubine. Here for fun,
not running a household.”

“Oh? The position of first wife is still open?” Mareth looked to me, then Yxlyn.
Yxlyn quickly blushed until all that was left was an undershirt and headband. “Oh!

I… I hadn’t… um…”
“I don’t think…” I started, then paused, considering my next sentence carefully. “I’m

certainly not opposed to the idea. Even though I’ve only known them for a few days, I
love Nira and Yxlyn and Voss more than I did any woman from my world. That said, I’m
also fine with keeping things informal. Having multiple partners is an unusual thing in
my society, so I may stick my foot in my mouth or stumble a bit here and there. I’m
mostly concerned about not creating a situation where feelings are hurt or people are
jockeying for perceived status. A label won’t change how I feel about anyone, but if it’s
something that’s important to you, then it’s important to me. We’re all going to be
together for what I hope is a long time, so please keep in mind that a relationship with
me includes, potentially, a relationship with other members in the tribe. Territorialism
won’t serve the group.”

“You would stumble less if you did not have your foot in your mouth.” Mareth eyed
me with a questioning look on her face.

Nira laughed. “I know it’s one of your Earth idioms, but you have to admit she has a
point, Sam.”

I saw Yxlyn whisper something to Voss, who giggled and shook her head.
“Putting your foot in your mouth means to, uh… to say something unintentionally

hurtful or offensive.” I massaged my temples briefly. “But you understood my point
about being understanding when it comes to figuring out our relationships?” 

Voss nodded, as did Yxlyn’s headband. Nira looked at Xerxa and wiggled her
eyebrows.

“Tomorrow evening cannot come soon enough.” Mareth growled with a new
intensity. 
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Oh boy.
Thankfully, Zolie moved to take some of the baskets from Xerxa, then walked to the

branch overhanging the cliff. She paused at the edge and looked back at us questioningly.
I nodded to her and gestured for everyone to follow, then I quickly returned to the

lean-to to pull on my jumpsuit and boots. Returning to the cliff, I scooped up the two
axes I’d planned on taking, then followed everyone down the massive oak at the edge of
the mesa. 
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CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

Soon we were gathering leaves for Yxlyn’s backpacks, along with thin vines, longer
fern leaves to restock the cordage supplies, and anything else that would be immediately
useful for the camp. 

With all of us working, foraging only took about twenty minutes. We’d ranged about
a hundred yards from the cliff, and the outing went without incident. Mareth and I
escorted the other women back to the mesa, then prepared to head back out to fell some
trees. 

“Okay guys… ahem, ladies.” I pointed into the forest with one of my axes. “Mareth
and I will only be fifty to a hundred yards out this way. You should be able to hear us
working, so try not to worry too much. We’ll scamper back up here if we encounter any
trouble.”

Mareth frowned slightly.
“I mean, we’ll fall back to fight from a tactically superior position.” I smiled and

tapped my temple. 
The savage warrior attempted to nod stoically, but couldn’t quite keep a satisfied

smile from her full lips. 
That smile tightened when Nira grabbed my head and planted a kiss on my mouth.

When she released me, she gave Mareth a challenging smirk, then turned to climb the
tree before the warrior could respond.

Yxlyn hesitated, but I beckoned her over and claimed a kiss from her, then did the
same with Voss. 

Xerxa also looked like she was considering lingering for a kiss, but sashayed away
after only a moment and scaled the tree with ease.

Zolie surprised me by pointing at her lips and shaking her head. I chuckled and
returned the shake, then watched her follow Xerxa up the tree in surprisingly nimble
leaps and bounds. 
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“Would you like a kiss?” I asked Mareth after we were alone on the forest floor.
“More than that, but it must wait until after we do battle. In truth, I should be angrier

about the one you stole earlier.” Her expression was stern, but I caught a twinkle of
amusement in her eyes.

“Does fighting side by side like we did against the raptors not count?”
Mareth pursed her lips thoughtfully. “Nnnnno… not for coupling. I suppose… Fine. I

will accept another kiss.” 
I grinned at her mental gymnastics and began to step toward her, but she held up her

hand. 
“I require you to strip your outfit to your waist, as agreed upon earlier.”
I considered arguing that the shirtlessness accord only applied around the camp, as it

would be foolish not to take full advantage of the raptor-resistant garment in the field, but
as we were going to be working so close to home, I decided it wasn’t worth debating the
issue. 

That, and it was already shaping up to be a very warm day. 
I slipped my arms out of the sleeveless jumpsuit and let the top half flop behind me as

I looked around for something to use as a belt. 
“Can you grab me a finger-thick vine from up there?” I pointed at tree across from

the cliff. 
Mareth nodded and jumped ten feet up the trunk, then climbed to the point I’d

indicated. Unlike Yxlyn’s delicate touch, Mareth’s method for scaling trees left gouges in
the trunk and showers of bark in her wake. 

When she reached the vines I’d indicated, she simply leapt from the tree and grabbed
them, then pulled them down with her as she fell. She was slowed at first by the vine
pulling against its moorings in the canopy, but still landed heavily among a shower of
leaves and snapped twigs.

“Thank you.” I grinned as I took the offered vine, resisting the urge to brush leaves
and bark from her cleavage.

After cutting the vine to the right length, I threaded it through the shoulder holes in
the jumpsuit. Then I simply rolled the top half of the jumpsuit to my lower back and tied
the vine around my waist. I guessed that I could untie the vine and pull the top over my
torso in about four seconds if I didn’t care about having the vine still sticking out from
the arm holes.

I twisted around a bit and adjusted the vine once, satisfied it wouldn’t dig into my
hips or allow my pants to fall at an inopportune moment.

Mareth was evidently satisfied as well, because she suddenly pushed me down
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Mareth was evidently satisfied as well, because she suddenly pushed me down

against the roots of the tree, and before I could protest, she straddled my waist and dove
her tongue into my mouth. 

What immediately followed was less of a kiss, and more what I would envision two
klingons getting to second base looking like. Her hands were all over my chest, arms and
neck as she kissed, licked and nibbled everything above my collarbone. 

I was overwhelmed by her aggression at first, but only as long as it took me to switch
gears from the very tender mindset I’d become accustomed to using with Yxlyn and
Voss. I grabbed the base of the thick ponytail gathered at the back of her head and
yanked back, exposing her throat to me. I attacked her neck and ear, having to genuinely
strain the muscles in my arm to control her head. 

Evidently, Mareth was super into that, and ground herself heavily into my lap. I
could feel the heat from her sex through my jumpsuit as if someone had pressed a sun-
warmed rock into my bare skin, and I couldn’t help but begin to rise to the occasion.

My other hand grabbed her waist and slid up her muscular torso until I was all but
cupping one of her large breasts. I couldn’t go any further because she was crushing her
chest into mine, but she leaned back slightly and my hand was under her striped bikini
top an instant later. 

The triangle of fabric slipped over the top of her breast, and an aubergine nipple
popped into view. Before I could temper myself, I squeezed her breast, peaking the
already hard tip, and popped it in my mouth. I sucked hard, then bit, and Mareth let out a
feral moan that was half growl and half purr. 

Her hands left me, and I glanced up to see her ripping deep furrows in the bark of the
tree I was pressed against like she was a bear marking its territory.

I returned my attention to her breast, roughly dragging my tongue against the
underside of her nipple when suddenly she slapped me so hard I saw stars. 

By the time I shook my vision back into focus she was no longer straddling me. I
pushed myself upright and saw that Mareth was standing, topless, her bikini top around
her waist like a lose garter belt.

“Now that was a kiss.” She grabbed her nipples and gave her chest a quick tug, then
slapped both breasts. I admit to being completely entranced by the ripple of flesh
produced by the impact, and was thoroughly disappointed to see her pull her top back
into place.

I slowly stood, my brain reeling from both the slap and the second sudden gear shift.
“Yeah… It’s probably for the best we didn’t do that in front of the others.”

I probed my cheek with my tongue and realized my lip was split. Beyond the usual
hair pulling and light spanking, I had never been aggressively rough with a partner, but
realizing that Mareth could not only take, but would encourage rough treatment was a
surprising turn-on. 
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She stepped up to me and trapped me between her breasts and the tree. Her hand
found my fully erect dick through my jumpsuit and squeezed hard enough to be slightly
painful.

“We battle tonight, then we fuck,” she commanded. “My core aches to conquer you,
Sam.” 

I licked the trickle of blood from my lip and grinned, trying to hide the slight grimace
her squeezing caused. “We may need our shaman after the sex more than we will after
the battle.”

Mareth smiled, her mouthful of carnivorous teeth reminding me that getting a
blowjob from her would be more of an act of trust than it usually is. “If done correctly,
then yes.”

I leaned my head forward and planted a gentle kiss in the middle of her forehead.
Her grip on my shaft slackened and she blinked, looking confused until I savagely

slapped her cheek, trying to match her lip to mine. 
It wasn’t something I would have considered doing to any other woman I’d ever met,

but in the moment it felt like the right call. In any case I was pretty sure it hurt my hand
more than her face. 

She stepped back and laughed, unaffected by the strike beyond needing to brush a
few dislodged ponytails back into place. “Come, Chief, let us bring down your trees.” 

I stepped away from the tree and adjusted myself. “Of course. One moment though.”
My failed attempt to modify Mareth’s collar had used up half of my skill’s charge.

After gathering leaves and the competitive make-out session, it was ready to go again. 
I selected one of my two axes and went to work on it. It started off as a battle-axe,

with a stone blade the size of a quarter of a large pizza, but when I’d finished, it was…
still a battle-axe. Only now it was sharper, sturdier, much better balanced, and even had a
lightly textured ergonomic handle. 

I gave it a few test swings and decided it was about 20% heavier than a standard
lumber axe, but the head sported a considerably longer cutting edge.

“You are Chief. The better axe is yours.” Mareth rested her hand on the handle as I
offered it to her, but she didn’t take it.

“It would be more efficient if you used it.” I pushed the handle into her hand. 
“I am stronger than you, Sam. You will need the better axe to keep up with me.”
It was obvious she was stronger from the moment she leapt from the tree back at the

pond, but hearing her say it still made my ego pout slightly and kick its toe into the dirt. 
“That’s why you should have the enhanced axe. I think you’d break the other ones

rather quickly. I won’t be able to keep up with you no matter what axe I’m using, but
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rather quickly. I won’t be able to keep up with you no matter what axe I’m using, but
we’re not here to see who can hew the largest chunks out of the trees. We just need to
start piling up some lumber at the base of the cliff to pull up later. Anyway, once we fell
the first tree, I’m going to switch to limbing them so they’re easier to move and pull up
to the camp.”

“Hmm.” She finally took the axe, then stepped back to give it a few test swings. Her
full lips were pursed as she did so, obviously considering my words. She didn’t comment
as we began walking into the forest, though. 

“Do the chiefs on your world always horde all the best gear for themselves?” I
paused beneath one tree and looked up, then moved on when I decided it had too many
branches to be useful.

“The best gear, food, and mates. It is a benefit of being chief.”
“So even if the chief wasn’t the best archer, he’d keep the best bow for himself?”
“They wouldn’t be War Chief if they weren’t the best,” she countered, brows

furrowed. “What about this one?” She patted a tree with a trunk at least six feet in
diameter.

I chuckled, unable to gauge the height of the monster as the top disappeared into the
canopy. “I’m sure we could bring it down if we really wanted, but could you drag it back
to the mesa even in your Giant form?”

Mareth eyed the trunk. “Hmm. I suppose not. I am eager to see what I can do in my
Titan form, though.”

“That’s sure to be awesome,” I nodded, then gestured at a tree twenty feet away. “To
start, I’m looking for straight trunks about one to two feet in diameter. We need to
improve our crane before we can handle anything larger.”

We walked to the tree, pausing when some medium-sized animal we couldn’t see
skittered away, crashing noisily through the foliage. Satisfied there wasn’t anything else
nearby, I studied the tree and decided which way I wanted to bring it down. We were still
relatively near to the mesa, but even here the forest was dense enough that maneuvering
a fifty foot long trunk back to camp would take some planning. 

I made some guiding cuts into the trunk, then let Mareth have at it. The enhanced
axe, backed by her strength, plowed through the fifteen inch thick trunk in only six
swings.

Watching her blast through the tree so efficiently made me think we were going to
have a very productive morning when we encountered our first major problem. The tree
began to fall, but only tilted about fifteen degrees before it just stopped. 

I sighed, immediately understanding the problem. The dense, vine-laden canopy was
tangled up with the top half of the tree. 

Mareth had an easy solution though, and gripped the trunk as she made to climb up to
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Mareth had an easy solution though, and gripped the trunk as she made to climb up to

hack away at the moorings. 
“Wait!” I grabbed her arm before she could begin her ascent. “When you cut away

the vines, the tree will fall.”
She stared at me like I was a fool. “Yes?”
“And you’ll fall with it.”
“Obviously.”
“And you could get…” I paused, realizing who I was talking to. “Okay, granted, you

can take more of a fall than I can, but if you cut away the vines unevenly, the trunk could
spin as it comes down and it could fall on you.”

She shrugged, and my eyes instinctively flicked to watch her impressive chest heave
slightly. When I looked back up at her face, she was grinning appreciatively. “I will leap
away.”

“You could get hit by a branch—”
“Chief.” She grabbed my beard and rather painfully yanked me into a rough kiss.

“Have faith in your tribe.”
“Fine, but take the hand axe.” I pulled back and retrieved the tool from the forest

floor, doing my best to pretend the abuse to my chin hairs hadn’t brought a tear to my
eye. 

She hung the axe from her bikini top, the outward-facing blade securely sheathed
between her breasts. 

“I’m a little jealous of that axe now.”
Mareth laughed and began scaling the tree, and as her nearly bare ass reached my eye

level, I took the presented opportunity to smack it. Remembering that she had all but
ignored the slap to her face, I really let her have it. 

The crack of skin on skin was nearly as loud as the trunk splintering, and though I
had assumed it would again hurt my hand more than her ass, she yelped in surprise and
leapt ten feet up the trunk. 

Her head whipped down to stare at me, and even with her dark irises I saw her pupils
dilate. She squirmed briefly, then reached back to rub her cheek. 

“Ah, it seems I’ve found a weak spot. Excellent.” I folded my arms and smirked.
She half-glared, half-lusted at me for a few breaths before growling, “You should

reconsider your stance on tribute, Chief.”
I laughed, flexing my throbbing hand behind my arm. “I accept all freely given

offerings.”
Mareth shook her head. “You must take what you want, Chief.” She had a lusty grin
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Mareth shook her head. “You must take what you want, Chief.” She had a lusty grin

on her face, but it faded as my expression darkened. 
“How is that different than the Marauders then?”
“It is different, Sam!” She released her grip on the tree and landed right in front of

me.
“How? Please, Mareth, tell me. This is obviously an important distinction for both of

us.”
“It…” She clenched her jaw, trying to organize her thoughts. “You take from those

who wish to be taken.”
“Even though they’ll still fight?”
“Of course! Being taken is much more exciting than giving!” She threw her hands up,

like I was the idiot for not already knowing that.
“Then how do you know when someone doesn’t want to be taken?” 
She stared bemusedly, like she was reevaluating her opinion of me. “They would tell

you.”
“Oh.” I had to laugh. “And that always works? No one on your world finds

additional excitement in persisting even when they’re told to stop?”
Mareth practically did a double take. “That sounds very confusing. My people are

quite forthright.”
“Hmm. It’s never happened? No one’s ever used the most token slice of ambiguity to

go ahead and do whatever they want?” I had to shake out my still throbbing hand before
resting it on my hip.

“Of course there are some. They have their genitals removed.” She shrugged, like the
solution was a foregone conclusion. 

I had to take a moment to digest that. “That, uh… sounds like an effective deterrent?”
Especially considering how her stone-age civilization likely handled the surgery.

Mareth nodded. “There is little recidivism.”
“I would imagine so.” I half-grimaced, half grinned. 
I almost asked if her people had a pictogram for ‘recidivism,’ but I wanted to make

some attempt to stay focused on bringing down a few more trees.
“When I came to this world I was shocked to discover that it seemed to have been

populated almost entirely with males determined to do as they wish. Despite my peoples’
warlike nature, I came to realize we were probably quite different than ones from many
other worlds. Had there not been gentler souls amongst the Marauders’ slaves to temper
my opinion of other races, our first meeting might not have gone as well as it had.” She
gestured between us. 
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I nodded. “I’m glad your experience with them did not turn you into an irredeemable
cynic.”

“As am I.” 
There was a pause, but before it turned into an awkward silence, I waved her up the

tree. “Now be about your work.”
“Yes, Chief!” Her eyes flared and she ran up the trunk like she was being pulled by a

counterweighted safety line. 
I spun and massaged my palm, wrist and chin. “I’m never going to survive this

evening.” I muttered to myself and went to clear her battle-axe from the foot of the tree. 
By the time I did that, I’d lost track of Mareth in the canopy, but could estimate her

position fairly well as she whacked away at vines and branches that were tangling up the
tree. Every few chops, the tree would slip, and a shower of bark and leaves would tumble
down. I couldn’t help but feel nervous as the tree listed further and further, and I had to
resist the urge to call up and caution her. 

Have faith in my tribe. 
It was good advice. I wondered if I was so concerned for my tribemates because they

were women. If Mareth was a buff basically-an-orc dude, would I be nearly as worried
for him? 

Before I could go too far down that rabbit hole, the tree slipped again, then came
crashing down to the forest floor. 

“Mareth!” I called out and ran the length of the fallen trunk, getting pelted with
branches and bark still coming down from above. I hadn’t seen her among the branches
when it fell, but before I made it half-way, I heard her call from above. 

“Here, Sam!” She leapt from an adjacent tree, landing several paces from me. She
rolled with the impact, coming to her feet an arm’s length away. I almost took a step
back, but was distracted by the magnificent inertial response her breasts had to the
maneuver. Once they released me from their hypnotic dance, I had a realization. 

“Blanka!” I laughed.
She reminded me of a sexy, palette-swapped Blanka from Street Fighter. 
“My people say ‘timber,’ but we can use your word.” She brushed leaves from her

hair.
“No,” I chuckled. “You sparked a memory is all.” I decided not to try and explain

video games to the stone-age warrioress. 
I saw she was covered in scrapes and scratches, and traced a scratch on her shoulder

with my finger, gathering up some beading blood. Without thinking about it, I popped
the finger in my mouth. Her purple blood tasted earthy, but also metallic, like oxidized
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the finger in my mouth. Her purple blood tasted earthy, but also metallic, like oxidized

silver.
The action seemed to stoke Mareth’s lust. “What would you have of me, Chief?” she

growled. 
I knew she needed to fight me first or I would have had her right there. “Right now

I’ll have you bring down more trees. Tonight, I’ll have you.”
“Yes,” she hissed, then licked my face from jaw to hairline, leaving me with a

pronounced cowlick. 
I coolly fixed my hair then tapped her battle-axe against the tree she’d leapt from.

“Bring this down in that direction,” I pointed. “Let’s start with ten trees this morning.
You know what I’m looking for, so I’ll leave the rest to you. I’m going to start limbing
the first one.”

“Yes, Chief.” She licked her lips, and I thought she was going to slobber on me
again, but instead, she took the axe from me and spun to do as I’d ordered. 

Before she took a step, I grabbed her mass of ponytails and yanked her back to me. 
Okay, I met her halfway, as she outweighed me.
“Wait,” I commanded, and Mareth growled with lust. 
The lower half of her outfit was just a fur skirt tied low on one hip. It exposed the

entirety of one leg and at least half of her ass, while making it clear she wore nothing
underneath. I brushed the skirt back, giving me clear access to a whole cheek. 

Mareth inhaled as I slid my hand up the back of her leg and gripped her ass. Her eyes
widened as I drew my hand back, then delivered another hand-bruising spank to her
backside. 

She yelped and jerked but didn’t pull away, instead forcing her trembling body to
keep still.

“Good warrior,” I whispered in her ear, then for good measure, bit it before shoving
her head away. 

I turned and walked to the fallen tree before she could escalate the weirdly violent
flirting. I did look back when she roared and watched in amazement as she plowed
through a sixteen-inch trunk in four explosive swings. 

Guess I’m good at motivating my people.
We worked for several hours, but it took less than an hour for Mareth to bring down

ten trees. Not every tree got stuck in the canopy, but she spent more time working on the
upper half of the trees than the trunks. Once she’d accomplished that, she joined me in
limbing our timber. 

If you’ve never watched a large-chested, muscular woman in a fur bikini lumberjack
as rivulets of sweat run down her dark orange skin into nearly bottomless cleavage, I
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as rivulets of sweat run down her dark orange skin into nearly bottomless cleavage, I
highly recommend it. The combination of rippling muscles and jiggling breasts was an
especially enticing challenge for me. 

In fact, Mareth was sufficiently distracting that one time, I managed to skip my axe
off a branch and slam it into my shin. Fortunately my enhanced jumpsuit handled the
blade, but the goof was going to leave a hell of a bruise. 

Mareth seemed to find me similarly distracting, and our efficiency suffered as we
found ourselves taking turns ogling. Still, we were both strong and had good tools, so we
got a lot of work done by noon. I brought my Level 1 hand axe up to Level 2 standards
with a touch-up enhance after the first hour, and the refinements made quite a difference.
On the next refresh, per her request, I enhanced the long bone knife Mareth kept
strapped to her thigh. 

I was getting better at using the skill, and Mareth’s blade was basically perfect to
begin with, looking a lot like a long fish filleting knife. Once I was done with it, the
knife was roughly as sharp as a modern steel blade, and I suspected very nearly as
durable. 

Her reaction to being given a blade of such quality was nearly as much of a turn on
for her as any of the flirting we’d done all morning, and I wound up with some tooth
marks on my shoulders and chest. At least I managed to pay her back with a livid hickey
on her neck. 

Unfortunately, that didn’t help with the rising case of blue balls I was developing, and
I was starting to get concerned that my planned liaison with Voss later this afternoon
would be either underwhelming for her, or… overwhelming. 

Speaking with Mareth as we stripped branches from the trunks, I learned that the high
end of her world’s tech tree was access to limited amounts of copper, but that her people
used it mostly for cooking and decorative crafting. Given her strength, it was
unsurprising they deemed the soft metal unqualified for use as weapons. I’d wager it
would take her about five swings to turn a copper axe into a copper mace, then five more
before it became a thoroughly non-aerodynamic boomerang.

She and I also talked about our exploration around the mesa. She hadn’t gone past the
waterfall and pond closer to our cave, only traveling there on occasion. There was a
similar water source closer to her camp, roughly half a mile further around their side of
the mesa. 

Nearby water was a good thing, but it didn’t bode well for my hopes that this was a
freestanding mesa. One little stream might have been explained with rainwater funneling
down to one stream, but in my estimation, multiple streams and ponds probably indicated
melt water coming from an attached mountain range. I hadn’t seen one from the low
elevation of the beach, or when I’d peered out into the savanna from the foot of the other
side of the mesa, but that wasn’t conclusive given the sheer size of the mesa or the odd
biomes of this planet. 
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It would be something worth verifying, but if the mesa backed up to mountains, then
the top could have just about anything wandering around on it. 

I imagined and immediately dismissed a Panama Canal sort of construction project to
try and separate the mesa from neighboring geography. A twenty-foot wide and deep
trench a half mile long or more? Let’s call that Phase Three.

Phase One was constructing a solid structure that could house all of us. The lean-to
was a decent little shelter, but it only had room under it for four, maybe five people if we
squeezed together. 

Actually, that was Phase One-B. Phase One-A was building a proper crane. 
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CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

After limbing the trees, we cut the trunks into twenty to thirty foot logs and began the
arduous process of dragging them back to the base of the cliff. 

I say ‘we.’
Honestly, Mareth had to do the bulk of the work. Our average log was twenty-five

feet long and about a thousand pounds. With us each sharing an end, it pushed the limit
of my squat. I could get my half off the ground, but no way was I going to be able to
waddle nearly two dozen logs back to the cliff. 

Fortunately, the weight was within Mareth’s Strength: Eleven stat. With a little work,
she could hoist them up onto one shoulder, and after some experimentation, we
positioned her about five-eighths of the way up the trunk, with me carrying the back end
to help maneuver the logs through the forest. 

It took what I guessed to be an hour of fairly back-breaking work, but we eventually
had a neat pile at the base of the cliff.

Mareth surveyed the lumber as she brushed bark and leaves from her hair and skin. “I
normally spend my days exploring and hunting in the forest, but this gives me an odd
sense of accomplishment.”

“Hunting is vitally important to be sure, but making things that last, be they tools or
buildings, has a different sort of satisfaction to it.” I plucked a twig from her messy bun
of ponytails. 

“I think I would have liked to call you Sam-Gnol, had we met on my world,” she
said, her eyes shamelessly drinking in my sweaty torso.

“Gnol? What does that… is that like ‘Ur?’” I guessed.
She nodded. “Gnol is a male… hmm. Chief of Making. They oversee making

buildings, fences for livestock, weapons, and even supervise the layout of villages to
account for roads and ensuring rainwater will drain.”

“That sounds like an amazing job!” I laughed. “I would love to… hah, well, I guess I
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“That sounds like an amazing job!” I laughed. “I would love to… hah, well, I guess I
am going to be doing that here.”

“Indeed.” Mareth shared in my mirth.
“So what does ‘Ur’ mean? Let me guess… Chief of Kicking Ass and looking very

sexy in or out of a fur bikini?”
She blinked. “Kicking ass?”
“Winning.”
She showed me her sharp-toothed smile. “Then yes, very nearly correct. ‘Ur’ denotes

Warchief, specifically one who is female but not a mother.”
“Interesting. How many chiefs did your people have?” I gathered up our axes and

started toward the oak by the cliff.
“It varied by the size of the tribe.” She kicked her enhanced battle-axe up into her

hand and followed. “Mine was quite large, so we had a chief for war, making, farming,
trade and a shaman.”

“And they all took tribute?” I asked, pausing at the base of the tree.
“Of course.” She eyed me. “Are you reconsidering your stance?”
“No. But I am going to smack your ass again.” I gestured to the tree with a tilt of my

head.
Mareth’s dark eyes dilated slightly as she sucked her lips into her mouth to run her

tongue over them, emerging plump and glossy. “Yes, Chief.”
By the time we climbed the tree and walked down the branch to the cliff, my hand

had mostly stopped hurting. Mareth dropped her axe by the fire and walked over to the
jugs of collected rainwater and plowed her whole head into one, causing Xerxa to shake
her head in frustration. 

The water level in the barrel dropped several inches before she withdrew, shaking her
mass of ponytails about like one of those Wet Willy sprinkler toys. 

“Thirsty?” she asked upon returning to the fire, noticing my eyes track the water
running deliciously down her dark orange skin.

“I am, but I think I’ll use a cup.” I smirked and started to head to a different jug when
Voss called to me. 

“Sam!” The teal librarian stood and gestured to the slender, chalk-pale woman beside
her. “Zolie has zomething she’d like to say.” 

Zolie glanced around the ring, then nervously got to her feet. 
“Something to say?” I asked.
Voss smiled and turned to Zolie.



Tamer Enhancer 2

315

Zolie fidgeted briefly, reaching to the side of her head, looking like she was trying to
brush much longer but currently non-existent hair from her face. Realizing what she was
doing, she dropped her hand, then swallowed and stood straighter.

“Sam a-and Mareth,” she said timidly. “Welcome back… camp.” She paused and
glanced at Voss, who quickly whispered in her ear.

“To camp. Welcome back to camp.” Zolie looked questioningly to Voss, who beamed
and nodded.

“What? How!?” Mareth gasped.
“How have you achieved this, Voss-zhi?” Xerxa stood with a surprised expression on

her face, realization dawning a moment later. “You have taught her your own language.”
Voss nodded. “Only a few words zo far, but I realized it would be better for the group

if she could communicate directly without having to rely on my presence. She doesn’t
have my linguistic aptitude, zo it will be slow going, and her comprehension will
continue to be a problem from anyone but me, but I think it will be useful to arm her with
a few hundred words we can all understand.”

“Um…” Yxlyn raised her hand, visible due to a bundle of leaves she held.
“Yes, Yxlyn?” Voss asked. 
“I thought… didn’t you say you thought the translators converted everything into the

nightmare alien’s language first? I mean, translator of the one speaking did that, and the
listeners’ Eye-Q changed it back into their own respective language? How are her words
being changed into the intermediary language?”

Voss smiled. “We don’t know if my speculation is correct, zo I thought it would be
worth a small test.” She turned to Zolie and asked her to repeat the greeting.

Zolie shifted uncomfortably, then nodded, and repeated herself.
I understood the words again, but realized something was off about the way Zolie

spoke. 
“Did you catch it, Sam?” Voss asked.
It hit me, and I snapped my fingers. “Her mouth didn’t match the words she was

saying, except for our names.” 
Voss nodded, smiling. “Yes. The Eye-Q’s obviously do more than translate and give

us our special skills.”
“That doesn’t explain why we can understand her, though, does it?” Nira asked.
Voss shook her head. “No, but Sam said zomething a while ago that made me

consider trying this test. Zomething about a ‘fail state?’”
I nodded, vaguely remembering the conversation from a few days ago.
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“I still believe the translators work by breaking language into units of intent. Sam is
confident all of our Eye-Q’s are linked zomehow, and that our abductors are monitoring
us. By teaching Zolie a word known to me, I understand the word, and thereby, the intent
behind its meaning. I guessed that my own Eye-Q would still translate the word into the
third party language for the benefit of our abductors. Since the translation has already
partially occurred, and all of our Eye-Q’s are linked, we’re all able to understand her.”
Voss beamed. “At least I think that might be what’s happening.”

Xerxa looked roundly impressed with Voss. “I would not guess the alien technology
in our heads is designed to work in that fashion. You may have uncovered an unintended
confluence of system functions, but I wholeheartedly congratulate you on your deductive
reasoning.”

“But…” Yxlyn paused to raise her hand again. 
I chuckled. “Yxs, you don’t have to wait to be called on.”
“Okay.” She smiled shyly. “Why does it fail when I say something the rest of you

don’t have a word for in your languages?”
“I think the reason might be quite simple, actually.” Voss tapped her lip. “From our

brief conversation on the zubject, many of the words in your language are five or six
syllables, but the definition of a given word might be ‘A state of visibility caused by
detritus, particulates, or viscous matter adhered to the skin.’ Which is twenty-nine
syllables. At least, it is in the language I just spoke. Presumably there are limits to how
far the Eye-Q’s can stretch the illusion of our mouths forming words to match what
we’re hearing.”

The teal librarian nodded confidently, and I was certain that had she been wearing a
pair of glasses, she would have punctuated her sentence by adjusting them in the
academic equivalent of a mic drop. 

 Mareth had listened to the conversation with a furrowed brow, but finally spoke,
raising a finger to poke at the air as if she was working out a math problem. “We can
understand Zolie when she speaks your language because you can understand her?” she
asked Voss.

“I believe that is the case, yes,” Voss nodded.
“Then why can’t we understand the parts of her language when she speaks the many

words you’ve already learned and understand?” Mareth tilted her head thoughtfully as
she asked the question.

Voss stared at Mareth for a moment. “I… I don’t know. Perhaps… Hmm.” She bit
her lower lip and tapped a fingernail against an exposed incisor. “I don’t have an answer
for that, Mareth. That’s an excellent question. Perhaps I would need to understand some
critical threshold of vocabulary before—”

“We all understood the word for Xerxa’s Ram-dali-vana skill once she explained it to
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“We all understood the word for Xerxa’s Ram-dali-vana skill once she explained it to
us,” Mareth said, “and that was just the one word, but we all understand it without
having to learn half of her language.”

“Rewind.” Xerxa lightly glared at Mareth.
“That one. Presumably.” Mareth shrugged.
“Well, um… sh-she explained the word to all of us,” Yxlyn said, “but Zolie has only

been explaining the meaning of words in her language to Voss.”
“But Voss’s new technique doesn’t require us to know any of Zolie’s language,” Nira

said.
“Zolie isn’t speaking her own language, she’s speaking Voss’s.” I scratched my beard.

“Or… one of the languages Voss understands, anyway.”
“Oh, right.” Nira shook her head. “This is confusing.”
“I’m not sure it’s something we have to figure out right now,” I said. “Voss might be

right about there being some threshold of comprehension, and Xerxa is probably correct
about this being beyond the intended functionality of the Eye-Q translators. I imagine the
jackasses who put us here assumed we’d all have our fancy new eyeballs until we died.”

My tribemates glanced around at each other uncomfortably.
“Or… until we win this game or find a way off this world and return as heroes,” I

added.
They perked up at that.
“Or stay here and raise a generation of beautiful interspecies babies?” Nira grinned

toothily. 
That generated a few nervous giggles and raised eyebrows. 
“Or that, sure.” I shook my head. 
Mareth had seemingly been ignoring the last part of the conversation, and had a

slightly pinched look on her face. “In order for us to understand Zolie when she speaks
your language, won’t you have to be standing close enough to hear her speak?”

“Oh.” Voss’s eyes widened. “Goodness. I hadn’t thought of that.”
Nira started laughing, quickly escalating to the point that she wrapped her arms

around herself and fell backward off her log. I almost bit back a smile, fortunately Nira’s
antics gave my unconfined mirth an alternate target.

“There’s an easy way to test it, Voss.” I walked to her and wrapped an arm around her
slender, teal waist, as I thought she suddenly looked like she could use hug.

Zolie tensed slightly at my approach, but didn’t back away. 
“Go over to the lean-to and cover your ears, and we’ll have Zolie repeat her

greeting.”
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Voss sagged against me briefly, then took a deep breath and stood straight. “Yes, of
course. Best to know now.”

She started to pull away from me, but I tugged her back. 
“Hey, whether or not this still works, you are a fantastic genius.” I leaned in for a

kiss, and after shyly glancing around at the other women, she pushed herself up on her
tiptoes then gently pressed her lips to mine. 

Breaking the kiss, but leaving her forehead touching mine, she whispered, “Are we
still… erm, retrieving our gear from the old camp?”

I nodded. “I’ve been looking forward to it since yesterday. If that’s what you want—”
“I do,” she said quickly. “I’m… um, I’m finding my enthusiasm tempered with

oscillating nervousness.”
I smiled and gave her another kiss. “You’re an amazing woman, Voss, and I want to

be with you, but we’ll only do as much or as little as you want. You’re totally safe with
me.”

She buried her face in my neck and sighed happily, tracing a finger down my sweaty
chest hair. “Thank you, Sam. And thank you for wearing your suit around your waist.”

Chuckling, I kissed the top of her head. “Why don’t you retrieve your bow and my
bandoleer while you’re at the lean-to? We can leave for the other camp after this test.”

“Yes, I’d like that very much.” Voss blushed faintly and slid away from me, then
turned and spoke to Zolie. 

I moved over to one of the jugs full of rainwater and drank down about a liter, trying
not to spill too much down my front as I did, but eventually decided it was too refreshing
and dumped a cup over my head. 

Wiping my face off, I looked up to see every woman in the camp staring at me. 
“What?”
Nira rolled her eyes. “What do you think, dummy? We’re enjoying the show.”
I chuckled and returned to the fire ring as Voss walked to the lean-to. She was

watching my chest as she walked, and I couldn’t help but notice a little extra sway to her
hips.

Nira noticed too, commenting as I sat next to her.
“That is the walk of a woman who is about to get laid,” she nodded sagely.
I wasn’t sure if Voss heard the comment, but she started walking a bit faster.
“Not everyone appreciates comments like that, you know.” I gently shoulder-checked

my aquatic partner. 
“Eh.” Nira rested her head on my shoulder. “I’m just a little envious.”
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“You got yours last night.” I chuckled.
“Yeah, and I’ve only got an hour left on Castriel’s Wrath. The moment you get back

from your excursion with Voss…” Nira paused then sat up straight. “Actually never
mind that, we still need to discuss who else is going, because no way are just the two of
you making that trip. It’s too dangerous.”

I started to sigh, but Zolie interrupted my response. 
“Kika vi.”
We all looked to her, and she pointed to Voss, who waved back at us from the

sleeping shelter, then stuck her fingers in her ears.
Zolie’s public speaking nervousness reappeared, but she sucked in a breath and said,

“Sam zi Mareth, olimi mulhiv liva.”
She could tell from our frowns that it didn’t work, and her shoulders sagged briefly

before she plopped back down on the log. 
My undershirt bounced up like a ghost prop in a haunted house as Yxlyn popped to

her feet. The translucent girl sidled over to Zolie and gently sat beside her, resting her
hand on the other woman’s shoulder.

Zolie looked up and sighed, then patted Yxlyn’s leg just as Voss returned to us.
She dropped off my bandoleer before crouching down in front of Zolie and Yxlyn.

The three of them spoke while I pulled my jumpsuit up over my shoulders. 
“Is returning to your camp truly necessary, Sam-ZerZay?” Xerxa asked.
“No, but I think it should be relatively low risk, and we did leave some tools and

weapons over there.” I pulled the bandoleer over my shoulder and began fitting a spear
through the loops on the back. “Plus…” I glanced at Voss, who seemed to be
commiserating with Zolie while also using the opportunity to learn the words for arrow,
bow, and quiver as she sorted her gear. “We would like a little privacy, but I’m not going
to risk either of our lives for it.”

Xerxa nodded slowly. “I take it one of our first projects will be building sturdier
shelter, presumably with separate rooms?”

“After the improved crane, yes. I don’t think everyone needs their own suite, but at
least two separate sleeping areas and shelter from the elements for food prep, storage and
consumption to start with.” I slid my left arm into the double-enhanced vambrace as I
spoke.

“That seems quite sensible.” The powder blue doctor declined her head. 
“What of defense?” Mareth asked. “Will this shelter be able to withstand an attack?”
“Depends on the attack, but I wouldn’t want to get pinned inside a flammable

structure if I could help it.”
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Mareth agreed with me, but I was already lost in thought about the possibility of
coating the logs I was planning on using with some sort of fire retardant. Could I
enhance sap, normally quite flammable, into a non-flammable epoxy, or accelerate its
transformation into amber? And if I couldn’t do it now, could I at level three? 

Could I make windows out of amber?
Mareth was in the middle of asking me something else when I smacked my fist into

my palm. 
“Concrete!” I said excitedly. 
“What?” Mareth’s brow furrowed.
“I know how to make…” I trailed off, my face tightening. “Well, I know how to

make cement, but…” 
“Doesn’t making cement require heating limestone to nearly three thousand degrees?”

Yxlyn asked as her, Zolie and Voss came over to us. 
“Yeah. That’s actually not so hard, but I’m not sure how to do that without producing

a giant column of smoke to advertise our presence.” I scratched my beard while giving it
some thought. 

“What is concrete… or s’ment?” Mareth asked. 
“I was wondering as well,” Voss added. 
“It’s like… hmm.” Yxlyn considered. “Liquid rock that hardens?”
“Like lava?” Mareth guessed, her eyes widening slightly.
“Like mortar?” Voss asked.
“Yes, like mortar, but much, much stronger,” I said.
“Is the mortar hot?” Mareth frowned. “I don’t know what dee-greez are, but three

thousand of anything is a lot.”
“It takes a lot of heat to break down the chemicals in certain kinds of rock, then you

mix that with other things to make cement,” I explained. “Once you have cement, you
mix it with sand and other stuff at room temperature to make concrete.” 

“Mareth-Ur-zhi’s people do not understand chemicals as the rest of us do, Sam-
ZerZay,” Xerxa said matter-of-factly. 

I didn’t think Xerxa was trying to be condescending, but anyone saying a sentence
containing the phrase ‘your people don’t understand…’ is facing a steep difficulty curve,
and she earned a glower from Mareth.

“I’m happy to go into nauseating detail about it if you’re interested, Mareth,” I
offered. “Maybe later when we eat?”

Mareth’s response was just a grunt as she continued to eye Xerxa. 
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“Anyway, let’s call that Phase Three,” I said, putting the idea on the back burner. “It
will require some infrastructure we don’t have yet.” I adjusted my bandoleer and looked
at Voss. “Are you ready to go?”

Before Voss could respond, Nira and Mareth both stood. 
“I’m going with you!” Mareth announced.
“I’m coming!” Nira said at the same time. 
“Whoa, ladies. Only one of you is going.” I held up a hand. “We need to keep this

place defended as well.”
The two of them looked at each other, then stared at me expectantly. 
“Hmm. Nira, we’ve solved the salt problem for now, but do you need to dunk your

head every so often to keep your skin or gills wet or something like that?”
She shrugged. “Eh. Not really. I wouldn’t mind a dip in the pond, but it’s pretty

humid here most days, so I’m fine.”
“Well, my instinct is to bring Nira, because she can take down any large predator

with her enhanced lightning.” I thought out loud, playing with my beard. I was going to
have to invent some stone scissors or start whacking at it with a knife before too long.
“Until I can get that collar off of Mareth—” I interrupted myself with a snap. “Actually, I
need to bring Mareth.”

Nira had been starting to look a little smug, but frowned at my sudden change of
heart. “What? Why?”

“We’re going to want to bring back all our ropes, right? I need someone who can get
the last one from the cliff after we climb down one last time. Unless we want to leave a
rope dangling down the cliff, which… we might need to get back up there some day.” I
shrugged. “Well, as long as Mareth or Yxlyn is with us, it shouldn’t be a problem, and I
don’t want to leave evidence of our presence over there, especially not right in front of
the pond. Anyone exploring that area is likely to follow the stream.”

“Hmm. I suppose I can’t argue with the logic.” She made a face, then stepped up to
me and slid her arms over my shoulders, crossing her wrists behind my neck. “I know
I’m pushing the Harem Game for the reason we were abducted, but if I’m honest, it’s
more fun in theory. I miss having you all to myself.” She briefly rested her forehead
against mine, but turned her face to the side. “Not that I would trade having you around,
Yxlyn. Or you Voss.” She pulled her head back, looking at Xerxa and Mareth. “I guess
you’re all growing on me.”

“Thank you for saying so, Nira,” Yxlyn said. “I understand how you feel. I’d like to
be able to spend more time with Sam too, but I’m so glad I met all of you as well.”

Nira gave me a quick kiss, then stepped back to nudge Mareth with her shoulder.
“Have fun. Keep them both safe.” 
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Mareth nodded seriously.
Nira pointed at me. “But don’t dawdle too long, Sam. I only have about an hour of

charge left on Wrath.” Pausing, she glanced at Voss. “Well, don’t rush things, but, don’t
linger if you can help it.”

Voss blushed and hid under her hair. “I’m ready to go, Sam,” she whispered.
Nira smiled and took two long strides to wrap the teal librarian in a hug. “It’s going to

be amazing, Voss. You have fun as well.”
“Thank you, Nira.” Voss looked around at the group from under her indigo locks.

“Okay, I’m feeling self-conscious, I’m going to go climb down the tree now.”
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CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

I decided to bring my new boar spear with me, and after grabbing it and tossing it
down to the clearing below the cliff, I distributed another round of hugs and nods as
appropriate, then followed Voss down the tree. 

Mareth gathered up her industrial-strength bow, quiver and the machete I had
enhanced at our first meeting, but didn’t follow us down the tree. Instead she slipped
over the side of the cliff, slid a dozen feet using her claws, then leapt to the forest floor,
beating us both to the ground. 

“I’d like to see if it’s realistic to cover up the trail we left on our way here,” I gestured
to a trampled fern as I started on the path back to the pond. “It’s not vital near the camp,
but as we get closer to the stream I want to eliminate any sort of easy head-start a tracker
might have, if possible.”

Mareth nodded, kicking some dirt over a furrow left from the heavily laden travois.
“That is sensible, but I don’t think we will be able to conceal ourselves from a skilled
hunter.”

“I doubt anything we could do would, but it might be worth ten minutes of work to
keep it from being totally obvious.”

“In the disarray after the raptor attack, I did not notice if your pictogram was still on
the cliff face.” Voss said to Mareth. She had forgone donning what was left of her cloak,
which at this point was just a shoulder warmer with elbow-length sleeves. 

Xerxa had gathered all the discarded bandages with the intent of boiling them, after
which, she and Yxlyn would determine if there was enough material left to stitch back
into a usable garment. As much as I was enjoying prevailing fashion trends in the camp,
I would prefer everyone to have raptor-resistant outfits if at all possible.

As it was, Voss was just wearing her leather jackboots and orange panties and bra,
though the vibrancy of the lingerie had been dulled with soot, leaving it darker even than
Mareth’s ochre hued skin. It was probably a good thing the teal librarian was walking
behind us, as Mareth’s backside was distracting enough on its own.
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Mareth shrugged. “There are probably traces left after the rain. We can check.”
“That tribe of Marauders is pissing me off even more now,” I grumbled as we trekked

through the forest. The path we had created with the travois was painfully obvious and
was going to take more than ten minutes of work to conceal.

“Why is that, Sam?” Voss hopped several steps to catch up and walk beside me.
“Like I said before, the pond is likely to draw people to it. It would be great to leave

signs for newcomers, maybe even some spears and basic tools, to let them know they’re
not alone. Give them a better chance than most of us got.”

“Not everyone who comes to this place will be agreeable, Sam,” Mareth said,
hopping over some waist-high roots that had been a real pain in the ass to navigate with
the travois. “In fact, if the Marauders are any example, I would say less than half.”

“Right.” I hopped the roots, then offered my hand to Voss, who smiled at the slight
act of chivalry. “Which is why we leave spears, and keep the bows and arrows for
ourselves.”

“Ah. That is smart,” Mareth nodded approvingly.
We tracked through the forest mostly in silence, having only one encounter with

dinosaurs along the way. The good news was it appeared the trail we had pioneered was
now being used by some medium-sized animals as a nascent game trail, meaning that
covering our tracks would probably be unnecessary. The bad news was that it potentially
meant we would have more traffic in front of the camp if they followed it all the way
down. It would make for easy hunting, but it also meant we might have more predators in
the area around the camp. 

For the current encounter, we all scrambled up a tree while five herbivores trundled
past. I wasn’t sure of their species, but they looked a bit like two-thirds scaled versions
of the massive iguanodons we had seen at the pond just before the fight with Ass-breath. 

“Hadrosaurus maybe,” I whispered as they walked beneath us. “Maybe
Edmontosaurus? We have tons of fossils, so we know their shapes and can make guesses
about things like diet, but no one really knows what their skin looked like. Seeing the
coloration and patterns makes it difficult to tell some of them apart, honestly.”

“You said these dinosaurs are from your world, Sam. But you have never seen their
skin?” Mareth asked from above us. 

“They lived on my world over a hundred million years ago, but they’re extinct now.”
I looked up at her and smiled. “Sorry if I made it sound like I fought them on a daily
basis, but I do still know a fair bit about them.”

Her eyes narrowed and she pursed her lips. “Hmm. You spoke just enough of the
truth to encourage me to deceive myself.”

“Just trying to make a good first impression,” I said to Mareth, then gave Voss a kiss
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“Just trying to make a good first impression,” I said to Mareth, then gave Voss a kiss

on the shoulder as I started to climb down.
Mareth leapt from above and landed in her roll. I wasn’t sure how she managed that

without losing or breaking her arrows, but she was obviously practiced at the maneuver. 
“I am satisfied with the outcome,” she said simply, adjusting her quiver, causing her

chest to ripple slightly.
“I am beyond grateful for my first encounter with Sa— whoops!” Voss started to say,

but slipped the last few feet down the trunk.
I quickly reached out to steady her even though she only had about four feet to fall.

The move left me holding one of her arms, and my other hand clasping the underside of a
thigh, just under her delectable teal posterior. 

She yipped at my nearly intimate touch, and I quickly released her once she was on
the ground. She blushed slightly and rolled her hips, then reached back to quickly adjust
her garment. 

“My instinct is to apologize, but I know you know I wasn’t trying to be
inappropriate.” I slid my arm around her waist and guided her back onto the freshly
widened trail.

She leaned her head against me as well as she could with our mismatched gaits.
“Considering the plans for our intended destination, a small amount of inappropriateness
would be acceptable,” she whispered.

I stopped walking long enough to lean down and kiss her. She stood on her toes to
meet my lips, and as soon as our tongues touched, I slid my hand from her waist into her
panties and fully cupped one of her firm cheeks.

“Sampson McAffrey, you knave!” She pulled her mouth from mine in surprise, but
there was just enough curl to her lips that I knew I wasn’t in trouble.

I quickly kissed her jaw, eliciting some squirmy giggles and half-hearted shoves. “Do
you want me to stop?”

Voss straightened and peered over my shoulder, and I looked to see Mareth patiently
watching us from a dozen feet away.

Voss returned her eyes to mine, and sniffed regally. “It would be difficult to walk the
rest of the way with your hand on my posterior.” 

I laughed and slid my hand out from under the band of lace that barely maintained her
modesty. “Well, if difficulty walking is your only complaint, I guess we better get to
where we’re going as soon as possible.”

Voss laughed and shoved my arm, then quickly tried to adjust her panties, but her
push didn’t turn me around far enough. 

I stupidly stared at her while she tugged on her waistband, before realizing she was
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I stupidly stared at her while she tugged on her waistband, before realizing she was

staring back at me. Her face a combination of scolding consternation and playful arousal.
Chuckling, I turned back on to the now dinosaur-widened trail.
“We should have killed one of those dinosaurs,” Mareth said, falling in step beside

me. “What we have at the camp won’t last much longer.”
I shrugged. “We can hunt on the way back. I don’t want to get distracted before we

get to our old camp. Besides, some of our leftover meat has been salted and is in the
process of being smoked and jerked. Uh, can you eat that? Preserved meat?”

“I can extend my diet with jerky, but ideally I need fresh, raw meat as often as I can
get it.” Mareth brought her enhanced machete down on a two inch thick sapling that had
been bent over by the passing dinosaurs. The saw-toothed weapon plowed through it like
she was hitting a stale breadstick.

“Um…” I rested my hand on her shoulder and thought for a moment.
“What? Oh, yes, we’re supposed to be covering our tracks.” Mareth and I looked

down at the sheer cut.
“It’s fine. We’re still a few hundred yards from the pond I think.”
Voss stopped alongside us. “Should we be walking on grass to hide our bootprints, or

on the dirt so we don’t bend and snap foliage as we pass?”
“Uh…” I looked to Mareth.
“On the grass. We’re not the only travelers in this forest.” She looked pleased to be

knowledgeable on a subject. 
“Makes sense.” I nodded and gestured for her to lead on.

*     *     *     *     *

We smelled the pond before we arrived. It didn’t seem to bother Mareth as much as
Voss and I while we crept within a hundred feet of the clearing. By then, we could hear
plenty of evidence that the pond was a high-traffic area. 

“It sounds as though there are many scavengers.” Mareth gripped her machete, then
looked to me. “I will not charge in without your command, Chief.”

“Thank you, Mareth. It took two or three days for the suchomimus corpse to be fully
stripped. Uh, the god lizard we killed when Nira and I first arrived,” I clarified upon
seeing her quirked brow. “And there’s three times that much meat lying dead all over the
stream.”

“Two hot and humid days dead now.” Voss wrinkled her nose. “Should we wait a few
days to revisit our old camp then? I want… I still…” She sighed and looked at me. “I



Tamer Enhancer 2

327

days to revisit our old camp then? I want… I still…” She sighed and looked at me. “I

want us to be safe.”
I put my hand around her waist and kissed the side of her head. “I think we’ll be

okay. The bulk of the carcasses were about… eh, seventy yards from the pond? We can
skirt the wall and shimmy up the rope quickly. I think most scavengers will stick to the
easier meals.”

Mareth nodded. “Let us scout to the edge of the forest and assess from there.”
It only took a few minutes to pick our way to the treeline, as we didn’t need to

concern ourselves with stealth. The soundtrack of carnivore buffet easily covered our
approach, and looking out over the pond, it was no wonder. There were more dinosaurs
milling around the site of our battle royale than I had seen since arriving on this world
combined. 

Most were dog-sized and smaller, but there were at least a dozen larger raptors, and I
even thought I saw the ceratosaurus from the beach. Fortunately, the horse-sized
dinosaur was the largest carnivore present.

“Yeesh,” I muttered. “It’s a real dinosaur convention out there.”
Mareth and Voss peered through the foliage before carefully stepping back.
“It’s only about twenty yards to the rope…” I paused, looking down the face of the

cliff. “Which we coiled up onto the ledge to minimize hints about where our camp might
be when we met with Mareth.” I sighed and turned to her. “Can you climb up there and
kick down the rope?”

Mareth craned her head back and forth, eyeing the stone wall in front of us. “Where
is it attached?”

“About fifteen feet past the waterfall. You can see the piton I made from a tooth about
a foot below the ledge if you look for it.”

Mareth kept herself behind the foliage, but moved about twenty feet away from the
cliff, looking up at the ledge. “I am not certain my claws can find purchase on that stone,
but I should be able to leap from that pine to the ledge.”

“Okay, we’ll wait here until you lower the rope for us. Just stick to the cliff wall and
move slowly out there…” I started to relay a strategy for her to cross the clearing, but she
grinned and leapt from the bushes. 

At least forty heads looked up from their feast and locked onto the savage warrior
woman as she sprinted across the clearing. A score of the smaller dinosaurs went
scattering, a few more jumped away from their claims, but stopped when they realized
this new potential threat wasn’t heading toward them.

A few eyes narrowed and watched her carefully though, and I thought I saw at least
one tail wiggle back and forth like a cat readying to pounce.

She’d told me her movement stat was eight. Mine was still three, so I was a little
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She’d told me her movement stat was eight. Mine was still three, so I was a little
surprised that she didn’t streak across the pond like a flash. She was definitely faster than
me, but not even twice my speed, and I already suspected the scale wasn’t simply linear.
Yxlyn and her nine speed would have left Mareth in the dust, so I had to assume the
speed stat took things like swimming speed or vertical game into account. 

When Mareth reached the pine, she leapt ten feet straight up the trunk, barely slowing
when she connected, scrambling up thirty additional feet in under five seconds.

Yeah, that’s worth an eight.
She stopped when she got above the level of the cliff, gauged the distance, then leapt

across the gap. 
I couldn’t see from the ground, but the section of the ridge where she landed must

have been quite narrow, because she leaned back, waved her arms, and for a moment I
was certain she was going to fall. Fortunately, Mareth quickly twisted and leapt back to
the tree. 

I tensed as I watched it happen, but relaxed when she made it back to the trunk and it
was obvious she had a solid grip. I’d seen her take a twenty foot fall with relative ease,
but I didn’t know how she’d fare from forty. I certainly didn’t want her to get hurt, but
also I wasn’t excited about the prospect of having to drag her back to camp again
because of a janked knee or something.

I briefly wondered if her breasts had pushed her away from the cliff. It was,
admittedly, a very male thought, complete with a ‘boing’ sound effect.

Mareth glanced back our way, and upon finding us peering from the foliage, I gave
her a smile and a wave. 

Her lips tightened, and she looked a little embarrassed that we’d seen her goof, but
she focused on the cliff again, and a moment later, she leapt back to it.

Her leap was short, and I was sure she was going to miss, but I realized where she’d
been aiming when she grabbed the ledge with her hands, then easily shimmied sideways
until she reached the rope. She knocked it down the cliff, then gestured for us to join her. 

Voss and I crossed the clearing with more care than Mareth had, moving slowly and
keeping our backs to the cliff. 

Voss stuck her hand in the waterfall as she began to cross underneath it, then scooted
back past me and wiped the remnants of Mareth’s drawing from the stone. 

I kept an eye on the crowd in front of us. Most of the dinosaurs had returned to their
meals, and the few that noticed us didn’t care to leave the ready served food in front of
them. 

Deciding we weren’t in immediate danger, I cautiously moved to the fire ring we had
been using each time we visited the pond. All the rain had done a good job of washing
away most of the ashes, but some of the larger unburnt sticks remained. I crouched down



Tamer Enhancer 2

329

away most of the ashes, but some of the larger unburnt sticks remained. I crouched down

and scattered them, then kicked the encircling stones in a few directions until I was
satisfied the spot looked relatively unmarred by sapient hands. 

By this time, a few of the scavengers were watching me a little too intently, so I
decided we had done enough evidence tampering for the moment. 

Voss was under the waterfall, giving herself a quick whore bath, so I encouraged her
to finish up quickly and head to the rope. I insisted she climb first, which left me
anxiously waiting on the ground while she struggled with the climb. I trusted the
enhanced rope and piton with our combined weight, but not the limestone cliff. 

“I won’t miss that,” Voss said, massaging her arms when I reached the top. “Climbing
the oaks at the other camp is much easier.”

“Yeah, but you did it without help, unlike the first few times. I bet your strength stat
is on the threshold of leveling up.” I grinned and dusted off my hands. 

She blinked and looked at her hands. “Hmm. I must admit zurviving dinosaurs is
more strenuous than translating ancient languages. Though zome of those old tomes were
quite large.” 

I thought she’d been joking, but she smiled wistfully, and I had to assume she was
remembering wrestling some grimoire the size of a spare tire down from a shelf.

“Maybe we can come up with something you can use as ink and parchment, so you
can catalog everything you learn while we’re here.” I brushed my fingers through her
hair as I thought about what we could use for writing implements. 

Voss’s eyes widened. “Oh, Sam! That would be…” She paused and deflated a bit. “Is
that the best use of my time though, when there is zo much else to do around the camp?”

I shrugged. “I think it’d be fine while you’re learning Zolie’s language. Maybe not
unabridged notes though, otherwise your cordage output would probably drop to zero.”

She giggled. “Yes, I can become quite absorbed in my work, and Zolie’s language is
zo fascinating.”

I looked past her to Mareth, who had pulled herself to a section of the ledge wide
enough for her to sit. “Mareth, the ledge is rather uneven between here and our camp.
You might be better off following us on the forest floor and climbing a tree closer to the
cave.”

“I leapt against the cliff too hard. There was nothing for me to grab on to,” she said,
sounding a little defensive. 

“Oh, uh, I just meant… You might be a little, uh, top heavy to walk the whole way. I
can barely pass certain parts, and my, uh… weight distribution is more… even than
yours.” I couldn’t keep my eyes from dancing between her face and breasts about nine
times. 

I really hoped Voss didn’t notice. It would hardly be a suiting preamble to our
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I really hoped Voss didn’t notice. It would hardly be a suiting preamble to our
intended activities. She was mostly looking at Mareth while I spoke, but it was still
obvious what was on my mind.

Mareth arched an eyebrow. “Sam, I have been robust since about six months after
leaving childhood. This is not a new condition for me.”

“Uh…” I smartly replied.
Voss came to my rescue. “I think she is trying to tell you that as capricious as breasts

can be, she is used to their no doubt impressive weight.”
Mareth grinned at Voss. “Envious?”
Voss giggled demurely. “No, and yes.”
Mareth laughed and carefully stood against the cliff. “And I of you. We follow this

ledge?”
Voss pointed down the length of the cliff. “Yes, but perhaps only a quarter the

distance to your, ehm, our camp.”
Mareth nodded and we began toward the cave. At the spots I had the most trouble

with due to either the width of the ledge or the angle of the cliff face above it, Mareth
simply slid off the ledge and went hand over hand until it widened up again. I had to
press myself against the rock or squat to get past the difficult bits. I was strong enough to
copy Mareth, but knew I couldn’t handle the fall if I did slip or if the rock broke away. 

Thankfully, when we did arrive at the cave, there weren’t any problems. The
remnants of our fire pit had been rooted through by some large bird if the marks around
the ledge were any indication, but otherwise the area was intact. 

“This is much smaller than what I had pictured, Sam. I had assumed you’d built up
an impressive camp.” Mareth gestured at the three hundred-ish square foot area. 

“There wasn’t any room to build.” I shrugged. “Plus we had only been here for
fooooour days?” I had to think about it, and looked at Voss helplessly. “Five?” 

“I believe it was five,” she said.
“Wow, it’s barely been over a week now, and that’s just Nira and I. The rest of you

must be exhausted.”
Voss laughed a little bitterly, then smiled at me. “Things have been improving.” 
Mareth nodded as I pulled Voss into a hug, then her eyes focused past us and went

wide. “What is that!?”
I twisted to see what had caught her eye. “Oh, hah. Yeah, that’s a club I made from a

sandbox tree. It’s every bit as nasty as it looks.” I disengaged the hug and went over to
dig through the gear we’d left from behind the tree. Picking up the nasty spiked club, I
flipped it over once in the air and caught it. “I’d say you’re welcome to it, but I think
you’ll find it a bit light to swing satisfyingly. I was planning on having Yxlyn make a
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you’ll find it a bit light to swing satisfyingly. I was planning on having Yxlyn make a
scabbard of sorts for it, ‘cause it keeps getting tangled in the bushes otherwise.” 

Mareth took the club when I offered it, and she pushed a finger against an iron-hard
spike. Stepping back, she took a few swings with it, then nodded. “Yes, light for me, I
think, but a brutal weapon nonetheless.”

“This, however, might be more suited for your strength.” I hefted my maul and
considered it. It was one of the first things I’d used my Special Skill on, and it was still a
Level-1 item. Now that my skill was Level 2, I could fix some of the balance issues. 

I said so, and handed it to Mareth, who took a liking to the weapon. 
I stuffed the remainder of our gear into my backpack, which included one of the hand

axes, my pickaxe, the hacksaw, some leftover feathers, a few of the large seashells, and
Ass-breath’s canvas shorts with all the excess straps. Altogether, it barely all fit in the
pack.

I picked up the axe-head and stared at it. “This is the first thing I enhanced when I
discovered my power. I had no idea what I was doing, and I made this ultimately useless
thing. Well, not entirely useless. I chopped down a few saplings with it, but there’s no
good way to attach it to a handle and make it an axe.”

“Getting sentimental, Sam?” Voss smiled at me the way a woman does when she’s
enamored with a man despite his dumb hobbies. 

“I suppose I am.” I dropped the rock on the ground and stood. “I could enhance it
again, but I’d be better off crafting something from scratch to suit my needs.”

The three of us stood quietly on the ledge, the moment suddenly awkward. 
“I have not explored past the pond before,” Mareth said, glancing between me and

Voss. “I should look around and perhaps hunt something.”
“Thank you, Mareth.” I nodded. “Please be careful out there. I know you can escape

into the trees easily enough if you are confronted by a large dinosaur, but it’s in my
nature to worry about women I care about.”

She returned the nod. “Are there any significant landmarks I should be aware of?”
“Another ten minutes around the mesa, and the forest opens up into savanna. There

doesn’t seem to be much out there besides grass deep enough to conceal medium-sized
predators. I don’t think it’s worth the risk to explore. Beyond that, I’m not sure. We
followed the stream from the pond down to the ocean once, but never really found the
time to map out the forest.”

“Very well.” Mareth squinted and looked to the sky. “I will return in an hour or so.”
She pointed up with the sandbox club to a point in the sky where the sun would likely
reside in that time frame.

She looked at the club, then her machete in the other hand, then the maul on the
ground in front of her. Making up her mind, she tossed the club to the side, where it
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ground in front of her. Making up her mind, she tossed the club to the side, where it
impacted the small tree in the alcove and stuck. Mareth chuffed a laugh, then kicked the
maul into her empty hand and slid it under her bandoleer on her back. She turned, looked
out into the forests, then took two large steps to the side of the ledge, and launched
herself at a tree twenty feet away. She connected easily enough, knocking several lawns-
worth of leaves from the branches, then rapidly slid and hopped to the forest floor.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

Voss glanced at me shyly, and let her hair fall in front of her face as she pulled her
bow and quiver from her shoulders.

“So…” I slipped out of my bandoleer. “Fancy meeting you here.”
Voss giggled, but didn’t fix her hair. She inhaled audibly as I walked the distance

between us, but didn’t seem to tense otherwise. 
I stroked my fingers down her bare arm as I stepped behind her, putting one arm

around her waist, the other brushing her hair from the side of her face before I gripped
her shoulders and pulled her into a hug. 

“I’m sorry I haven’t been able to pay as much attention to you as I would have liked
to running up to this,” I murmured into her ear.

She nuzzled her hair into my chin briefly before responding. “I knew being with you
would be complicated even before we met Mareth, Xerxa and Zolie. I do admit a certain
amount of envy toward Nira, and how she got you to herself for a whole day.”

“It wasn’t quite a whole day actually. Noon-ish to dawn, so like, eighteen... >cough<.
But I take your point.” 

Voss was watching me through her hair with a slight smile on her lips as I rambled. 
“Still, I felt like I’ve been paying much more attention to Xerxa and Mareth since we

met them.” I parted her curtain of hair with a finger and swept half of it back over one
brow.

“I appreciate that, Sam. They do have a lot of, er, personality. And I’ve kept busy
with Zolie.” She looked up at me shyly with one exposed eye. “I zuppose we’re both at
fault there. The ability to study a language like hers…” 

I chuckled and hugged her before we could get derailed into a conversation about
Zolie’s syntax.

“We’ll have to make a point of spending some time together soon, not just a whole
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“We’ll have to make a point of spending some time together soon, not just a whole

night. I mean like a… well, I was going to say a picnic, but that sounds really dangerous
here.” 

She nodded and giggled.
“And I would love if I could light candles and scatter flower petals all over the floor

before we made love on a four poster canopied bed.” I ducked my head to plant a kiss on
her shoulder. “You deserve the very best, Voss, but all I have to offer you at this moment
is myself.”

The young, teal woman in my arms shuddered and sighed as I kissed my way up her
neck.

“That… mmm… that is more than enough, Sampson McAffrey.” 
I kissed her ear, jaw and cheek before our lips met. She pressed her mouth and body

into me, and we kissed until the physical evidence of my desire was pressing into her
stomach. 

“Okay, but I still owe you some flowers.” I grinned as soon as our lips parted.
“I look forward to seeing what bounty you manage to harvest from this world,” she

said the words hotly into my mouth and tugged on the collar of my jumpsuit.
I twisted my shoulders to help her to slip the garment down my arms, then left it

hanging at my waist as she dropped to her knees to remove my boots. 
She paused, looking at them, then glanced up at me. “I’ve seen you remove these

before, but…”
“It’s called Velcro,” I chuckled. “Just tug the end of the tabs. It will sound like it’s

ripping, but it’ll be okay.”
She pursed her lips and pulled on one of the straps. It gave a little, and she had to do

it twice more before the strap came loose. 
“Fascinating,” she whispered to herself, then looked up. Seeing my mouth already

opening, she quickly admonished, “Explain how it works later.” 
“Yes, dear.” I smiled as she quickly undid the remaining straps. I lifted my feet for

her to pull each boot and sock off, then I shimmied out of the jumpsuit, leaving me in
just my boxers.

Voss remained on her knees, a creeping blush spreading across her cheeks as she
looked at my very obviously tented boxers. “I… I-I am… inexperienced in… wifely
duties…” She swallowed nervously and reached for the waistband of my drawers, but I
took her wrist and urged her to her feet. “Sam?” She looked relieved and disappointed as
she stood. 

“Let’s slow down just a little bit.” I pulled her back into a hug and began kissing her
again. 
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She melted into me and we made out under the waving shadows of the leafy canopy,
until I maneuvered her against the back wall of the cliff. It was equal parts arousing and
therapeutic to run my hands over her smooth skin, and I focused on tracing my fingertips
over her back and ribs, paying attention to how she responded and making special note
of a few ticklish spots.

“Sam!” she squealed breathlessly and tried to dodge around my roving fingers. “I’m
ticklish there!”

“I love how you squirm when I find a good spot.” I sucked on her lower lip as I
traced one hand across her ribs.

She twisted that side away from my hand and pressed her other side against my body,
like I was home base. “I can tell.” She ground against me, pressing my erection against
her stomach. 

Seeing the eager lust in her eyes, I slid both hands up her back, then began slowly
sliding her bra straps over her shoulders. 

Voss extracted her lip and bit it, then shrugged, helping me slip the straps off her
shoulder. One of her hands pressed her bra to her chest, and she lowered her eyes
bashfully. 

I slid my hand to the middle of her back and pulled her against my chest, then
proceeded to undo her bra.

Or… tried to. I knew how Earth bras worked, but I quickly realized Voss’s was
designed differently. 

“How the hell is this thing on there?” I tried to peer down her back, but a tangle of
her wavy indigo hair was in the way.

Voss snuffled a laugh into my neck. “You have to untie it. There’s a ribbon in the
middle.”

I used my other hand to pull her hair to the side, and lifted the band to look at it. Each
end of the band was sewn into a loop, both having some kind of rigid support like the
boning in a corset, preventing the band from pinching down into a thin strap. A silk
ribbon ran through each loop, creating a rectangular gap in the middle. 

“Ah, I see.” I had to use both hands, but I tugged on the simple bow knot and the
band was freed.

Despite her obvious arousal, Voss remained pressed against me, and spoke into the
crook of my shoulder. “Sam, I… I want this zo badly, but… I’m zo nervous.” 

I stroked her back, noting the pressure lines where the band had compressed her skin.
“You’re beautiful, Voss. You have nothing to be nervous about.”

She shuddered as I scratched her back, and she nodded, her expression a touch
distant. “I… I wish you had been the first man to… to…”
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“I am,” I said quickly.
“But…” She started to shake her head.
“He’s dead, Voss. He doesn’t get to take anything with him.” I slid my hands to her

shoulders and held them gently. 
She stared at me, her jaw tensing several times. “That is what your people believe?”
“My people have nearly as many religions as they do languages. What I know for

sure, is that right here and now, you’re here, and I’m here. It’s just you and me.”
Still clutching her unhooked bra to her chest, she slowly nodded and leaned into me. I

felt her drop the bra as her skin met mine, and she tucked her head under my chin. 
I held her tight for a moment, concentrating on the feel of her body to keep from

fantasizing about kicking in Ass-breath’s head.
“Yes.” Voss’s voice was muffled against my chest. “Yes, that is what we should focus

on.” She stayed against me for another moment. “You’ll be… gentle, won’t you?”
“Of course—”
“But not too gentle,” she quickly added with a shy smile. “I’ve heard there is a prime

intersection between tenderness and passion.”
I grinned. “We’ll find what’s right for us as we go.” I was concerned about doing

something that would make her flashback to her time with Ass-breath, but I didn’t know
exactly what he had forced her to do, and I didn’t want to spoil this moment by bringing
him up and framing our intimacy in the shadow of those events. 

Sliding a hand up her back and neck until it was nestled in her hair, I grabbed a
fistful. Instead of yanking her head back like I might have, I slowly but insistently tilted
her head back and away, giving me access to her throat. 

She tensed against me, but the sparkle in her widening eyes reassured me her body
language was expressing anticipation, not apprehension. 

My lips met her neck, throat, and jaw while she let out light gasps, which encouraged
my exploration of her skin. 

“Sam… oh, Sam! Hah hah, your beard tickles!” Voss couldn’t seem to decide if she
wanted to push me away or grind her body into mine. Her jerks and moans were hugely
arousing, so I spent a few more minutes warming her up before I kissed my way to her
clavicle, then down onto her chest. 

She tensed and both her hands dug into my hair suddenly, so I released my grip and
pulled away from her skin just a bit. She blinked and looked down at me. 

“Wh… why did you…”
“Voss, if you need me to slow down, do something different, or even stop, you can
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“Voss, if you need me to slow down, do something different, or even stop, you can

tell me. You know that, right?”
She took in two deep breaths, licked her lips, then nodded. “Thank you, Sam, but

don’t stop.” 
I smiled then kissed her sternum while maintaining eye contact. Her fingers tightened

against my scalp again, so I kissed lower, then a little lower, then began kissing up the
swell of one breast. 

We lost eye contact when I found her nipple and dragged my lips against it, noting it
was the same pale blue as her lips. Her eyelids fluttered and her head rolled back, so I
again took a handful of her hair and tugged, forcing her back to arch and bringing her
chest firmly against my mouth.

“Sam! Oh! Gods and ancestors! Sam! Don’t stop!”
Encouraged by her breathy urging, I lavished her skin and breasts with whisker-tickly

kisses for some time before I began working my way down her tummy, leaving each
nipple wet and peaked with arousal. I let go of her hair as I reached her navel, but as I
put my hands on the waistband of her panties, her fingers tightened in my hair. 

I paused to look up at her, and held her eyes as I kissed her tummy once more, then
slowly began sliding her panties down. She watched me with flushed cheeks until I had
them to her knees, then she moved one hand to my shoulder and lifted a leg to step out of
them. 

When I glanced down to ensure I didn’t get the waistband caught up on her feet, I
saw that her small thatch of pubic hair was electric blue. 

“Huh.” It slipped out before I considered exercising any discretion. 
“What?” Voss froze. “Sampson McAffrey, don’t you dare make me feel self-

conscious at this moment.”
“No, sorry, it’s just that women from my world tend to have much darker hair there.”
She stared at me, one foot still hovering off the ground.
“It’s a pleasant surprise.” I shrugged. “‘Cause it’s, uh, statistically exotic from my

point of experience.” I couldn’t help but chuckle. “Sorry, that’s probably not the most
romantic pillow talk.”

Voss smiled bashfully and lifted her other foot for me. “That could have been
delivered more poetically, but women enjoy knowing they have the eye of their man, so,
thank you.”

She put her foot down and I dropped her panties next to us, then took hold of her hips
and resumed kissing her tummy. 

Her fingers tightened in my hair again when she sensed the direction my lips began
heading. “Sam, I…” 
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“Put your thigh on my shoulder.” I turned my head and gently bit the top of her leg.
Voss panted for a moment while considering my request, then swallowed and lifted

her leg over my arm.
I kissed along her inner thigh toward her sex, her fingers tightening in my hair even

more, but she wasn’t trying to stop me. Instead, her breathing grew sharper as I kissed
closer to her sex, and when I finally drew my tongue along her folds, she let out a tiny
shriek. 

The noise might have been a concern, but it was high pitched enough that it was
probably lost in the forest’s preexisting avian soundscape. 

Her other leg wrapped over my other shoulder, and I grabbed her ass with both hands
and pressed her back against the cliff while I explored her with my tongue.

Voss gasped and arched her back, dug her heels into my spine, and generally thrashed
about under my ministrations, all of her anxiety forgotten. 

Unfortunately I didn’t get as long as I would have liked to explore her. I had just
found a nice pattern swirling my tongue around her clit that caused her right leg to jump
on each pass, when she bucked and pushed herself away from the cliff. Kneeling as I
was, I couldn’t help but fall onto my back, and Voss followed me down, quickly yanking
at my boxers.

“Voss, I—” I started, but she gripped the base of my erect cock and lowered herself
toward it.

“Please, Sam. I need this right now.”
I wasn’t sure what was going through her head at the moment, but I knew as soon as

my tip touched the warmth of her sex, I couldn’t deny her anything. 
The moment I nodded, she plunged herself down on my full length.
“Holy fuck!” I gasped as her tight, slippery heat enveloped me.
“Oh, Sampson!” Voss moaned my name over and over as she planted her forehead in

the middle of my chest and ground her hips against me.
It felt incredible, but I got the impression that she was just doing the first thing that

felt good, and didn’t really know what else to do. 
I slid my hands down to her waist and stilled her hips for just a moment. She looked

up from under her hair questioningly, until I pushed her up with my waist just a few
inches, then held her there as I slid my hips to the ground, then back up.

Her eyelids fluttered and she began to counter-thrust my movement, and moments
later she was back to moaning into my chest. 

I was lost in the sensations inside her body, so I couldn’t guess how long we stayed
like that, but sooner than I would have preferred, she tensed and her sex tightened around
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like that, but sooner than I would have preferred, she tensed and her sex tightened around
me to an almost painful degree. Her whole body trembled for several seconds, then her
pussy released and contracted at least a dozen times, all the while little desperate grunts
escaped her lips, one fist painfully tugging on a patch of my chest hair. 

I was so close to finishing when she finally collapsed against me it almost felt like a
punishment. 

“Oh, Sam… Sampson, that was…” She paused when she looked up at me. “Sam?
Are you okay? You look as though you are in pain.”

“So… close…” I gasped.
“Oh! How rude of me!” She giggled, which almost put me over the top by itself, but

she started moving her hips and that finally did it. 
Voss stroked my hair and cooed encouragement while I buried my face in the crook

of her neck and filled her. 
I slumped back on the rock, and Voss laid her head down on my chest. I could only

see a mass of hair, so I spent a little time brushing it aside until I’d excavated her teal
face from underneath. 

She glanced up at me and smiled, her skin flush and slightly sweaty. “Thank you,
Sam. That was wonderful.”

I chuckled, bouncing her slightly. “I could say the same to you. Are you comfortable
with me still inside you?”

“I never want to release you,” she sighed dreamily. “It’s not worth the trouble of
shifting, and I want to just lie here for now.” 

I smiled and stroked her hair. “That’s fine, but we can’t lie here too long.”
“I know, we have to gather up the rest of the camp and—”
“I meant after I have a few minutes to recover, we can go again.”
Voss lifted her head to look at me. “Truly?”
“If you want. Normally it takes a bit longer, but I’m pretty sure our abductors did

more than give us magic eyes.”
She smiled coyly. “Does that give credence to Nira’s theories about our reasons for

being here?”
I rolled my eyes, then rolled Voss onto her back. “It’s probably just the beauty of the

women here.”
Voss giggled, squealed and gasped all at once as I rolled her onto her back. It was an

interesting noise, so I gave her a test thrust to see if I could prolong her vocalization. So
soon after finishing, I was about three quarters erect, but it still felt really good. 

Voss seemed to agree, and she locked her heels together under my ass. 
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“I think you don’t need even a few minutes, Mister McAffrey.”
“No, I suppose I don’t.” I kissed her and gave her another thrust. My erection sprang

back in what had to be record time, even considering my thus far impressive track record
for this world.

Voss enjoyed having me on top, and she never once released her grip on me with her
legs, driving me on with her heels like I was her prize stallion. A dozen or so very
enjoyable minutes later and she came again, trembling against me. Thankfully she had
her arm around my neck and didn’t attempt to yank out any more chest hair. 

We had gotten out of sync, so by the time I came again, she was approaching her
third orgasm. Still inside her, I pushed myself up on one arm and worked her clit with my
thumb. Voss kneaded my arms and pulled me against her with her heels until she cried
out. Her insides spasmed another dozen times which again felt incredible, but wasn’t
enough to resuscitate my flagging member. 

I settled back down over her, putting most of my weight on one shoulder and kissed
her neck. “Incredible, Voss. You’re just incredible.”

My teal lover stroked my hair and traced her hand over my back and arm. “Do you
think… If Nira is right, and we are here to find mates, do you think the aliens would
have also altered us so we could interbreed?”

The notion didn’t shock me even though I hadn’t given the idea much thought. I
placed my hand on her blue-green sternum and considered for a moment. 

“What color would our kid be?”
She glanced at my hand, standing out starkly against her teal skin. “Chartreuse.” She

nodded confidently. 
I had to laugh. “That is such a girl thing to say. I don’t even know what color that is.

But I do know that any kid of ours would be beautiful, especially if they take after their
mother.”

I gave Voss a kiss and withdrew from her, rolling to her side.
She yipped softly and squirmed her hips before putting one leg over mine. “No third

round this afternoon, Mister McAffrey?”
“Are you dissatisfied with the quantity or the quality?” I arched an eyebrow.
Voss pursed her lips. “I am perfectly satisfied with the quality. The quantity…” She

sighed and brushed her fingers at the edge of my beard. “I accept that it will be a, ah,
distributed attribute.”

It took a second before I realized what she meant, but before I could respond, she
continued.

“It’s something I can accept, and I am grateful to Nira and Yxlyn for sharing you. It’s



Tamer Enhancer 2

341

“It’s something I can accept, and I am grateful to Nira and Yxlyn for sharing you. It’s

not something I thought I would ever be willing to participate in, or even truly approve
of, but now…” She paused for a moment, looking thoughtful. “I think that I am happy to
be part of a larger family.”

“Is that what you believe or what you want to believe?” I asked, sensing her
hesitation. 

She laughed and tucked her head under my chin. “Both,” she said into my chest.
“Perhaps more the latter at the moment, but I sincerely hope the former as time goes on.”
She peeked up at me through her hair. “I can’t promise I won’t ever feel jealous when
you give attention to the others, but I will try to reign in my reactions while I adapt to
this new reality.”

I brushed her indigo hair back. “You know when I do that it’s because I care for
them, not because I don’t care for you, or that I prefer them to you, right?”

She nodded. “I do, but watching you flirt with Xerxa-zhi and Mareth was a little
more stress-inducing than when you do it with Nira and Yxlyn. I know some of it was
diplomatically motivated, at least at first, but it’s obvious that you are genuinely
interested in them as well.”

“I am, but each of you are unique. They aren’t you, and I’m ecstatic and honored that
I get to be with you.”

She leaned her head against my chest again and closed her eyes, smiling. I spent a
few moments running my fingers along her back and hip before she spoke again.

“I zuppose we are lucky you don’t have a very specific type of woman that you’re
interested in. Adapting to this polyamorous situation will have its challenges, but all
things considered, it is probably better than if you were only with Nira. This world is
exceedingly stressful, and being able to experience the comfort of zuch close physical
intimacy is a gift.”

“That’s an amazing point I hadn’t considered, though I assume the tribe will
eventually grow to include other males. I suspect the ratio will always be skewed though
as… uh…” I trailed off, not wanting to spoil the moment by dredging up the past. 

“As most of the men our abductors deposit here seem to be the worst kind of scum?”
Voss asked quietly as she nodded into my chest. “It’s okay, Sam. I think… I want to
believe that being with you has unburdened me. At… at least partially. I want to focus on
our future together.”

I hugged her tightly to me. “Are you happy?”
She met my eyes, then focused through me for a moment. “Yes.” She nodded as a

wide smile spread across her lips. “I think I am the happiest I can remember being for a
long time.”

“Good. Then I’m happy too.” I ducked my head for a kiss, and she returned it with
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“Good. Then I’m happy too.” I ducked my head for a kiss, and she returned it with

eagerness, pulling me against her with her leg.
Voss obviously felt me begin to rise against her, breaking the kiss to murmur into my

mouth. “Do you think we have time before Mareth returns?”
“She might interrupt us.” I tilted my head side to side as I considered it.
Voss bit her lip for all of two seconds. “Okay.”
She rolled away to push herself up on her hands and knees, taking a moment to brush

bits of dirt and grit from her thigh.
In doing so, she presented me with an incredibly inviting target. 
“You are lovely from any angle.” I quickly pushed myself to my knees and took a

hold of both her hips.
“What are you looking—” she started to ask as she looked back at me, but as soon as

my hands touched her hips she yelped. 
“NO!” She jerked out of my grip and pressed herself against the cliff wall, looking

momentarily like a whipped dog. The alarmed expression on her face morphed into
realization before her jaw clenched. 

I suddenly had a much better idea of what had transpired between her and Ass-breath.
I wanted to rush to her side and comfort her, but at the same time I didn’t want to crowd
her.

“Voss, I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to—”
She interrupted me by firmly shaking her head. Her expression was tight, something

between fighting back tears and self-recrimination. 
“No, Sam.” She kept glancing at me but couldn’t hold my gaze. “You have nothing to

apologize for. I… >ahem< I suppose I have a bit more healing to go through than I
realized.” She forced a smile onto her face for an instant. “I should apologize for ruining
our moment—”

“Absolutely not.” I returned the head shake. 
We stared at each other for a moment before we both let out nervous laughs. 
“Tell me how to help,” I asked.
A real smile twitched up the corners of her mouth. “Just… be patient with me?”
“Of course.”
“And… keep loving me?”
“Always.”
Her smile spread, and most of the tightness had left her face. She still looked and

sounded delicate, though. “And hold me for a bit?”
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“Gladly.” I scooted next to her and sat against the cliff.
Voss squirmed up into my lap and sat sidesaddle, curling up against my chest. Her

bare ass pressed into my groin, but the moment had passed, so there weren’t any
distracting developments.

I stroked her hair and arm with one hand and gently intertwined her fingers with my
other. We spent at least ten minutes like that before she spoke again.

“I am happy, Sam. Truly. I can only hope these… zurprises become fewer and farther
between.”

“We’ll work through them and come out stronger for it on the other side, Voss.
Nothing’s going to keep us down.”

She looked up and kissed me before resting her head against my chest again.
We sat for another minute before I noticed the wedge-shaped axe head next to us. 
“Hmm. I just thought of a use for this.”
“Oh?” Voss peered at it from under her hair and squeezed me a little tighter. “Do you

need both hands for it?”
I returned the squeeze and kissed the top of her head. “No way am I letting go right

now.”
I had to lean slightly to retrieve the stone, but managed to gather it up once Voss

extended one foot to drag it over to my hand. I held it and thought for a moment, then
activated my skill.

Voss watched as I pressed my fingers into the fattest part of the rock, and about six
seconds later, I had created a handle through the stone. I spent the rest of the charge fine
tuning the grip as well as sharpening and strengthening the blade.

“A hand-held axe blade?” she asked.
“Uh, well… I guess. I was thinking of brass-knuckles. Only made of stone,

obviously.”
“Brass knuckles?” 
“They don’t have to be made from brass necessarily… Your civilization has brass,

right? I don’t think we’ve ever discussed your world’s metallurgical achievements.”
Voss smiled. “Yes, Sampson, we have brass. I zuppose it is reasonable to assume that

brass knuckles are zomething that protects one’s hand when striking?”
“Protects the hand and enhances damage considerably. Usually it looks like a bunch

of knobby protrusions over the fingers, but this is a blade instead. I guess it would be
more accurate to call it a mezzaluna,” I said, turning it over in my hand. “It’s sharp
enough to dice herbs and vegetables, but I had pictured punching someone in the face
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enough to dice herbs and vegetables, but I had pictured punching someone in the face

with it.”
Voss wrinkled her nose at the idea.
“Someone who deserves it.” I grinned.
“Of course.” Voss gave me a slightly patronizing smile and shifted in my lap. “I

would like to continue to sit like this, but your chest hair was tickling my face and I
believe we are both beginning to sweat.”

I started to shift so I could help Voss off my lap, but we both turned toward the cliff
as we heard claws scrabbling against the tree nearest the ledge. I assumed it was Mareth,
but I nodded to the compound bow lying near Voss’s clothes, and she quickly crab-
strafed sideways to grab it.

I stretched out to grab the bottom of my spear’s haft and yanked the weapon toward
me. Just as Voss nocked an arrow, Mareth’s head poked into view, and she paused to
regard us.

“Expecting trouble?” she asked.
“Better safe than sorry,” I answered, then realized she was checking me out. 
My crouching pose placed me in a state of full-dangle. I couldn’t quite get a read on

Mareth’s expression. Part of me was hoping she’d be so impressed that she’d forget to
hold on to the tree and slide halfway to the ground, but for some reason I assumed the
males of her people were a foot taller than her and hung like my forearm.

“We should probably get dressed,” I said to Voss, who was still kneeling nude with
an arrow nocked but not drawn, looking sexy as a teal-hued Boris Vallejo painting.
“Unfortunately,” I added after a moment spent admiring her body.

Voss blushed under my scrutiny, but Mareth interjected before the linguist could
respond.

“Yes, you should both prepare for battle. The Marauders are here.”
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

“What do you mean, here?” I asked, quickly pulling on my boxers.
Mareth climbed another ten feet up her tree, then easily leapt the twenty feet to the

ledge. “I returned to the pond to observe the feeding frenzy, and had an opportunity to
kill one of the smaller scavengers. I carried it into a tree to eat unmolested, and from that
vantage point, I spotted a group moving up the stream.”

“And you’re certain they’re with the Marauders?” I stuffed my legs into my jumpsuit
and tried to keep my heart calm.

“Where are they now? Did the dinosaurs at the pond not scare them away?” Voss
asked, already dressed in her boots and panties. She quickly tied the ribbon on her bra,
then rotated it around her torso and shimmied her arms through the shoulder straps.

“I’m certain they’re still at the stream, and yes, I know they are from Kurgast’s
coastal tribe. One of them is a man named Vistiq. His skill allows him to create an aura
that is extremely uncomfortable to remain in. It causes feelings of paranoia, agitation,
even mild vertigo. It is possible to resist, but I would not want to do battle under its
influence. More importantly, animals, even the largest god lizards will quickly retreat
from this area.”

“Wow, that must make exploration easy. How many did you see in this group?” I
asked, pulling on my boots and moving to equip my bandoleer.

“Yes,” Mareth agreed. “He leads most excursions, and is one of Kurgast’s trusted
officers.” She took a moment to lean out over the ledge and listen, but we were too far
from the pond to hear any noise from the feeding frenzy, and after a moment, she turned
back to us, satisfied that none of the Marauders had come exploring further than the pond
for the moment.

“There were ten, I think. Ten warriors, and at least one slave. I only recognized one
other of the warriors. A woman named Warsyl. She can create a whip of blades and
thorns, and delights in using it to dismember her foes.”
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Voss shuddered. “Sam, what are we going to do? Should we hide up here until they
return to wherever they came? What if they find us? What if they discover our new
home?”

“There’s more, Sam,” Mareth interjected. “They had a large cart with them, drawn by
some sort of herd animal I didn’t recognize. I think they are gathering everything of use
in the area. It was full of pots and baskets, many of which were filled to the brim with
colorful shapes I took to be fruits and other edible vegetation. I didn’t get a good look as
I did not want to linger, in case someone in the group had sharp vision or another way to
detect me. There were also piles of spear-length sticks and what might have been
bamboo.”

“That sounds like quite a haul.” I folded my arms and considered our options. I
would love to get my hands on their cart, but there was no way I could risk the three of
us against ten. “Hmm. Mareth, this LipStick guy...”

“Vistiq,” she corrected.
“Right. How big is the aura he creates?”
“Hmm. Perhaps forty feet? It might have increased in size since last I saw.”
“Radius or diameter?” I asked. 
She tilted her head questioningly.
“Forty feet from him, or from one side to the other?”
“From him. He can also create a space in the center so his scavengers do not suffer

the effects of his power.”
“Well, the three of us certainly can’t take them on, especially if we only know two of

their abilities. Maybe if we could guarantee a kill on Vistiq with an arrow, the dinosaurs
could scatter their party, but any survivors would definitely know there are people here
and would report back.” I scratched at my beard as I thought out loud. “If they’re at the
pond, we’ll have to travel south to get around them on our way back to camp. By that
time Enhance will have refreshed and maybe Nira could take out a cluster of them, then
we finish them off in the confusion?”

“Do we have to fight them, Sam?” Voss asked quietly.
“We can’t let them denude the area of all its edible vegetation, and we can’t just wait

here for them and hope they don’t track down the side of the mesa and find Xerxa and
the others. With all the scavengers, we never got a chance to collect our stray arrows or
hide the stumps of saplings we’ve harvested. They’re going to realize others are in this
area, so I think it’s likely they’ll go looking. Vistiq’s powers means they can explore at
their leisure until they fill their cart, with fruit or slaves.” I chewed the inside of my
cheek as I thought. “No, we’ll have to skirt them to the south, and hope we don’t
encounter trouble before we make it around them.” 
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“Then we’ll gather the others and fight?” Mareth asked.
“I wish we knew more about their powers, but I think we have to.” 
Voss clutched her compound bow tightly. “I’m really scared, Sam, but... I’m ready to

do whatever you think is best.”
Mareth walked to Voss and gripped both her shoulders. “Fear is the richest soil to

cultivate one’s spirit.”
Voss considered the aphorism for a moment, then nodded. “I zuppose that is true. I

would prefer not to have to, ah... cultivate my spirit in that precise direction if it was
avoidable, but the easiest way to make the gods laugh is to fight their plan for you.”

Mareth’s lips curled into a smile, then she laughed. “Now those words are the truest
I’ve ever heard spoken!”

We quickly finished equipping ourselves and gathered up everything else useful from
around the camp. I checked to make sure the fallen rocks blocked the entrance to the
small cave so we could be fairly certain nothing would try and shelter in it in case we
needed to use it in the future.

Voss and I shimmied to the ground using the rope gathered from the pond, then
Mareth untied it and followed us down to the ground via her tree.

“Let’s head about halfway back to the pond, then we can start south.” I gestured
toward the clearing with the waterfall. “That should still give us plenty of buffer between
our groups, and should make navigation easier, but we’ll still have to keep our ears open
in case they’ve started venturing out from the top of the stream.”

The two women nodded and I took the lead. I knew my hearing was better than
Nira’s, but there was no time to test Mareth’s or Voss’s. 

We moved quickly but cautiously, slowing as we approached the clearing. Once I saw
a twisted trunk I recognized, I gestured south and started quietly picking my way into the
forest. 

I was concerned that Mareth wouldn’t be able to move quietly through the brush and
scrabble of the forest, and while she wasn’t nearly as stealthy as Yxlyn, I didn’t think she
was much louder than myself. 

It probably didn’t matter if we were perfectly quiet, as we were still far enough from
the clearing that we could only just barely hear noise from the group at the pond when
the breeze stilled and the rustling of the leaves subsided. 

I paused the group and strained to listen, but could only tell that several people were
talking, catching the loudest consonants here and there. The voices I could hear all
sounded male and rough.

“Can you make out what they’re saying?” I whispered to both women.
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Voss tilted her head, then shook it, the stressed expression never leaving her face.
Mareth listened for a moment longer then shook her head as well. “Just a few words

here and there. Gather, over there, hurry up. Nothing useful.”
I nodded and we continued our sulk south. I wanted to take us all the way south of

the clearing so we could cross the stream undetected, and had planned on starting to head
south east, but we started running into groups of small scavenger dinosaurs hanging out
near the tree line.

The first such group fled at our approach, but the second just backed away as Mareth
tried to quietly shoo them away with her machete. It was a group of about eight or nine
bobcat-sized raptors that I guessed were dilongs. They all had bloody snouts and didn’t
seem to want to abandon their stake at the pond. 

“I think Vistiq’s aura scared them off, but they don’t want to give up quite yet.” I
swiped at one with my spear, but the group was a dozen feet from us, so it just watched
the point with its eyes then focused back on me.

“I don’t think they will attack if we give them a bit more space.” Mareth suggested. 
“Yeah.” I started to head southwest, keeping an eye on the group. “If they do come

after us, I’m not sure we can fight them without attracting attention to ourselves.”
We skirted around the group, trying to angle toward our new camp, only to find a

group of troodons watching the Marauders from the tree line. I took us directly west, not
wanting to even tempt an encounter with the wolf-sized bastards before heading south
again.

We walked another few minutes without seeing any more groups of scavengers, so I
was about to turn us east when I recognized the area we were in.

“If we head south another minute or two, we’ll be at the place Yxlyn found the
melons.” I bounced the point of my spear in the direction as I thought. “They might have
already found them, but… hmm. No, we need to get back to camp. Once we deal with
these jerks at the pond, we can gather up their cart of goodies at our own leisure—“

I heard a ‘thunk’ noise and whirled as Mareth grunted in pain. She clutched at a stone
knife embedded in her arm and her vicious machete clattered to the ground. 

I started to take a step toward her even as I looked around for the source of the attack
when I saw a shape leap down on her from a tree.

“So this is where you ran off to, Mareth!” A gleeful, sibilant voice came from the
creature that landed in front of her, one foot on her weapon.

“Braix!” Mareth spat in response.
He had a fat chest, but a skinny waist and hips along with stick-like limbs, making

him look a bit like an anthropomorphic light bulb. There was no discernible neck, his
head sort of just emerging from between his shoulders, showcasing a wide grin full of



Tamer Enhancer 2

349

head sort of just emerging from between his shoulders, showcasing a wide grin full of
large, rectangular teeth which jutted out in haphazard directions. His head was topped
with long, stringy black hair bisected in a surprisingly neat part.

This disgusting ensemble of anatomy was accompanied by a tail that looked just like
an octopus tentacle, right down to the suckers. In fact, once he landed, I saw that he had
suckers on each of his abdominal muscles, as well as two upsettingly large suckers in
place of nipples.

His flesh looked similar to a freshly-plucked chicken, both somehow slightly too
yellow and too pink at the same time. It must have been slightly transparent, and he made
me think of a giant, deformed zygote.

“Oh dear god,” I simply couldn’t keep myself from reacting to this creature’s
appearance. 

“Hee hee hee!” Braix hissed. “Your ugly male is afraid of—“
“Are you fucking kidding me, dude?” I cut in. “I’m ugly? I get that standards of

beauty are going to vary from culture to culture, but you look like an aborted fetus that
grew up to beat a deformed troll to win the Ugliest Thing Under the Bridge
competition.”

Braix, who had been staring down Mareth and holding her at bay with three long
daggers, one held in his obviously prehensile tail, stilled and shot me a brief but baleful
glare before returning his attention to the warrior woman.

“I’m going to cut all your tendons, Mareth, yessss. Then you’ll lay still for me while I
use your holes.” He cackled insanely, as if he thought the sentiment needed additional
punctuation. “Yesss! Holes, holes, Mareth’s holes for me!”

“I see you’ve lost none of your charisma, Braix,” Mareth growled. She yanked the
stone dagger in her arm free and flipped it over in her hand. 

It was shorter than the knives Braix wielded. He wore only a pair of tattered, red
shorts that looked like they had improvised scabbards sewn onto them, made from bits of
clothing taken from other abductees if I had to guess. 

He had one additional long knife attached to his shorts, and at least six of the shorter
throwing knives. 

His ranged weapons might have been a problem, as I hadn’t brought my own bow on
this trip. Fortunately, Voss stood behind me with her compound bow, one arrow already
nocked and drawn. 

I glanced at her, concerned at how she might react to this grotesque rapist. She had a
stern, angry look on her face, appearing focused, but I noticed she was breathing faster
than usual.

“Voss,” I whispered. “Deep breaths. This asshole isn’t leaving here alive.”
Voss’s eyes flicked to me, and I could tell that focusing on me arrested her spiraling
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Voss’s eyes flicked to me, and I could tell that focusing on me arrested her spiraling
adrenaline. She tried getting her breathing under control before closing her eyes and
inhaling deeply.

When her eyes opened, she nodded at me and focused back on Braix.
“Get ready to shoot as soon as he looks back at Mareth.” I set my foot and gripped

my spear tighter.
“Yes, yes!” Braix laughed. “Shoot Braix! Braix be nimble! Braix will catch! Then

Braix will take your balls to make earrings!” He said to me, then the dagger held in his
tentacle tail pointed at Voss. “And you will give your holes! More holes for Braix!”

“His skill allows him to catch anything thrown or shot at him,” Mareth growled,
shifting further around the wretched looking man, forcing him to split his attention
between us.

“Yeah?” I asked. “I bet he couldn’t catch a thousand pound rock if you threw it.”
“I’ll let you know if I see one.” Mareth chuckled, seemingly unfazed by the knife

wound in her arm.
“Braix catch!” He protested. “Braix catch and Braix throw! Braix level up!” He

boasted from behind a cruel, snaggletoothed grin.
“Why would you tell us that, dumbass?” I shook my head.
“You be silent! You be eunuch soon!” In one motion, Braix released the long knife he

was holding, whipped one of the throwing knives from his shorts, threw it at me, then
caught his knife before it had fallen more than two feet.

The move was impressive, but I was more concerned by the stone throwing knife
sailing at my groin. 

I simply twisted and took the hit on my thigh. Much like the raptor claws, the knife
bounced off my enhanced jumpsuit. It still hurt enough that I wish I’d deflected it with
my crustacean vambrace instead, feeling like a point-blank hit from a paintball, but I still
managed the pain with only a minor grimace. 

“Pathetic. You’re going to die.” I glared confidently at him. 
Some part of me felt like I should have asked him to surrender, but he had all but

boasted about being a rapist, and as far as I was concerned, that was a death sentence. 
Braix was taken aback at my casual dismissal of his attack, and he took a step away

from me.
I saw Mareth tense in that moment, but before she could act, a branch snapped loudly

from further in the forest. 
“I don’t think these are ripe, Braix.”
A large man who looked a bit like a blue powerlifter rounded a huge tree twenty
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A large man who looked a bit like a blue powerlifter rounded a huge tree twenty

yards south of us. He reminded me of an especially muscular sumo wrestler, partially
because his only clothing was a fat belt with a tiny loincloth.  Instead of a topknot, he
had a single wide, black horn sticking straight up from the top of his skull. It looked a lot
like a dunce cap. 

There was a large wicker basket on his back, full of soil and the honeydew melons
Yxlyn had discovered several days ago. It looked like he’d cleaned out the entire harvest,
including one he was munching on. It was about the size of a baseball and clearly wasn’t
mature, much less ripe, and he’d taken a bite clear through the rind.

He stopped short when he noticed the scene before him. “Oh, good, you found more
sluts for the slut pit. You want I should kill beard-o there?” He asked with surprising
joviality.

Before I could respond, there was a twang behind me, and the Blue Meanie was
suddenly sprouting an arrow from one of his eye sockets. 

Everyone froze as the melon tumbled from his hand, then he fell to his knees, pitched
forward, and landed face-first on the ground, the basket burying his head and shoulders
in soil and melons.

I whipped my head around to see Voss pull an arrow from her quiver and draw it
back. It wasn’t quite the smooth, singular motion of someone who had used a bow since
the day they could walk, but in the moment, there was no question she was more than
competent with the weapon.

Someone who didn’t know her would only have seen a stern scowl on her face, but I
noticed some conflicting tightness in her eyes.

This was her first time killing a person. She would need some time to process this
moment, but I was proud she didn’t hesitate when she had a clean shot.

I turned back to Braix just in time to see Mareth take advantage of the situation. She
casually tossed Braix’s throwing knife back to him which caused him to reflexively grab
for it. As before, he released the longer knife he was holding, and the moment his hand
touched the throwing knife, he reversed his arm to throw the smaller knife back at
Mareth, but her other hand had been busy. 

She pulled the long, bone knife that I’d enhanced earlier from the sheath on her thigh
and whipped it up to meet Braix’s arm.

The enhanced blade went clean through his skinny limb like a meat cleaver through a
summer sausage on a charcuterie board. 

Judging from their expressions, Mareth was at least as surprised as Braix. 
The half-thrown knife thumped against her shoulder uselessly, followed an instant

later by his severed hand. 
Braix stumbled back shrieking, which was enough to kick everyone back into action. 
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Voss shuffled to the side quickly, putting me further out of her line of fire. 
“Don’t—” I started, but she fired before I could warn her off.
Even reeling from his wound, Braix’s skill kicked in and he twirled, catching the

arrow with his tentacle tail. When he came around, he whipped the arrow back at Voss
like a javelin.

The thrown arrow didn’t move as fast as one fired from a compound bow, but there
was no reason to think it couldn’t still cause a serious injury. Luckily I was able to
intercept it on my vambrace like an outfielder jumping for a line-drive. 

I picked myself up from the ground, brushing leaves from my jumpsuit. “Keep an eye
on our backs, Voss. Mareth and I will take care of this guy.” 

“Right, yes. Zorry Sam—” she said, drawing another arrow.
“That was a hell of a shot earlier,” I grinned, and she nodded, her lips pressed into a

tight smile.
I turned to face the skirmish between Mareth and Braix to see the gross, lightbulb-

shaped man in full retreat. 
Braix dashed twenty feet deeper into the forest before suddenly reversing and

throwing two knives at Mareth. My savage warrior woman had retrieved her machete,
and used the jagged teeth to block the first blade, but the second sunk into her leg just
above her knee. 

Mareth either didn’t seem to notice or care as she lurched forward with a swipe that
would have blasted straight through a foot-thick tree trunk, but Braix was indeed nimble,
and he leapt a dozen feet up a tree behind him. 

When he saw me approaching with my boar spear at the ready, he decided he’d had
enough and leapt higher into the trees. 

“Vistiq!” He shrieked, jumping to another tree, this one closer toward the stream.
“New slaves and women to harvest! Blumpoor is dead!”

He leapt to another tree, then another, hollering for the group at the pond.
“Shit!” I cursed as Mareth jumped onto a tree to pursue him. I only had a second to

decide what to do before I lost her in the canopy. “Mareth! Stop!”
She paused, coiled to leap higher. “I might be able to catch him before he warns the

others!”
I knew there was a chance, but Mareth also tended to sound like a wrecking ball

when she leapt around in the treetops. But if he warned the group at the pond, they might
chase us back to camp. If that happened, my skill wouldn’t have recharged by then, and
Nira wouldn’t have her lightning attack available. 

“Follow him, but on the ground! I have a plan!” I waved to the two women and
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“Follow him, but on the ground! I have a plan!” I waved to the two women and
turned to give chase. “Keep inside the trees, and try not to make too much noise!”

“I am faster in the treetops, Sam!” Mareth protested, but dropped to the ground and
began following me. 

“What is the plan, Sam?” Voss asked, running up beside me.
“We’re going to find out what Discord does.”
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CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

My mind was racing as fast as my heart as we rushed through the forest back toward
the pond. This felt stupid. We should run in the other direction and try to get back to the
others. If we put enough distance between us, they might not be able to chase us straight
back. Maybe they wouldn’t care about a small chance encounter in the woods, and would
finish their harvest before coming after us. 

Or, they could take their harvest back, leaving us with no edible vegetables for five
miles in any direction, and return in a week with thirty warriors to overwhelm us in an
instant. 

At this point it was probably too late to change my mind, anyway. I could only pray
that the one assumption I’d made about Voss’s power was correct - that there was no
outward indication it was being used. 

“How is your leg?” I asked Mareth when I noticed her favoring the other one.
“Stabbed.”
When it was clear she didn’t intend to elaborate further, I started to try and coax more

information from her. “I meant—“
“I’ll be fine, Sam. I know you worry for your women, and I am pleased to be

included among them even before we battle.” 
“I, uh… Yeah. Fair enough.” I shook my head and glanced at the canopy to reacquire

our quarry. 
Braix’s screaming had tapered off slightly, and his progress through the trees had

slowed, but not quite enough for us to catch him. 
He plopped to the ground fifty feet from us, just clearing the tree line, and I motioned

for us to slow our pursuit in favor of stealth.
Braix’s tentacle tail was wrapped tightly around the stump of his arm. Reddish-brown

blood was oozing all over his front and legs, and his skin somehow looked even more
sallow than before. 
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He pushed himself to his legs and wobbled slightly before stumbling into the
clearing, and I could see the group around the pond harvesting teeth and sinew from the
corpses littering the area. 

We crouched lower and slowed our approach even more as the harvesters looked up,
most of them scooping up weapons as Braix made his appearance. 

“Do you think Discord can cover them all from here?” I whispered I waved Voss
under a bush with me. 

“The area they’re gathered in is larger than when I used Babel, but I would assume
the enhanced version should manage it.” She settled in beside me and brushed some hair
away from her face. 

Mareth crouched low behind a tree, and any worries I had that her dark orange skin
might give our position away were dismissed when she spilled her dark green dread-like
ponytails over her face and shoulder like a personal ghillie suit. 

I nodded to Mareth, then Voss. “Okay, get ready.”
The teal linguist double blinked and held out her hand.
“Braix.” The deep voice came from a large, dark red man standing in the middle of

the group. Besides his skin color and being nearly seven feet tall, he looked mostly
human. The major exception being his head, which spread out above his eyes into a
broad, flat skull. I couldn’t decide if he looked more like a railroad spike or Guile from
Street Fighter. 

He didn’t seem terribly concerned that one of his people had returned from scouting
with a missing limb. 

“I find it difficult to imagine a dinosaur thought you looked appetizing, Braix.
Explain your injury!” he demanded with a sneer on his face. His contemptuous attitude
brought a number of chuckles from the other men in the group. 

“Now!” I whispered to Voss. 
She thrust her hand out, and unfortunately, her eyes and hair started to glow, her hair

floating up like it was underwater. 
I quickly grabbed her hair into a ponytail with one hand and held the other in front of

her face, leaving my fingers slightly parted in case she needed line of sight. 
Braix pointed back our way with his remaining hand, gesturing frantically, but maybe

he had lost more blood than I’d realized, because what came out of his mouth didn’t
match his body language at all.

“Don’t you dare mock me, Vistiq, you pathetic weakling, when all you do his hide
behind your cowardly skill!” Braix yelled.

Most of the group had been muttering among themselves and watching the exchange,
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Most of the group had been muttering among themselves and watching the exchange,

but now the whole clearing was still.
Braix seemed totally unaware of the shift in mood, and continued to point back in our

direction. Vistiq, however, pulled a large, well-crafted knife with a hooked point from a
sheath on his back and advanced on Braix. 

“I’ve had enough of your pathetic simpering, you disgusting pustule! Whoever kills
Braix gets to lay with Warsyl tonight!”

“What!?” An outraged female voice sounded from behind one of the baryonyx
corpses, interrupting a swell of cheers and surprised sounds from the men in the group. A
moment later the woman stepped into my eyeline, and she was bristling, literally.

Her two-toned skin was mostly a very pale purple or maybe violet. Her shins and
knees, arms, breasts, crotch and shoulders were covered in what I first took to be nearly
black rock, but realized it was probably bone or chitin. She had spiky, black hair that
jutted out behind her head, and her face was framed in the same dark color, but looked to
be smoother than her limbs. 

From behind fifteen feet of foliage, it was difficult to see, but my alien-enhanced eyes
could just make out a barb-wire tattoo snaking around her torso. 

The tattoo began to move, slithering up to her right shoulder. As it gathered there,
bony scales along her arm began to stand up like the plates on a stegosaurus, then they
too began sliding down her arm, cascading off her hand until they coiled into a twenty
foot long dark whip covered in jagged blades.

She pointed at Vistiq, then swept her hand around the clearing. “As if any one of you
could even fill up a woman, much less bring her pleasure. I am so sick of you pathetic
little boys pretending so desperately to be men!”

The whole clearing exploded into threats and epithets, each more vile and challenging
than the last, the pugnacious group having seemingly been looking for any excuse to tear
each other apart. 

One man with drooping tentacles sprouting from his cheeks like a catfish waved his
arm in the air. “I will challenge for a woman when we return, and give her to the first
man who pins Warsyl!”

A purple man conjured a spear of fire and began to advance on the whip-wielding
woman, and another who stood on four legs in a wide squat began growing chitinous
armor across his back and limbs.

Another man, one of the few in the group who wasn’t repulsively ugly, started
waving his hands around in a gesture that really looked less like a challenge, and more
like he was trying to convey “Woah, pump the brakes mi compadres! Let’s all take a
deep breath and find our centers!”

But what came out of his mouth was, “Braix is right! Vistiq is a coward, and I’ll give
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But what came out of his mouth was, “Braix is right! Vistiq is a coward, and I’ll give

up my next three challenge wins to the man who takes him down!”
“You wretched traitor!” Vistiq bellowed. “I’ll break your limbs and give you to

Garvok! He’s always wanted a piece of your smooth ass!”
“What!?” The man who I assumed was Garvok yelled. He looked a bit like a water

buffalo on top and chicken on the bottom. Or maybe I should say a Terror Bird, since his
banded bird legs were thick and ended in wicked talons. “You’re the one who enjoys
feeling Kurgast’s sweet rod up your shitter, Vistiq! Do you let him paint your face with
his dominance once you lick your own shit from his meat?!”

Vistiq took one step toward Garvok, his rage causing him to have forgotten about
Braix. The repulsive light-bulb shaped man slammed one of his knives into Vistiq’s red
leg, and strangely thick orange blood began oozing from the wound. 

Given Braix’s earlier display of speed, I was surprised that Vistiq caught the arm
holding the knife in his thigh, but Braix had lost a lot of blood and was obviously woozy.
Missing his other hand and with nowhere to dodge, Braix had no way to stop the hooked
blade from plunging into his eye socket. 

The large, red man wrenched the blade back and forth, twisted it, then pulled. Half of
Braix’s skull tore free from his ruined face and clung wetly to the end of the large knife. 

Voss made a gagging noise, and I tried to give her a reassuring pat on the head
without releasing her glowing hair. I opened my mouth to reassure her, but she quickly
shook her head and pressed one finger to her lips.

Having already figured out what Discord did, I nearly smacked myself for what could
have been a ruinous mistake. I didn’t think we were in the area of effect, but it would be
a foolish thing to assume. Instead I just nodded and turned to watch the carnage. 

I would have assumed the melee would have largely focused on Vistiq and Warsyl,
but the whole thing had devolved into a chaotic battle royale, and it quickly became
apparent that most of these men were better killers than they were survivors. 

The man with the flaming spear killed two others almost immediately, but Warsyl
wrapped her whip around one of his arms after he had launched his weapon. It seemed he
had no defense without it, and she tore the limb clear off while he desperately tried to
summon the weapon back to him.

Everyone who approached Vistiq seemed to immediately suffer from terrible vertigo
or possibly even hallucinations, swinging wildly at the air in front of them, but even so,
the buffalo-chicken-man named Garvok pounced on him and raked Vistiq’s legs with his
foot talons. 

Vistiq roared in pain, then plunged his hooked blade into the other’s abdomen. They
rolled around briefly before Vistiq kicked him away, pulling three yards of intestines
from Garvok’s torso. 
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Every time one of the marauders opened their mouths, a new slew of insults and
challenges would be issued, and the remaining survivors would redouble their efforts to
kill one another. 

I glanced at Mareth, who was still watching from behind her tree. It was hard to get a
read on her because she was still sheltered under a pile of her dark green hair, but I was
pretty sure I saw a massive grin from behind the curtain of ponytails. 

Voss stared on in abject horror, like she was watching the Gutenberg Bible being
slowly lowered onto a bonfire. 

Knowing the Marauders were wholly occupied with each other by now, I dropped my
hand from in front of her eyes and pulled her into a hug. She leaned her head against
mine and gripped one of my hands with hers, but kept the other one outstretched. 

While I watched the devolving melee, I noticed a small woman crouching behind
where Vistiq had been standing. She was back near the cliff, and I had trouble picking
out all her details, but I guessed she was the slave the party had brought along. She wore
only a simple loincloth, and her top was just two straps of fabric that formed an X over
her chest. She watched the melee with wide eyes and kept glancing at the forest behind
her. 

Shit, she’s going to bolt, I thought to myself, then began craning my neck around to
assess the state of the Marauders. 

There were only four left standing, and to my surprise, Warsyl was among them. I’d
have thought she would have gotten dogpiled, but either everyone paired off to fight or
she was tougher than she looked. 

The non-ugly guy who might have earlier been trying to calm everyone down had a
nasty burn wound on one hip but was still on his feet, surrounded by glowing runes.

His adversary threw a log at him, and one of the runes moved to intercept it. When
the two collided, the log disappeared and turned into a kind of bird I’d never seen before
with a brilliant blue chest of feathers, and it flapped off into the forest.

For a moment, I thought the runes were some sort of transformation magic, until the
next log was intercepted by a different rune. It disappeared to be replaced by two logs
that flew to either side of him.

I placed my hand on Voss’s outstretched one. She glanced at me, then nodded, sliding
her hand into mine. I waited for her eyes to stop glowing before I spoke.

“I think he’s using those letters to turn log into logs, and log into dog, or, I don’t
know, log into ulog, where ulog is the name of a blue-breasted tit warbler in his
language.”

She nodded, a tight expression on her face. “That… is a curious magic. I desperately
wish he was not one of the Marauders, as I would love to question him about his
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wish he was not one of the Marauders, as I would love to question him about his

language and powers.” 
I agreed, but it was mostly because I thought hanging out with someone with powers

like that might be the next best thing to being friends with Bugs Bunny.
Eventually his opponent either ran out of logs or decided his attacks just weren’t

going to work, so he leapt at Captain Thesaurus and tried to drive his fist into his face.
Unfortunately for him, a glowing letter intercepted the punch and the man’s fist turned
into something that really resembled a honey baked ham. 

Thesaurus still took the ham to the face, but his attacker reeled back, howling in pain
at having his flesh warped into cooked meat. 

While Thesaurus tried to blink honey and ham juice out of his eye, his opponent
lashed out with his other hand, which was again, intercepted by a floating letter.  Only
this time, Thesaurus must have panicked, because instead of another relatively harmless
transmogrification, the fingers of the incoming fist turned into fangs or claws, and tore
into his throat. 

Thesaurus gagged and tried to push the other man away, but his opponent leaned
forward and tried to dig his new claws deeper into Thesaurus’s neck. 

Thesaurus’s eyes began rolling back into his head as he coughed up blood, but one
final letter floated down to merge with his attacker’s face, and the man staggered back. 

I hadn’t seen his face during the fight, and it seemed that I never would, because as
he turned and flailed about in the clearing, I saw only smooth skin where facial features
should have been, and it was obvious the man could no longer breathe. 

Voss couldn’t take anymore and curled herself into a ball. 
“Sam, I’m sorry, I can’t… I just can’t watch anymore!”
I quickly pulled her into a tight hug and scanned the clearing. The faceless man was

using his fist-fangs to rip open a new mouth for himself, screaming in pain as he did so,
but the only others standing were the armored, four-legged man and Warsyl, who was
finding her whip largely ineffective against his grown chitin. 

“Mareth, go finish the faceless man,” I ordered, and my warrior woman flipped her
hair back and nodded. 

“Yes, Chief.”
She bounded toward the clearing, and I hugged Voss tightly.
“I have to go help her, Voss, but I’ll be right back—“
“It’s zo horrible!” She sobbed into my chest.
“I… I know, Voss. It was a brutal fight, and I’m sorry you had to see—”
“My power is zo horrible, Sam!” She looked up at me through teary eyes and
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“My power is zo horrible, Sam!” She looked up at me through teary eyes and

clutched at the collar of my jumpsuit. “To pervert language like that! It’s a betrayal of
everything I’ve ever worked for!”

Her reaction surprised me until I spent a single second thinking about it. I thought
she’d been horrified by the brutality we’d just witnessed, and while I was sure that didn’t
help, the fact that her power was essentially the weaponized antithesis of her life’s work
must have been quite the twist of the dagger. 

“It’s awful, Voss, I agree, but—“
Before I could complete the thought, I heard Mareth roar, followed by a sickening

thwack as she hacked a blind man in half. 
“I really need to go help Mareth, but I promise we’ll talk about this later.”
Voss roughly wiped her eyes and shook her head. “No, I’ll come. I need to zupport

you and Mareth… but also the distraction would be welcome.”
I pulled her to her feet and planted a gentle kiss on her lips. “Okay. Thank you, Voss.

We’ll talk about it later.”
She wiped at her face once more and drew an arrow, gesturing for me to lead us into

the clearing.
A moment later, we pushed through the tree line to catch a nose full of the stench

surrounding the pond. Most of the dinosaur corpses had been long since torn apart by the
scavengers, and thankfully there wasn’t a whole lot of meat left at this point, but the
ground was still smeared with scraps of offal and strips of skin. The two baryonyxes still
had enough tissue attached to them to interest the loitering scavengers, so the odor profile
of the whole clearing had taken a definite turn for the worse since our meeting with
Mareth.

Speaking of whom, my warrior woman was circling the four-legged man, brandishing
her machete. I quickly scanned the clearing to confirm we were the only ones left
standing. My eyes caught weak movement from Warsyl, who was bleeding from a large
welt from the side of her bruised face, and Vistiq, whose red skin had lost a great deal of
vibrance, likely due to the severe wounds on his legs.

The only others in the clearing were the slave woman, who was still crouching by the
cliff, and the pack animal harnessed to the large cart. 

I held my hand up to the woman in a gesture that I hoped conveyed “please stay
there.” She studied me for a moment, glanced around the carnage of the clearing, then at
the woods behind her. I had to assume Vistiq’s revulsion field had fallen because I hadn’t
felt anything when I entered the clearing. Unfortunately, I spotted several groups of dog-
sized scavenger dinosaurs starting to edge their way out of the woods a bit further
downstream. 

Whatever we were going to do here, we didn’t have a whole lot of time.
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The woman noticed them as well, and she returned her gaze to me to give a subdued
nod.

The pack animal wasn’t anything I had seen before. It honestly looked like something
the Jim Henson Muppet studio might have created for a fantasy movie. It was basically
cow-shaped, but instead of horns sticking to the side like a cow, it had two hard, angular
protrusions affixed to a plate over its snout. The top one had a hook that reminded me of
a rhinoceros beetle, or really, just a can opener. 

It had a floppy, straw-colored mane like a horse which fell over the creature’s eyes,
and stood in the middle of the clearing, munching on some leaves, watching the
proceedings with a casual disinterest. I had to assume it was fully domesticated, and that
I’d be able to lead it back to camp. I’d just have to figure out how to get it up the cliff so
it didn’t get eaten. 

“I cannot penetrate this one’s armor, Chief, even with my improved weapon,” Mareth
informed me as I approached her. 

Considering Mareth’s strength and the sharpness of the stones in her machete, that
was pretty impressive. His body wasn’t fully armored, though, so I wasn’t too concerned
quite yet.

“Chief?” The sort-of crab-centaur asked in a burpy-sounding voice. “You are the one
responsible for this slaughter!”

“I do appreciate the irony of getting Grade-A assholes to kill yourselves off for us.” I
twirled my boar spear and shot him a smug grin, but I paused and looked to Voss. “That
isn’t actually ironic, is it?”

“Not strictly, no,” she responded with a pinched smile. “Poetic, perhaps.”
“I will avenge my fallen comrades,” He burp-growled. 
“Did you actually care about any of them?” I asked, gesturing Mareth closer to me.
“You attack mine. This is an insult to me!” He clacked his armored forearm to his

chest, producing a sound like two stalactites cracking together.
Mareth leaned in to speak in my ear. “Do you have a plan, Sam?”
“Could you pick that guy up?” 
“Almost certainly. For what purpose?” 
“Do you think he can breathe underwater?” I nodded toward the pond.
Mareth grinned ferally.
“His back looks more armored than his front, so if I hold his attention, he might not

care about you getting around behind him.”
Mareth suddenly grabbed my face and kissed me so hard that my vision swam.
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Mareth suddenly grabbed my face and kissed me so hard that my vision swam.

Admittedly, that might have been because she was compressing my skull. 
The armored crab guy had scooped up a large log, but paused when he saw Mareth

attached to my face.
“Yes, Sam-Gar-Oor,” she said with a heated lick of her lips as she released me.
“Share that one with me and I will consider sparing you,” Burpy offered.
I burst out laughing. “You wouldn’t survive her, moron! Hell, I’m not sure I will.”
Burpy scowled and pointed his log at Voss. “Her then!”
Voss’s response was to fire an arrow at his face. Unfortunately, her lucky aim from

earlier didn’t carry through and the arrow bounced harmlessly off his shoulder. 
“You have your answer.” I hefted my spear and advanced. 
I sized him up as Mareth began circling him. If he had been fully human, I would

have guessed that he was just a bit larger than me. Two extra legs extended from where
his butt-cheeks should have been and the thick looking chitinous armor had me guessing
that he weighed fifty to seventy-five percent more than me. 

He stood in a wide squat, which from the front made it look like he was sitting with
his legs splayed. I had a height advantage on him, but his low center of gravity made the
idea of grappling him a bad one. Besides, I didn’t want to try a takedown only to get an
armored elbow in the spine. 

Burpy realized Mareth intended to flank him, so he leapt forward in a little gallop and
threw his log at me. I wasn’t skilled enough with a spear to try and parry, so I threw
myself to the ground in a roll, suddenly wishing I had removed my backpack before the
skirmish had begun. 

The pack slowed me, and I wasn’t able to get back to my feet before Burpy reared up
and tried to slam his chitinous feet down on me.

I planted my spear as he came down, but the stone tip skipped off his armored leg.
Fortunately it deflected his foot just enough that I didn’t get my ribs stomped, but I had
to quickly roll back and forth to keep from getting kicked. 

Before he could land a strike, Mareth hit him in the side with her machete. As before,
other than knocking him slightly sideways, the attack didn’t do much, but he turned his
attention to her, protecting his face from her strikes with his forearms and used bucking
kicks to knock her back. 

I used the distraction to quickly scoot back and shrug the backpack off my shoulders,
then ripped open the top and fished out my new stone brass knuckles mezzaluna thing,
then pulled my pickaxe from my bandoleer. 

While he was busy with Mareth, I leapt at him and brought the pick axe down as hard
as I could on his armored back. The point pinged loudly against his chitin, and while it
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as I could on his armored back. The point pinged loudly against his chitin, and while it

didn’t penetrate, the strike made him flinch.
He wheeled around and nearly connected a backhand to my arm, but my vambrace

caught the blow, and the two pieces of chitin clacked loudly off each other. 
“Mareth, try this!” I tossed the pick axe over Burpy’s head, and he turned to try and

intercept it. 
She swiped at him with her machete, but he ignored the strike and the two of them

collided as they both reached for the weapon. During the scramble, I quickly switched
the mezzaluna to my right hand and punched all my weight down onto one of his knees.

I must have managed to land the edge of the stone in between some of his armored
plates, because he howled in pain and twisted back at me, throwing a pointed elbow into
my ribs. 

My jumpsuit kept the angular chitin from piercing my skin, but the non-rigid material
didn’t blunt the impact at all. The blow knocked me back and might have cost me a rib,
but in the adrenaline-fueled moment I couldn’t be sure. 

I’d evidently hurt him enough that he decided I was the greater threat, and spun to
punch at my midsection. The swing turned into a mincing hop as his injured knee gave
out, but he quickly adjusted to favor his other three and came at me again. 

Ducking low to match his squat height, I deflected his armored punch with my
vambrace and drove my stone mezzaluna into his face. His whole head was armored, but
the chitin on his face didn’t seem to be as thick, and he reeled from the punch, covering
his cheek with one hand. 

He opened his mouth, no doubt to spew some obscenities at me, but Mareth roared
and slammed the pickaxe into his shoulder. The enhanced dinosaur tooth driven by her
strength was enough to punch through, and the weapon jutted out of his back like a
railroad spike. 

He screamed and started bucking, kicking out with his stone-hard legs. Mareth took
several hits on her legs until one connected to the knife wound above her knee. She
released the pick handle to stumble back, and I took the opportunity to leap at him. I
didn’t nearly have Mareth’s vertical, but I pulled my feet up high enough to clear his
kicks and came down with my bladed stone knuckles again. He blocked the strike with
his armored forearms, but I landed on him, planting my feet on his squatted thighs. I
grabbed the spike in his back to keep from pitching away from him and started
hammering at his face. 

I was in too close for him to get a good windup, but the only thing he could really do
was shove at me while keeping his arms in front of his face. 

That was, until he dove forward and tried to smash me into the ground. I felt us going
over and tried to jump away from him, but he managed to hug one of my legs against his
chest. I realized if my leg was still pinned between his armored chest and arm when we
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chest. I realized if my leg was still pinned between his armored chest and arm when we
landed, his chitin would act like a nutcracker and my shin would almost definitely break. 

With only about a half-second to try and escape, I desperately kicked him in the head,
hoping to drive my heel into the discolored wound on his cheek I’d already given him. 

He flinched in pain, but didn’t release my leg.
Bracing for the pain, I slammed into the ground, and he… didn’t. 
We both looked behind him to see Mareth holding one of his legs. 
Mareth’s Eleven Strength Stat evidently meant she could not only lift him, but also

throw him a good twenty feet into the pond, because that’s exactly what she did.
Thankfully, he didn’t hold onto my leg, opting instead to try and kick Mareth away.

Fortunately she’d grabbed a leg next to his injured one, and the one kick he managed
didn’t dislodge her. 

“Wow! Thanks, Mareth, you probably just saved my leg.” I rolled to a standing
position and began running to the pond. 

“You are welcome, Sam. This battle is most invigorating!” She shot me a sharp-
toothed grin and bounded after me. 

The armored guy flailed around a bit before he managed to find his footing, but the
moment he stood up in the waist-deep water, I slammed the mezzaluna into his face.

He screamed and reeled, stumbling deeper into the water, just in time for Mareth to
land both feet into his chest. The water parted as he plowed through it, and we both
jumped on him as he floundered and attempted to pin him under the surface.

On the ground, his four squat legs made him incredibly stable, but in the water, we
could keep him from getting his legs underneath himself, and his thick chitinous armor
didn’t appear to be buoyant.

We each held onto an arm, and Mareth gripped the spike in his back as well. I threw a
few additional punches down into the water, but his legs were kicking up so much
turbulence I wasn’t entirely sure I was connecting with his face. 

With both of us holding him under, he had no chance of recovering his footing, which
left Mareth and me just standing in nipple-deep water for over a minute while he
drowned. 

Maybe it makes me a bad person, but I’m way past the point where killing assholes
bothers me. Mostly I was irritated that my fucking socks were soaked again. 

“So,” I asked casually after dropping another punch onto what I hoped was his face.
“What are your plans for the rest of the day?”

Mareth quirked her head with a half grin on her full lips. “I will do as my chief
requires of me.”
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“Cool, cool. Probably hauling those logs up.” I was forced to duck away from some
flailing kicks, but it didn’t compromise my grip on his arm. I couldn’t tell if this guy was
stronger than me or not. He looked pretty stout with all his armor, but he just couldn’t get
any leverage from the position we had him in. “Probably get some sparring in, then fuck
each other cross-eyed.”

 Mareth laughed, ignoring a kick to her shoulder. “This is a good plan!”
The armored guy in the water gave one last mighty heave, forcing us both to

concentrate on holding him down. Finally he went slack, then jerked twice before going
limp.

“Give it another thirty seconds,” I said. 
Mareth nodded. “Yes, Sam-Gar-Oor.”
I was about to ask her about my new title when Voss interrupted.
“Sam?” She called from further down the stream, near the wagon. “Zome of the

scavengers are braving the edges of the clearing!”
“Shit. Okay, be there in a sec!” I called back, then looked to Mareth. “Hey, do you

think it would be ghoulish to harvest the chitin from this guy to make—“ I paused as I
felt him shifting in my grip. I quickly realized he wasn’t moving, it felt more like he was
shrinking. 

I pulled the arm I was holding out of the water in time to see the last of his armor
recede into mottled, but otherwise normal-looking skin. 

“Eh, never mind then.”
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CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

In the interest of time, I didn’t wait to see if the guy was faking being drowned. I
hauled back and slammed my mezzaluna through a foot of water and into his face a
couple of times. Without armor, the front of his skull collapsed under the assault, and if
he wasn’t already dead, he was at best unconscious now and definitely blind.

“Mareth, would you please make certain all these guys are dead, and gather up
everything of theirs that might be useful. Weapons, clothes, belts and straps, anything
with metal especially, like buckles and whatnot? We’ll throw it all into the wagon. I
don’t think there’s any reason to linger here beyond a quick rummage.”

“Yes, Chief,” she nodded with a feral grin. 
“Oh, help me pull this guy out of the pond first. I don’t want to pollute a clean source

of water with corpses.”
We dragged him a dozen feet from the pond and dumped him on the ground. Mareth

set her foot against his back and ripped the pickaxe free, then handed it back to me. 
I secured it as she squatted over him and removed what looked like a canvas fanny

pack from around his waist. 
The only other thing he wore was a four-sided loincloth, and I waved Mareth off

from collecting it. Besides not particularly wanting to know what the four-legged man’s
genital situation was, the material of the item looked to be rough and tattered and would
probably fall apart after the amount of cleaning I would insist on before repurposing the
material for something else. 

Mareth nodded and handed me the fanny pack, then stood to begin looting the
remainder of the fallen Marauders. I slung the pack over my shoulder, leaving the
investigation of its contents till we were back at camp.

As I secured it, I looked up to see the slave woman still watching us, so I gave her a
wave.

“Hello! Uh… I know you’ve had a tough time on this world, and trust is probably not
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“Hello! Uh… I know you’ve had a tough time on this world, and trust is probably not

something you’re prepared to give easily, but there are a lot of scavengers waiting to
reclaim the pond area. You’re welcome to come with us, and I swear no one in our tribe
will harm or touch you in any way without your consent.”

My sentence was unfortunately punctuated by Mareth separating Vistiq’s head from
his shoulders with a grisly thwack. 

The woman glanced at the gory scene, then back to me. I could only shrug broadly,
indicating the new layer of carnage around the pond.

“Unless you’re a murdering slaver. We go out of our way to kill them.” I ended the
statement with a grin, but was worried my flippancy might not have been terribly
reassuring. “I’m Sam, by the way. Could you help us gather up weapons and useful gear
from these guys and load it into the wagon? Feel free to keep a few weapons for yourself
as well, if you like.”

My offer might have been a little trusting, but the nervous ex-slave woman didn’t
strike me as remotely aggressive-looking in the moment. The offer of weapons seemed to
surprise her for just a moment, then she relaxed slightly and nodded. She moved to
gather up a well crafted knife that was made out of some pale, tan stone. 

It had fallen next to a man who must have gone down early in the fight because I only
vaguely recalled him being there. He reminded me a bit of a fat genie with beady eyes
and fat lips. It didn’t matter now, as he was lying in a pool of his own… gray blood? 

That was strangely unsettling for some reason. 
The woman took the knife and jabbed it deep into one of the genie’s eyes. 
“Oh, you don’t have to, uh…” I trailed off, realizing this might be personal. 
She yanked the blade out, or tried to. She had plunged it in too far, and the bolster

had gotten stuck on part of the eye socket. 
She glanced at me sheepishly, then wiggled the blade a few times before it slid free.

She gave his other eye a much shallower jab, then began to work one of the leather
bracers off the corpse’s wrist. 

I shrugged it off and turned to quickly loot the other men littering the area. She was
going to have some baggage after what was likely an extended stay with the Marauders.

Mareth, myself and the ex-slave woman quickly gathered weapons and stripped
useful-looking bits of clothing from the fallen Marauders. Much of the clothing was in
poor condition, especially after the brawl, but the fabric itself could be mended or
repurposed into sacks, straps, cord, filtration barriers and more. I told Mareth this after
she questioningly held up half a bloody shirt with jagged burns on it.

The quiet ex-slave didn’t speak while we hurriedly looted, but my explanation to
Mareth seemed to lower her defenses further, and she gave me a subtle nod when I
glanced her way. 
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She was watching us, myself especially, but still gathered efficiently. She was
obviously trying to come to some conclusions about our group, but it seemed she didn’t
want to risk anyone’s ire by performing the task she had been assigned poorly. 

Some of the scavengers were being bold and moving back into our area with little
regard to us. Most of the carnage from our fight with the raptors the other day was
centered around the baryonyx corpses, and that was right where the wagon was parked,
so I took my armload of gear and started heading that way. 

Voss was standing by the pack animal and had been gently stroking its floppy mane,
but was now holding her bow at the ready, watching a motley pack of troodons as they
dragged one of the deinonychus corpses back into the tree line. 

The animal secured to the cart warily eyed the encroaching clusters of carnivorous
scavengers, but didn’t seem agitated by them. It chewed calmly on a leafy branch and
occasionally flipped its sandy mane back to reveal a big, brown, heavily lidded eye. I
noticed there was a stone ring through its nose, made out of the same tan rock the
Marauders seemed to favor. The ring sported a leather strap, which was obviously used
to guide the animal. 

“Sam,” Voss began. “I think the woman with the whip is still alive. I didn’t know if
you wanted me to… to kill her…”

I shook my head. “I don’t want you to have to kill anyone if it can be avoided.” 
Delivering a quick kiss as I walked past, I deposited my pile of loot in the back of the

cart and got my first good look at the bounty these Marauders had harvested. 
“Hooooly shit…” 
The cart was about seven feet wide and ten long, and was nearly overflowing with

piles of fruits and vegetables in baskets and pots of every size. 
“Bell peppers, apples, leeks, onions, squash, garlic? I see about four types of lettuce

and spinach. What is that, broccoli romanesco?” I eyed a pale green cluster of cone-
shaped points that looked very much like a fractal screen saver. “I don’t even know what
those are, they look like little melons the size of large grapes?”

Voss looked back at the basket full of what looked very much like tiny watermelons.
“My people call those sour gherkin cucumbers.” 

“What a haul! Coconuts! The hell did they find coconuts? The biomes and plant
distribution on this planet are insane.”

“One of their party must have been a skilled forager,” Voss suggested.
The pack animal made a noise that was something between a moo and a woof, and

tossed its head back hard enough to flip its bangs up for a second. 
That cause me to scan the edges of the pond again, and saw we were on the verge of

being overwhelmed by dozens of scavengers. Most were still skirting the tree line, but
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being overwhelmed by dozens of scavengers. Most were still skirting the tree line, but
some were stalking toward the piles of smelly meat less than fifteen feet from us. 

“Yeah, let’s get moving.” I pulled an apple from one of the baskets, and carefully
approached the draft animal from the side. The last thing I wanted was for it to get
nervous and bolt off into the forest with this absolute treasure load attached to it. 

“Hey, boy—”
“Girl, I think,” Voss interjected.
I quickly checked the underside of the beast and didn’t see anything dangling there,

udders or otherwise, other than some shaggy fur. 
“Right, sorry girl.” I offered the apple in one hand. “Could I get you to pull the cart a

little further away from these bodies? Then maybe back to our camp? It’s not too far
from here. We’ll get you something to drink and maybe brush down that fur, eh?”

The animal made a satisfied noise and took the apple in her mouth, crunching down
on it loudly while I began mentally designing primitive brushes.

Whatever species the animal was, she was a bit smaller than an ox, but built similarly,
with a slightly longer neck and smaller head. Her legs were much thicker, ending in a
three-toed hoof. I guessed she weighed close to a thousand pounds, but the cart was large
and loaded with not only with a farmer’s market worth of food, but many of the pots also
had heaps of dark, rich-looking soil in them. In addition, there were several pots full of
rocks, at least one large pot half filled with what looked like drinkable water, a bundle of
bamboo, and a number of felled saplings that would make good spear shafts.

The animal, however, only strained against the weight of the cart for a single second
before it started to move like it was empty. The cart lurched, liquids sloshed, but she
moved forward with little noticeable strain. 

“Wow. She is going to be incredibly useful to have around.” I moved aside, grabbing
my boar spear from the back, as well as one of the Marauder’s stone knives as it went
past. “Voss, can you guide her up near the pond while I check on Warsyl?”

“Of course, Sam.” Voss didn’t grab the leather lead tied to the ring in the animal’s
nose, instead gently steering her with one hand at the top of her neck. 

I turned to check on the only woman Marauder just in time to see a deinonychus
about to take a bite out of her leg. Without thinking, I leapt forward and stabbed my
spear at the scavenger. It hissed and juked away, and I had to take a few more swipes at it
before it got the message and turned to trot over to one of the fallen baryonyxes, casting
glances over its shoulder in a huff.

I approached the Marauder woman and saw that she was still breathing. Her “whip”
arm looked broken or at the very least dislocated at the shoulder, and her eyes were half
open but glassy, likely due to a bloody welt on her temple. 

“Mareth!” I waved to my prehistoric warrior woman, and she looked up from her
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“Mareth!” I waved to my prehistoric warrior woman, and she looked up from her

looting. “Warsyl is still alive! You kind of made it sound like she was a real psycho. I’m
not real keen on the idea of killing a helpless woman, but I don’t want to risk
endangering our tribe.”

Mareth stood, dragging a belt from the corpse she’d been squatting over. It tumbled
as she walked toward me, but eventually disentangled itself from the strap, lying
mangled and still in her wake. 

She deposited an armload of weapons and miscellaneous clothing in the cart as Voss
guided it further upstream, then walked over to me, hefting her machete. 

I gestured down as she approached. “Is Warsyl the way she is because that’s the way
she was before coming to this world, or has she just adapted to the culture of Kurgast’s
tribe because that’s what she needed to do to survive?”

“I can take care of it if you want, Sam,” she said solemnly. 
“That’s not what I asked.” 
She stared at me intently for a long moment, then looked down at Warsyl when she

moaned and tried to shift her arm. 
“Helpless or not, I suspect you wish to help her simply because she is a woman, and

we both know that Xerxa can restore her to perfect health,” Mareth said slowly,
obviously considering her words. “I wish to please you, Sam, but I too worry for the
safety of our tribe.”

“Then give me your honest opinion. The more information I have, the better decision
I can make.” I placed my hand on her shoulder, the motion reminding me of the bruises I
had accrued from the fight with the armored guy.

Mareth’s jaw flexed a few times as she thought. “I have a personal dislike for her. She
was quick to earn favor with Kurgast and his cronies. Whiiiich…” She tilted her head as
she drew out the word. “…given what happened to women who weren’t strong enough to
fight, I suppose I cannot entirely fault her.”

She turned to see me watching her with a raised eyebrow. “Yes, I too fought as one of
his warriors, but I was never his sycophant. She punished and even executed
misbehaving slaves, something I refused to do.”

That cast her in a new light. I wasn’t sure I wanted someone like that around the
camp, especially if she had any lingering loyalty to Kurgast.

“Were it up to me, I would kill her for those actions alone, but…” Mareth sighed and
cracked her neck. “I suppose I do respect the way she handled the one man who tried to
take her against her will.”

“Which was?”
“She removed a considerable chunk of him with her whip.” She grinned.



Tamer Enhancer 2

371

“Ow,” I winced. “Well, I can’t hold that against her.”
“Most of his pelvis, in fact.”
“Oh. Damn.” I laughed before the brutality of the act really registered with me. “I

guess the real question is, if we take her back and heal her, will she attack us, or flee back
to the Marauders and betray our location to them?”

Mareth opened her mouth, then closed it, thinking for a moment before she spoke.
“Her life depends on my answer, doesn’t it?” She stared down at the barely conscious
woman, her face a mix of pity and malice. 

I slid my hand up her shoulder to her cheek and turned her head to face me. “I can’t
imagine killing her in this state, but I won’t risk our tribe. Please consider your answer
carefully. I have faith in your judgment.”

She stared at me for a moment, then slowly nodded. “Thank you, Sam. It means
much that I have your trust.” She looked back down at Warsyl and took a deep breath,
idly scratching under one of her breasts. 

Watching the edges of the clearing, I gave her a moment to consider. I could see more
scavengers skirting the tree line and knew we didn’t have a whole lot of time left.
Fortunately most of them were on the smaller side and were scattered. Nothing
particularly large or organized seemed to be waiting to pounce from the wings. At least
not that I could see.

Mareth casually slid her hand into her fur bikini top, fished around briefly, then
pulled out a leaf and dropped it to the ground. “I cannot be certain of course, but I
suspect that if you make it clear that you are in charge, she would pledge herself to you.
She never struck me as ambitious, just desperately in need of security. Her excuse to me
for her capitulation was that it was of vital importance she survive to return to her people.
She claimed to be some sort of leader and they were fighting a desperate war.”

“That doesn’t sound unreasonable to me,” I said.
She shook her head. “Not the way I said it, no. I… I have trouble articulating it. I

dislike her. We are both warriors, though my brutality is purposeful, if…” she gave me a
sidelong glance and grinned, “…sometimes overly enthusiastic. Hers was desperate and
capricious. Perhaps with a firm hand you can tame her.”

“Like I’ve tamed you?” I gave her a shit-eating grin.
She stared at me, fighting a smile the whole time. “I am untamable, Sam-Gar-Oor,

but perhaps I will allow you to conquer me.”
“Kiss me,” I said.
Mareth’s eyes widened, and then I swore I saw her dark orange skin blush. I didn’t

know that was even possible on the dauntless warrior. After only a brief pause, she
stepped into me so her breasts were squeezed to my chest. 
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“I will, but only because you gave me the finest blade I have ever wielded.” She
pulled her bone fillet knife from her thigh strap and held it up for me to see. 

“I was almost as surprised as Braix when it took his arm clean off,” I smiled. 
Mareth mashed her lips against mine and used her tongue to try and force mine into a

submission hold. I wasn’t having any of it, of course, and went for a figure four lock. 
“…tamed…” The weak word came from our feet.
We both looked down to see Warsyl still looking as disoriented as before, focused on

nothing, but she had a weak smile on her dark lips. 
“I am not tamed!” Mareth roared, pulling away from me to loom over Warsyl. For an

instant, I thought she was going to bisect the woman with her machete. 
I put my hand on her shoulder and eased her upright. “Keep an eye on the scavengers

for a moment, please?”
Mareth grunted and placed her hand on mine. “I will, Chief. Let me know if you wish

me to end her.” She stalked two paces away, placing herself between us and the nearest
baryonyx corpse.

I squatted down over Warsyl, one hand on my big stone Bowie knife. She didn’t
seem to be in any condition to attack, but I really had no way of telling if she was faking
the severity of her head wound.

“Are you lucid?”
“…hurt… hurts…” she mumbled. “…can’t… die… can’t…” Her eyes tried to focus

on me, but they drifted and couldn’t seem to lock in. 
“Mareth doesn’t think we can trust you,” I said evenly.
Warsyl’s bloody face tightened like she was fighting tears. “…will… will pledge. …

obey… be… your dog…”
My instinct was to help her. Maybe she had a shitty personality, but I hoped if she

had a better environment than the Marauder tribe, she might be salvageable. What had
me worried was the idea she might attack us or even worse, run home to the Marauders
and tell them our exact location and abilities. 

Fuck. Could I just kill her though? Even if I asked Mareth to do it, putting down a
helpless woman was just not something I thought I could live with.

Apparently Warsyl took my moment of inner turmoil as a negotiating tactic and tried
to sweeten the deal. 

“…will… w-will… give oath…”
“I’m sure you gave Kurgast an oath as well—“
“No,” she said with more force than anything else she had managed yet. “Pledge…
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“No,” she said with more force than anything else she had managed yet. “Pledge…

Gave pledge, not oath. Pledge broken when… others attacked…”
Her desperation was a little off-putting, and made me question if I could trust

anything she was saying. Then again, what might anyone say if they were crippled and
laying in a glen surrounded by predators? 

One last glance at the tree line told me I had to make up my mind, now. 
“I’ve decided that this isn’t the best place to have such a discussion. I’m going to take

you back to our camp, have you healed, and then we can continue this conversation when
you are more lucid.”

 “…will serve…” she panted.
“This is probably going to hurt. Brace yourself,” I said, slipping my arms under the

woman. 
As I lifted her, she let out a pathetic little wail, then immediately passed out. The

woman was built about like Voss and she probably only weighed a hundred ten or twenty
pounds, tops. Up close, the armored parts of her body looked like they were covered in
dark pearl rather than bone or chitin. It was hard to the touch, yet didn’t have any
obvious joints at her elbows or hands. 

“Taking a chance on her?” Mareth asked, turning at Warsyl’s squawk.
“I can’t leave her here to die. She might be irredeemable, but I want to give her a

chance. Maybe there’s a way to keep her from using her skill until she proves…” I
trailed off as I glanced at Mareth’s collar. 

“Sam?” she asked. 
“Take her, please.” I hoisted Warsyl up and transferred her to Mareth’s arms when

she approached. 
Once my arms were free, I pulled the tan knife I’d collected earlier from one of the

fallen Marauders. It looked like a sharpened tree branch. The handle still had a bark
texture, and the blade had obvious signs of whittling, but it was definitely stone.

“Mareth, you said the woman who made your collar and most of these weapons has a
skill called “Petrify,” right?” I studied her thorny necklace as I spoke. It had been mostly
covered in soot-blackened grease, but I could see bits of the tan stone where the grease
had rubbed away.

“I think that’s what it was called, yes. Why is this relevant now?” she asked, eyeing
the tree line behind us. 

“I know how to get your collar off,” I said with a grin.
Mareth’s eyes blazed. “Sam-Gar-Oor, you are certain in this?”
“Well, okay, honestly, it depends on how the petrify skill works I suppose, but I have

a solid idea to try.”
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“You recall me saying how appreciative I would be if you could accomplish this?”
She practically growled the sentence, and looked like she was ready to dump Warsyl on
the ground and give me a preview right then and there.

“Hah, yes, I do, but this is not the time or place. Come on, let’s go deposit her in the
cart. I need a bowl or pot from it.” I started that way, glad to put some distance between
us and the circling scavengers. 

We quickly left the area, and as we did, several wolf-sized raptors leapt into the spot
we had just vacated and began squawking and hissing like they were the ones who had
chased us off. 

I didn’t really care about some troodon earning street cred at my expense, so I
ignored the commotion behind us and continued on to the cart where Voss and the ex-
slave woman were waiting quietly at the edge of the clearing.

The ex-slave tensed slightly at our approach, but Voss gently rested her hand on the
woman’s shoulder and smiled reassuringly.

I gestured to Mareth to lay Warsyl down on some of the baskets that didn’t seem to
have anything terribly compressible in them.

“Do you know of anything that might keep her from using her powers?”
Mareth frowned, then shrugged. “I do not, though I have seen her open her hand

wide to catch her whip as it descends from her arm. Perhaps binding her hand into a fist
would prevent her from wielding it?”

I nodded. “Let’s do that, then bind her wrists if we can manage it without aggravating
the injury to her arm. We need to bandage her head wound, and probably blindfold her as
well. I don’t want her knowing where our camp is relative to the stream for as long as
possible while I decide her fate. Can you do that? I need to go gather one thing from the
pond before it’s totally overrun.”

I selected a pot that was full of some kind of small squash and dumped it into a basket
full of herbs and leeks, then took the gallon pot over to the pond.

Voss watched with her bow nocked as I waded waist deep into the water and began
pawing at the bank. It only took me about three minutes to fill the vessel, and I waded
out of the water, vowing that tomorrow, I would keep my fucking socks dry for the
whole day.

The scavengers were mostly interested in re-staking their claim on the baryonyx
leftovers, but some of them were spreading out and had started sniffing at the fallen
Marauders. Still, none of them hassled me as I trotted back to the cart. 

I set the pot in the cart and was about to gesture to Voss to get the cart moving, but
saw that Mareth was still securing Warsyl. 

Voss leaned over the side of the cart to inspect the pot. “River mud?”
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“Clay.” 
“Is this something you need to remove the collar?” Mareth asked, tying a burnt shirt

sleeve around Warsyl’s closed fist.
“Yup.” I grinned. 
Mareth furrowed her brow, looking at the pot.
“I’ll show you when we get back to camp,” I chuckled. While Voss stood near me, I

slipped my arm around her waist. “How are you doing?”
She leaned her head into my chest, pulling herself against me. “I’m… I have this…

trembling anger inside me. An… outrage that a weapon like this Discord power can
exist. It perverts the very purpose of language! It’s… weaponized betrayal!”

I squeezed her waist a little tighter. “It’s a vicious deception, like an illusion of food,
weapons and safety over a pit full of spikes. I’m sorry you had to—“

“No.” Voss quickly cut me off. “The ability is horrendous in ways I had never
imagined zomething could be, but those… scum never zuspected for an instant their
words were being twisted.” She surprised me by chuckling darkly. “I could feel how
much each phrase was warped by my power, and the truth is, barely half of what they
said was due to my influence. I am confident that if zomeone used zuch a thing against
our tribe, the power would find far less purchase, but it only took the barest spark to set
them against each other. The Marauders were repugnant, the lot of them. A whole tribe
of Ass-breaths.”

I pulled her into a tighter hug, and she pressed herself against me, her fists clutching
at my jumpsuit. “Thank you, Voss. I know this has been yet another terrible thing this
world has inflicted upon you, but it does sound like they all genuinely deserved their
fate.” I stuck my mouth next to her ear and added, “And don’t tell Nira, but under the
right circumstances, your power might be the most dangerous one of all. I don’t think
even Yxlyn could have dealt with that group by herself.”

Voss laughed into my jumpsuit and thumped her fist into my chest. She didn’t hit the
same spot that the armored guy had elbowed, but I still winced as I was reminded of the
injury. “Oh! Are you okay? I’m zorry, Sam. I felt zo useless watching you fight with that
—“

“Shh, shh.” I tilted her head back and planted a kiss on her lips. “You were perfect.”
She held the kiss for a long time before I saw her eyes glancing off to one side.
I looked up to see the ex-slave woman standing a dozen feet away, watching us

quietly.
“I’m Sam.” I offered, pivoting from Voss while keeping one arm around her slender

waist. “I don’t recall if I said that already, but I’m pretty sure I told you that you’re more
than welcome to come with us, and that you won’t be harmed by our tribe, so long as you
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than welcome to come with us, and that you won’t be harmed by our tribe, so long as you

extend us the same courtesy.”
As she studied us, I finally took the time to examine her. She had the X-shaped top

and a simple loincloth, both of which looked like they were made from T-shirt cotton that
had probably been white at some point. Both were currently closer to a dull khaki. 

She had straight, shaggy, dark brown hair to the middle of her back that was wild and
unkempt, and made me think of an anime cavegirl. Her skin was… gray? A warm gray,
like the most desaturated brown possible. Something a paint swatch might be named
“Clay Mist” or “Timberwolf.”

Like Warsyl, this woman was two-toned. Her hands and forearms, feet and shins
were a brown that almost matched her hair. She also had the same brown color across her
eyes, making her look more than a bit like a raccoon. 

Her brown fingers ended in dull claws like a canine, and she clutched a pair of
knives. One looked like she’d looted it from Braix, the other was the slender dagger
she’d plunged into Fat Genie. She gripped both loosely, and didn’t seem like she was
preparing to use them. 

“Just… Sam?” She finally spoke in a timid voice, tilting her head inquisitively. “I…
do not wish to offend by addressing you incorrectly.” She had a refined lilt to her voice
that didn’t match her fairly savage appearance.

“Sampson McAffrey, but I just go by Sam.” Taking the complication of Eye-Q
Special Skills into account, I held my hand up in lieu of a handshake, then motioned to
Voss. “This is Voss.”

Voss mirrored my gesture and smiled. “Greetings to you. I am Voss McAffrey.”
I blinked and looked at Voss, arching an eyebrow
She was standing stock still, staring straight ahead with wide eyes.
The woman studied Voss for a moment, then glanced to me questioningly, but I was

busy watching Voss as her cheeks fiercely tinged blue. 
Only Voss’s eyes moved as they slowly tracked up to mine, questing to see if I had

caught her gaffe. As soon our eyes met, she sucked in a breath and quickly turned away.
That meant she didn’t see my shoulders shake as I tried to bite back a snort of

laughter at her endearing slip. 
“I… see,” the woman said, trying to make sense of our behavior. “You are wed? Are

the Dark Ones taking couples? Only, I would not have guessed you to be of the same
world.”

I tugged on Voss’s waist and turned her to face me. “It’s a recent development,” I said
confidently, using my other hand to gently tilt her chin up.

Voss resisted meeting my eyes for a moment, then looked up, hope and a fully violet
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Voss resisted meeting my eyes for a moment, then looked up, hope and a fully violet

blush both warring for dominance across her face. “S-Sam? I… I was… i-it was just—”
Placing a finger against her pale blue lips, I gave her a loving if somewhat wry smile.

“Shh-shh-shh. We can discuss your wifely duties later, Mrs. McAffrey.”
Voss studied at me for a tense moment, her lip trembling and tears welling in her

eyes. Seeing only sincerity on my face, she let out a gasp of relief. “Yes! Thank you,
Sam… Husband.” 

The final word was whispered, and I found I wasn’t even a little bit afraid of it. 
I leaned down, intending to give her a quick peck, but she pressed her mouth to mine

and hugged me tightly. I responded by pulling her against me, and before I knew it, her
legs wrapped were around my torso and she kissed me deep and fiercely.

This went on for a moment before the woman beside us spoke. 
“A recent development indeed, if I am any judge of body language.”
Voss suddenly broke the kiss and looked over at the woman, her blush returning. She

laughed self-consciously and quickly climbed down.
“I’m zo zorry, that was quite rude of us.” Voss apologized, but still slipped her hand

into mine and gripped it like she was dangling from a cliff.
“We’re, uh, still on our honeymoon,” I laughed. “But yes, I apologize as well. We

never gave you a chance to introduce yourself.”
The woman nodded and bowed slightly. “Thank you. My name is Chassa the Seeker,

daughter of Iola Pathfinder, descendant of Ariom Locutor.”
“It is nice to meet you Chassa the Seeker.” I nodded cordially. “I’m sensing a bit of a

theme along your family line there. I’m going to go out on a limb and guess your Eye-Q
ability is something to do with tracking or finding stuff?” 

She nodded, a knowing smile on her lips. “It is, in fact, called Seek. I am brought
along when the foragers sally forth, as I can eventually hone in on different resources,
given enough time.”

“Your power seems very effective.” I looked back at the mobile cornucopia behind us
to see Mareth using a pair of pants to tie the final knot on a nearly mummified Warsyl.

I shot her a questioning look, to which she responded with a shrug. 
“I am being thorough,” she said simply.
“Thank you, Sam,” Chassa said when I turned back to her. “This world has been…

challenging,” Her face tightened at the word, but she continued. “But it has allowed me
to employ and improve my skill to a degree I never thought I would achieve in my prior
life.”

There was some hissing behind us as a group of scavengers challenged another for
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There was some hissing behind us as a group of scavengers challenged another for

dominance over one of the baryonyx corpses. The new group was quickly chased off,
and they sniffed around the clearing until they found one of the dead Marauders.
Cautious sniffing ensued, until one took a speculative bite, tore away a chunk of leg, then
snapped it up into its mouth. Two gulps and one approving squawk later, and the whole
group began ripping into the corpse. 

“Why don’t we head back to camp. I can’t wait to see everyone’s faces when we roll
in with this haul.” I gave Voss one more tender kiss, brushed her indigo locks from her
face and asked her to guide our new draft animal back to our base.

Voss ran her hands down my stubbly jawline before walking to the front of the cart.
She patted up the flank of the animal and urged it forward. It pulled at the cart without
further prompting, and we began flanking the trundling cart as we moved into the forest.

“That reminds me, Chassa, did the Marauders allow you to have any of the bounty
you found?” I asked her, picking an apple from the back of the cart and biting noisily
into it. It tasted fantastic, and I knew how desperately my body needed the
carbohydrates. 

Chassa looked covetously at the cornucopia gently rocking in the back of the wagon.
“The slaves were not given nearly as much as the… ah, Marauders?” she questioned. 

“This is the name we have given to Kurgast’s tribe,” Mareth said, holding up her
forearm so Chassa could see the crosshatched scars there. “I escaped from them with
another some time ago. Perhaps two months.”

Chassa had stopped walking when she saw Mareth’s scars, her hands tightening on
her two knives, but relaxed visibly after her explanation and continued on. 

I looked back at her, but stopped in my tracks when I saw the very obvious path the
cart wheels had carved into the forest floor.

“Damn. Chassa, is there anyone else in the expedition that came up the coast?”
“Hmm?” She pulled her eyes away from the fruit to see what I was looking at. “Yes.

Six others. Two slaves and four… er, Marauders. They remain at the beach and tend the
raft.”

“How long until the group at the pond will be missed? Will the ones at the raft come
looking?” I scratched my chin and tried to kick a few of the crushed plants in the path
back upright, but it didn’t look like hiding the tracks would be easy.

“I… am uncertain. Forgive me, Sam, but I only know that the foraging team was
scheduled to return before nightfall. I do not know if there was a plan in place should
they miss that rendezvous.”

“Hmm. Well, that makes sense they wouldn’t necessarily keep you in the loop.” I
gave one of the plants another kick and turned to walk behind the cart. 

We reached the massive tree that Nira and I had knocked over on our first day here.
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We reached the massive tree that Nira and I had knocked over on our first day here.

Fortunately there was enough space for the cart to pass underneath without Mareth and I
having to dig a trench.

Once we moved past the scattered remains of the suchomimus, I gestured to the cart.
“Chassa, if you are hungry, please feel free to help yourself. To food or clothes. Or
weapons, if you’re OCD and want a matching pair of knives.”

She slowed for a few steps before hopping up to match our pace again. “You are
certain?” 

“Of course,” I couldn’t help but chuckle. “Really, all of this is yours. I just hope you
won’t mind sharing it with us.”

She stopped again and stared at me. “Do you mean those words?”
I turned and faced her. “I could probably make an argument for dividing this between

us, given your recent change in circumstances due to our intervention, but I don’t want to
get pedantic about it. Honestly I just assumed you would want to join with us, especially
given that your Eye-Q skill doesn’t seem like it would give you an immediate edge
surviving against dinosaurs.” 

“Yes!” She said quickly. “I wish to join your tribe, Sam. You… you are the king of
your people?”

“I’m the leader, yes.”
“Sam-Gar-Oor is chief,” Mareth clarified. 
Before I could respond, Chassa dropped to one knee, bowing her head. 
“My Lord Sam-Gar-Oor, may I have the honor of serving as your kingdom’s

Seeker?”
I grabbed another apple from the cart and walked to where she knelt.
 “Chassa, please tell me how your power works. Do you just turn on the fruit radar

and you know where the nearest strawberry is?”
“I am uncertain what the word “radar” means, but the power of my bloodline has

thinned with each generation. My Grandmother’s ability worked similarly to what you
suggested, but my own ability functions more like a pulse. When I Seek a thing, my first
pulse tells me if such an item is within the range of my skill, but I won’t get a sense of
direction. I need to move to a new location to release another pulse, and then I can begin
to triangulate. The time between pulses varies depending on the area I search.
Generalized requests like “fruit” could have me running in circles. “Melons” or “nuts”
would be easier. If I am touching an exemplar, my efficiency increases.” The woman
spoke with her eyes cast down, awaiting my decision. 

Voss turned to look back at us, but I gestured for her to continue on with the cart.
Mareth slowed, splitting the distance between us. 



Tamer Enhancer 2

380

“You said your skill is called “Seek?”” I asked.
“It is my Lord.”
I extended my hand. “Please pull up your Eye-Q screen, and then take my hand.”
She looked up slightly and hesitated. 
“I know it is an act of trust on this world, so I won’t hold it against you if you would

like to wait until you have a chance to meet more members of our tribe—”
I stopped as she took my hand, and she inhaled sharply, clearly bracing for some ill

fate to befall her. While she held her breath, I continued.
“Your skill seems incredibly useful already, as is evidenced by the wagon of produce,

so I wonder what your skill says now, and if you might have some insight into what it
does.”

“What is says now?” she asked, clearly confused. Her eyes focused inward, then
widened. Her grip on my hand tightened, and her whole arm began to tremble. “It can’t
be…”

“My skill enhances the skill of others, so I assure you, it can be,” I smiled, hopefully
not sounding too smug.

“The talent of family,” she whispered. “Of Ariom herself! Locute!”
I was curious how “locute” was different from “locate,” though presumably the

upgraded power would take Chassa straight to what she was looking for, rather than
making her wander around triangulating.

She looked up at me, tears brimming in her dark brown eyes. “This… this power! My
line would be refreshed! Our children would hold the family’s power anew!”

“Whoa there.” I tried to take a step back, but she still had it in a death grip. “Okay,
let’s slow down there, Chassa, I was just trying to get a handle on what your skill could
—”

She stood, wrapping her other hand over mine. “This! This is why I have been
brought to this place! Why I have endured degradation under Kurgast’s heel! This
meeting here and now! I told the Marauders my skill only worked if I was pure of body.
My ability to aid their gatherers was too valuable for them to risk, but it was a lie, King
Sam-Gar-Oor! Please, I beg from the depths of my soul, allow me to serve you as
Seeker, and I will also serve you with my body and bear you children of legendary
power!”

“Oh my god, not again,” I muttered and turned as Mareth began laughing
uproariously, obviously having heard the entire exchange. 

“Sam! Did I forget to mention? Meeting you was why I was brought here too! Our
children will be the strongest of all the tribes! Hah hah hah! Wait till Xerxa hears!” She
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children will be the strongest of all the tribes! Hah hah hah! Wait till Xerxa hears!” She

doubled over laughing and had to steady herself on a tree.
“Does she mock my moment of clarity!?” Chassa bared her teeth, which I realized

were slightly canine in nature. Not the row of conical shark teeth Mareth possessed, but
enough to make her look like she was seriously considering attacking the much larger
woman. 

I couldn’t wrestle my hand away from her, so I tucked the apple into my jumpsuit
pocket and put my other hand on her shoulder to pull her attention back to me. 

“Chassa, she is not laughing at you. Another member of our tribe recently came to a
similar conclusion as yourself, and I think Mareth finds the serendipity and potential
conflict amusing.”

The raccoon-colored woman relaxed slightly and focused on me. “I… see. I suppose
there is some levity in the situation then, but I sense no conflict. As King, it would only
be natural for you to have many consorts.”

“Right, uh, look, another thing. I’m just a guy who got taken from his home like
everyone else here. I wasn’t a king on my world, and I’m not one here. I lead my tribe
because I’ve proven to be good at planning and organizing. I have no issue naming you
“Seeker,” but I’d prefer if you just called me Sam. None of this “my lord” stuff. It makes
me feel like I should be wearing a cape, and it’s just too warm here for that.”

Chassa laughed, then chewed on her lip as she considered me for a moment. “Since
the time of Ariom, my family has always served the most powerful noble families of
Lular. I was raised in the peerage and educated in the ways of the court, but I will do my
best to adapt to these new circumstances.”

“Thank you, Chassa the Seeker. We’re all still adapting to this world.”
“I think you would look quite fetching in a cape.” She grinned shyly.
That got a laugh out of me. “Come on, let’s catch up to the cart.” I turned and tried to

disengage, but Chassa maintained her hold on my hand. I paused to look down at our
hands before glancing at her. “Could I have this back?”

Chassa licked her lips nervously. “I have not yet had a chance to use the legendary
power, my l… ah… my… er, Sam.”

“My own skill is still on cooldown, Chassa. Don’t worry, I’ll have plenty for you to
Seek, or uh, Locute in the future. Can you find ore? Like… copper, iron, et cetera?”

“Oh yes! Nearly anything you can name can be sought.” Her eyes lit up with
anticipation. “You will see, my lor—” Her lips tightened as she quietly rebuked herself. 

“Chassa, it’s fine. I understand you’re used to speaking a certain way. I just want you
to know it isn’t required. I’d prefer just Sam, but I won’t be upset if you need to ease into
it.”

She lowered her eyes shyly. “I thank you… um… My Lord Sam.”
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I chuckled and held up our joined hands expectantly.
She regarded them and swallowed. “About my other request, my lord? If… if it’s too

soon, I am confident I will prove my skill and loyalty to yourself and house… uh, or to
the tribe.”

“What reque— oh.” I answered my own question before I finished asking it. 
“To sire my children. To renew the legendary power of my line.” She didn’t seem

bashful about the topic at all, which seemed odd, coming from my relatively puritanical
upbringing, but I was worldly enough to know that most Americans were pretty uptight
about the matter. Considering my experiences to date, I supposed I should consider
myself multi-worldly now, so I decided to be forthright with her. 

“Chassa, you’re a beautiful woman, and I’m… well, male, so the idea of lying with
you certainly appeals to me.”

Her eyes widened and she blushed slightly at that.
“I would like to get to know you better on a personal level before anything intimate

happens between us, though. As far as siring your children, we are different species, so I
don’t know that it’s possible. There is some speculation among our tribe that the ones
who brought us here might have done something to make us… compatible. And by
speculation, I mean… eh, wish fulfillment. It’s not based on any evidence we have so
far.”

Chassa looked at our hands and slowly released mine, withdrawing it to smooth and
primp her ratty clothing. “Yes, familiarity would be nice. I feel a little foolish for
suggesting it so soon after meeting you. I’m in such a state. Such things should be
discussed after formal meetings, exchanges of gifts and while dressed in stately couture.”

I couldn’t help but chuckle a little. “We can get you cleaned up at camp, and maybe
salvage some of the Marauders’ clothes for you. I do understand you’re concerned about
the power of your bloodline. The boost my skill gives is significant, so I don’t blame you
for your eagerness.” 

Not that there’s any indication that our children would benefit from it, I didn’t add. 
I retrieved the apple from my pocket and extended it to her. “Why don’t we get your

nutrition in order before we discuss something as taxing as bearing children?”
Chassa looked borderline underweight, much like Voss did when we found her. The

two women had very similar builds, and while Voss had just barely begun to fill in, I
could see the lack of calories beginning to show in Chassa’s cheeks and ribs.

She carefully took the apple from me and smiled. “Thank you, my lord, uh, my lord
Sam. That is very considerate of you.”

We hurried to catch up to Mareth and the cart. Once we got there, I stepped up on the
spokes of the wheel to check on Warsyl, who was still unconscious. Examining her head
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spokes of the wheel to check on Warsyl, who was still unconscious. Examining her head

wound, I saw that Mareth had wadded up part of a shirt against the gash, and used the
sleeves to tie it in place. The wound was still slowly oozing blood, but it wasn’t flowing
like it had been earlier. I adjusted the wadding to keep flies away from the blood, then
hopped back down.

“Sam-Garoo?” I asked Mareth, who was holding a branch out of the way of the cart.
“You taking after Xerxa now?”

“Gar-Oor. And no. It means ‘Chief.’ Specifically a male one with many women.” 
“Ah.” I considered that for a moment. “What happened to, uh… “Gnol?””
Chassa passed under the branch with a polite nod to Mareth, who let the limb fall

back into place. 
“Gnol is only the Chief of Making. Gar is… hmm, perhaps the translation is not

conveying my full meaning. Gar is the Chief of Chiefs. The All-Chief. Very few of my
people have ever held that title. They are the legends our leaders aspire to.”

“Oh. Wow, I appreciate the, uh, the honor that the title conveys, and I’ll do my best to
live up to it, but… I would appreciate it if you didn’t include it when speaking in front of
Xerxa, otherwise, you know she will insist on calling me ‘Sam-Gar-Oor-ZerZay,’ and
there’s only so much time in the day.”

Mareth roared with laughter and slapped me on the back. I saw the blow coming and
braced for it, which is the only reason I didn’t go sprawling, though the shockwave
passing through my torso reminded me of my injured rib. 

“I will attempt to refrain from doing so, but I cannot promise I won’t cry it out later
tonight!” 

I didn’t think the rib was broken, but I needed to have Xerxa examine me when we
got back. A little pain I could deal with, but ignoring the possibility that something
jagged might be pointing at my lungs or heart would be foolish. I really hoped I’d be
able to spar with Mareth tonight, because watching the little beads of sweat travel down
her dark orange skin was enticing to say the least.

“Hah hah! Fair enou—” I started to say, but flinched as bright columns of light
flashed down from the sky all around us.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

We all goggled for a moment as we scanned the sky through the dense canopy. 
“Shit, that one is really close to us!” I pointed at a golden white beam that looked like

it touched down less than a quarter mile away.
Everyone watched me as I considered our next course of action. A dozen scenarios

ran through my head and I really wished I had at least one more person with us in our
party. 

“Alright… alright! Mareth, Chassa! Please continue toward camp with the cart. Voss,
you’re with me. We’re going to check out that nearby beam.”

“Me?” Voss had stowed her bow to help push branches from the cart’s path, but was
quickly pulling it from her shoulder. “Shouldn’t you take Mareth?”

Mareth looked to me questioningly as well.
“I have my reasons. I’ll explain later if you want, but please, let’s hurry. Hopefully

we can check out the beam before any dinosaurs get to it.” I pulled my boar spear from
my back and dropped my backpack into the cart. 

“It will be as you say, my lord,” Chassa nodded.
“I accept your word, Chief.” Mareth moved to the front of the cart and gestured our

new draft animal forward. 
It had stopped to grab some leaves from a bush and was calmly staring up at the

lights as it chewed. It glanced at Mareth from under its tawny mane, then huffed and
began pulling. 

“Come on!” I gestured to Voss as I raced along the cliff of the mesa, looking for a
trail into the forest. Nothing as obvious as a game trail presented itself, but the density of
the ground scrabble varied wildly from one patch of forest to the next. I found a
promising break in the undergrowth and darted into the woods. 

“Is this— yeouch!” Voss half ducked a tangle of branches behind me, getting a
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“Is this— yeouch!” Voss half ducked a tangle of branches behind me, getting a

scratch on her shoulder. “Is this a good idea, Sam? Shouldn’t you have brought Mareth
with you?”

“That cart is important to us, Voss!” I called behind me as I watched the gold-white
beam through the treetops. “Not just for the edible fruit it contains, but the gardens we’ll
be able to plant from its seeds could feed us for the rest of our lives! I don’t think we
have to worry about Chassa turning on us, but if she wanted to, I think she’d be less
likely to attack Mareth than you! More importantly, if a triceratops or a pack of the large
herbivores crosses their path before we make it back to camp, I’m not sure your bow
could hold them off! Something like that could clear out the cart in a few minutes flat!”

“Oh,” Voss panted, sounding surprised. “I hadn’t considered any of that! I was only
concerned about what we might find near the beam!”

“If we meet someone disagreeable at the bottom of that beam, I think you and I can
handle them.” I slid down a hill, and turned to catch Voss as she followed me. I brushed
her hair away from her face and gave her a quick kiss. “A newcomer might not be aware
of their Eye-Q abilities, and a mix of ranged and melee attacks should stop most people
in short order. Both you and Mareth have bows, but she’s better suited to guard the cart.”

Voss smiled as she panted. “I’m really glad you’re in charge, husband.” 
I shrugged and smiled. “I sometimes know what I’m doing.” I turned to scan the

forest, listening. There was a lot of rustling, though I couldn’t tell if it was animals
moving away from us or toward the beam. 

“Let’s keep going, but keep an eye and ear out for anything else heading toward the
light.”

Voss nodded seriously and transferred a few arrows to the hand holding her bow. 
I started toward the light again when suddenly the beam shut off.
“Shit!” I bolted toward the place I thought the beam might have touched down. 
Voss and I ran for another minute, winding through various obstacles in the forest,

and Voss was having trouble keeping up with me before too long. 
“Wait, Sam, please…” she gasped as we reached a long, narrow glen. 
My boots splashed into some standing water, which would have annoyed me if I

hadn’t gotten soaked earlier at the pond, and I stopped running to scan the forest. 
Voss came to a stop next to me, panting hard. “I just need a second, Sam. It’s too

humid, I can’t catch my breath.”
“Yeah, it’s been pretty muggy since the rain.” I closed my eyes and listened, but

didn’t hear anything besides forest noises. “That beam might have been further away
than I thought.”

Glancing up, I saw that about half the other beams had winked out by now. None of
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Glancing up, I saw that about half the other beams had winked out by now. None of

the rest of them had looked to have touched down within miles of us, though. 
“We could be close, but with this damned forest, we might miss each other by a

hundred feet and never know it.” I didn’t want to get too far from the cart and our camp,
but I had a feeling we were very close to the beam drop point. Quickly, I came to a
decision. 

“Hello!” I cupped my hands and called in the direction the beam had been. “If you
can hear me, come toward my voice! This forest is full of dangerous predators, we need
to get to safety quickly!” 

Voss’s expression told me she wasn’t fully on board with this plan, so I quickly
scoped the glen for a tree we could climb in case the response to my call was something
toothy and disagreeable. 

I was about to point out a good candidate to her when I heard a crash of branches
well into the forest from the direction of the beam.

“Well, that could be good or bad.” I glanced at Voss out of the side of my eyes. She
just tightened her lips and readied an arrow. 

The crashing got closer, and I decided the noise was probably a big thing chasing a
little thing. 

“Move over to that tree in case—” I started to point, when someone stumbled out of
the bramble at the far end of the glen.

I was fairly certain it was a woman, but I didn’t get a good look as she fell, bending a
branch down under her. I was about to call out to her when a flurry of teeth broke
through the bushes just behind her. 

She had a second to live. We were too far away, and I didn’t even know if an arrow
from Voss’s bow would make it in time. All I could do was watch as the teeth descended
on her.

The woman rolled to the side with so little room to spare that I was sure she caught
the edge of the teeth, but the branch she had fallen on sprung up and her attacker got a
mouthful of leaves and limb. 

The branch didn’t have enough spring in it to knock the predator off its feet, but it
couldn’t get the branch out of its mouth without backing up several steps and thrashing
its head around.

While this was going on, the woman sprang back to her feet and began sprinting
toward us. 

She was wearing a white, sleeveless mini-skirt tunic with a hood and leather belt,
brown leather bracers, and sandals with leather straps that wrapped all the way up her
calves. 

She had large eyes and a fairly severe looking face, but that probably had as much to
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She had large eyes and a fairly severe looking face, but that probably had as much to
do with the toothy death thrashing in the bushes behind her as it did her facial geometry. 

“A spear!” She called out when she saw us. “I need a spear!”
Just then, her pursuer cleared its mouth of the branch and barreled into the glen. It

was a ceratosaurus. Probably the same fucker that tried to eat Nira and me on the beach
within the first hour of our arrival. 

The horse-sized predator was five seconds behind the woman, and they were both
headed straight at us.

“Get to that tree, and be ready to climb it if that thing even looks at you!” I pointed
and shouted at Voss.

“What about you?” she asked, panic starting in her voice.
“Now, Voss!” I gave her a gentle push and centered myself at the top end of the

narrow clearing. 
Voss ran to the tree and readied an arrow, and in the time it took her to do that, the

woman and dinosaur had crossed half the distance to us. 
She was impressively fast, keeping just ahead of the ceratosaurus, but the horse-sized

dinosaur was still accelerating.
“Please! I need a spear!” she called again. 
It’s arguable I am too trusting of the fairer sex.
“Catch!”
I tossed my spear toward the woman when she was still thirty feet away and quickly

pulled my stone Bowie knife. Fortunately it was a good toss, and she snatched it out of
the air like she practiced that exact motion a hundred times a day before breakfast. 

I really hoped she was as skilled with actually using spears, because I wasn’t really
looking forward to fighting a fifteen-hundred pound predator with an eight inch blade.

The woman jumped as she ran, hauling her arm back and heaving the spear nearly
straight up into the canopy far above. I was about to yell at her for whatever she was
doing, but before I could decide exactly what that was, she came down from her leap and
dove forward, her momentum carrying her into a roll. She came up crouched and tensed
for an instant before jumping again, only this time, she disappeared in a skyward streak. 

I blinked and looked up, but didn’t see her or my spear above me. 
The ceratosaurus slowed its run for two steps when it realized it had lost its prey,

before focusing its eyes on me.
“Well, shit.” I braced one leg back and prepared to see if my level two sea scorpion

vambrace could withstand this thing’s bite strength.
The ceratosaurus lowered its head and picked up speed as it charged straight at me. I
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The ceratosaurus lowered its head and picked up speed as it charged straight at me. I

didn’t want to give it a straight shot, so I backpedaled toward a tall tree just behind me,
planning to put it between myself and the dino. I gave another skyward glance, hoping to
at least see the woman perched on a branch, but there was no indication of her at all.

The dinosaur charged, and as it closed to within twenty feet of me, Voss sank an
arrow into its side. It only penetrated a few inches,and the dinosaur barely flinched,
intent on its next meal. 

I jumped behind the tree, but the ceratosaurus surprised me by weaving around the
other side of the trunk instead of trying to follow me. I tried to reverse directions, but my
boots slipped on some leaves and my reaction was slowed just enough for the big
predator to try and take a bite out of me. 

Fortunately, I got my vambrace up in time, and fortunately, it held. Unfortunately, its
mouth was quite wide, and it only bit down on my chitinous accessory with one side of
its jaw, trapping my hand inside its mouth.

So naturally, I grabbed its tongue as tightly as I could and shoved my Bowie knife
into its eye. 

That had been the plan, anyway. The dino jerked its head back when I grabbed its
tongue, so instead of hitting its eye, my blade slammed into its jaw. Right into the joint.

The ceratosaurus bucked and whipped its head away from my attack, the fifteen-
hundred pound animal easily pulling me off my feet. I lost my grip on the knife when its
head stopped and reversed direction, and I spun around and bounced off its flank. I was
pulled back around as it thrashed, and thumped into its snout. For a split-second I found
myself staring the thing right in the eye. Its breath wasn’t great. 

Then it whipped its head back and started turning in circles. I couldn’t figure out why
it hadn’t thrown me after I rebounded off its side again, but when I thumped into its face
again, I realized it couldn’t open its mouth. The Bowie knife had locked up the joint. I
tried to grab for it, but another thrash pulled it out of my reach as I bounced against its
side again. 

When its head reversed direction again, I felt something in my elbow start to give,
and I realized the joint was being hyperextended bit by bit. A few more thrashes and my
elbow was going to break, and as strong as this thing’s neck was, it wasn’t too hard to
imagine my arm ripping clean off. 

Academically, I knew Xerxa could put me back together if I survived long enough to
get back to her, but I was still highly motivated to end this fight long before it came to
that. 

I thumped into the dinosaur’s snout again and tried to grab the knife, but it had
lowered its head on this thrash, causing me to spill onto its forehead. I quickly threw my
hand in front of my face to keep from headbutting one of the short horns on its snout. 

It thrashed back and I threw my legs back to kick off its body, sparing my elbow
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It thrashed back and I threw my legs back to kick off its body, sparing my elbow
more damage, and on the return trip, I got my hand on the knife. I didn’t have time to pry
it loose before the dinosaur whipped its head around again. 

I held on to the knife with everything I had, and when my weight was thrown to my
left, I felt the knife shift a bit. The dinosaur was definitely not happy about that, and
jumped in a circle as it thrashed. 

This time the knife tore free, and I went sailing through the air, then hit the ground
and slid at least twenty feet in Voss’s direction. 

“Sam!” she shrieked, and ran toward me. 
I knew she’d been yelling my name the whole time, but the dinosaur’s roaring and

screams of pain had been fairly deafening at point blank range. 
“Get… get back Voss!” I tried to sound commanding, but the carnivorous carousel

ride had left my head spinning and my left arm in bad shape.
I looked up to see the dinosaur charging right at us. Actually, it looked like it was

starting to teeter onto its side, but I couldn’t tell if that was its equilibrium or mine. 
Voss slid to a stop right by my head and fired an arrow. It was an excellent shot and

the arrow hit the dinosaur right in the center of its head. And unfortunately skipped right
off one of the horns.

“Run, Voss!” I yelled as I tried to push to my feet, but I couldn’t get my legs under
me.

The ceratosaurus was ten feet away, and my only plan was to try and hamstring it
while avoiding getting crushed, when suddenly the dinosaur’s head slammed into the
ground. 

The woman was standing on its neck, two feet of my spear sticking out of the back of
its skull. The rest of it must have passed straight through and into the ground, because it
stopped dead. 

At least, the head did. The rest of the dinosaur flew up into the air like the back of a
mac truck that had slammed into a parking balustrade. 

I just had time to shove Voss when something heavy slammed into me from behind. 

*     *     *     *     *
“Sam!”
My eyes popped open at the sound of Voss’s yell.
I blinked a few times, already feeling like I had a hangover and a ceratosaurus-tail-

shaped bruise running from my shoulder to the back of my leg. And my left elbow hurt
like a bitch. 
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I gingerly pushed myself up with my right arm, bringing about three pounds of leaves
with me. Oh goody, apparently I was covered in dinosaur slobber as well. 

Voss was kneeling at my head, stroking my hair. She wasn’t crying, but her face
looked tight. 

“Sam, are you okay?”
Looking over my shoulder, I saw the ceratosaurus folded over itself. Its head was still

pinned to the ground and its neck was obviously broken. Its body was nearly flopped
overtop of the head, and it was obvious I had gotten whip-cracked by the tail as it had
gone over. 

The woman in the tunic was casting sheepish glances our way as she tried to wiggle
my spear out of the back of the dinosaur’s head. 

With as much confidence as I could muster, I announced, “Looks like things went
exactly according to plan!”

“Sampson McAffrey! I do not appreciate your flippancy at times like this!” Voss
chastised.

I pushed forward with my leg just enough to rest my head on her bare thigh. “But you
went and married me anyway.”

That got a hysterical sounding bleat of laughter from her, but all the tears she had
been holding back spilled down her cheeks at the same moment. 

“Oh, hey, Voss…” I painfully heaved myself onto my knees, knelt beside her and
wrapped her up in one arm. I realized my left elbow was fairly swollen already, and it
wasn’t bending well. “I’m sorry, baby. I just don’t know how else to react to such an
absurd situation. Humor helps me process this stuff.”

She roughly wiped her eyes, leaving clean smears across her cheeks. “I thought it was
going to kill you, Sam. I thought it took your arm, but then it lifted you and began
throwing you about… I didn’t… I couldn’t do anything to help! I shot it with another
arrow, but I almost hit you and it didn’t even notice!”

I pulled her tighter, but before I could find something to say, she looked down at the
single arm I was using to hold her, then to my other arm laying against my side. 

“Is your arm injured?”
“I’ll live. Xerxa can fix me right up.” It was starting to throb pretty good. I should

probably elevate it.
“Sam, even if our zurvival as a tribe wasn’t dependent on your skill and leadership, if

zomething happened to you, I would be devastated! We all would! You can’t fight
dinosaurs ten times your weight by hand!”

“Well that certainly wasn’t the plan—”
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“Promise me!” She turned and tugged on both of my lapels. “You promise me,
Sampson McAffrey!”

I put my hand behind her head and pulled her into a kiss. Her tongue invaded my
mouth with an urgency that left us both panting, but when she pulled back, she didn’t
release my jumpsuit, glaring expectantly into my eyes from six inches away.

“Voss McAffrey, I promise I will do everything in my power to not make a habit of
fighting well above my weight class if it’s avoidable.”

“That is not—“ she started, but I gave the back of her neck a little squeeze.
“But I will always do what I think is best for you, the tribe, and everyone in it.”
“But—”
“No buts, Voss. I will avoid risky situations if at all possible, but this world might not

always give me that choice.”
She looked like she wanted to argue the point, but she knew this world was savage

and unpredictable. 
“Would it help if I told you that, as your husband, I have spoken and the matter is

closed?” I grinned, kind-of-mostly joking. “Or would saying such a thing get me
slapped? I don’t know what the gender hierarchy is like on your world.”

Her eyes widened slightly and her cheeks slowly blushed. She bit her lower lip and
lowered her eyes. “As my husband, I accept your word as my law.”

“Oh.” I put my finger on her chin and lifted her gaze back to me. “I was mostly
kidding. I don’t want to argue in front of our new arrival.”

Voss smiled. “As your wife, in matters of the household, my word is law.”
“Oh? Well, I suppose that seems fair, while still allowing for a lot of vague overlap.

What about matters of the bedroom?” 
“We take turns.” She shrugged cutely and went a shade darker. “At least that’s how

some couples I know of did it.”
“Surprisingly egalitarian.”
There was a wet slurping noise behind me, and I turned to see the newcomer finally

dislodge my spear from the ceratosarus’s neck. 
“Where is my knife?” I murmured to Voss. 
She slid her hand through the grass near me until she came up with the stone Bowie

knife. She placed it into my hand, then helped me stand. 
“Stay mostly behind me, but make sure you have a clear shot if you need it,” I

whispered. “If she jumps again, run to the trunk of a tree and stick close to it. I think she
can’t come down so close to something tall like that.”
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Voss nodded and took a few steps back, shrugging her bow from her shoulder.
The woman in the tunic was trying to clean the gore from the shaft of the spear, but

when I stood, she stopped and focused on me. Her eyes went between Voss and me a few
times before she bent over. 

For an instant, I thought she was going to do her jump attack again, but instead, she
wiped her hand off in the grass, then stood, straightening her tunic. She looked tense and
kind of nervous, and I wasn’t quite sure what to make of her. 

She looked almost entirely human and stood about five foot ten. Her hair was white,
with a steel-gray streak that ran from her eyebrows up into two horn-like swoops on
either side of her scalp. Her hair style actually reminded me of Wolverine, or better yet, a
horned owl. Yeah, with her large eyes, and angled eyebrows sweeping up into her hair,
she looked a lot like a bird of prey. 

Seemingly satisfied her tunic was as crisp as she was going to get it, she took one step
forward into a kneel and laid my spear on the forest floor between us. The shaft was
snapped two feet from the base, but still held together by a bouquet of fibrous splinters.

“I am Gerzwei Tal-Wok of the Star Peak Mountain Wing. Please forgive my delay in
finishing off this beast. My… the low branches in this area foiled my aim, and your
proximity to the creature held my strike. I have absorbed this lesson and will not make
such a mistake in the future.” She glanced up at me, then returned her eyes to the spear
between us. “I assume you are my guide for the trial? I am prepared to face my
challenge, whatever fate awaits me.”

I looked behind me at Voss, who returned my puzzled expression. 
“You were… expecting to be brought here?” I asked. 
“I have trained all my life for the trial of the Celestial Wing. I am prepared,” she said

with conviction. 
I debated how to play this, but couldn’t bring myself to lie. 
“Gerzwei, was it?”
“Gerzwei Tal-Wok,” Voss whispered.
“Yes, guide,” Gerzwei responded.
“This… place is not what you think. I’d like a chance to explain, but we have friends

waiting for us.” I sheathed my knife, stepped forward and offered the woman my good
hand. “If you come with us, we can give you some food and drink, and we can tell you
about this world.”

I glanced up at the sky, but all the beams that were remotely near our location had
gone out. The next closest one I thought I had seen must have been five miles away, but
now there were only a handful of beams left, and I couldn’t see enough of them through
the tree tops to estimate their distance, but guessed they were a dozen miles or more from
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the tree tops to estimate their distance, but guessed they were a dozen miles or more from
us. The forest was thick enough that I might have been missing something closer. In fact
it was conceivable there could have been beams totally obstructed from my view by one
of the massive sequoias scattered about the woods, but I felt good that I’d been able to
help at least one new arrival to this world. 

Gerzwei clearly didn’t know what to think of my words, furrowing her brow, but
slowly took my hand and stood. She scooped up my spear and offered it back to me. 

“I apologize that I have not had time to properly clean your spear. Despite its
primitive looking construction, it was a fine weapon, and surprisingly sturdy.”

“Thanks. I like to think I do good work,” I grinned. 
“You are the weapon smith?” Her eyes lit up like she just realized I was famous. 
“Among other things. You don’t have any other weapons at the moment, do you?”
“I do not, guide. I am eager to begin construction of my own as soon as you deem me

ready.” 
I really liked that spear, even though I’d barely gotten any use out of it. Oh well. Like

any proper craftsman, I liked making things more than I liked having them.
“I imagine you’re quite skilled with spears?” I asked her. 
“I am First Ring, Gold Tier.” Gerzwei announced proudly. “I hope to advance to

Platinum before my trial has ended, but I understand such a thing is beyond rare.”
Even without context it sounded impressive. “Why don’t you hang on to that one for

now, then. Oh. I’m Sam, by the way.” She had already taken my hand when she stood,
and clearly didn’t know anything about the potential dangers of Eye-Q skills on this
world, so I extended my hand for a shake. “The sexy teal genius behind me is Voss
McAffrey.”

“Sam,” Voss admonished.
“She stands ready to attack.” Gerzwei stated plainly. “Is she your skjdda?” 
“We, uh… look out for each other.” I gestured back the way Voss and I had come

from.
“Greetings,” Voss offered from behind me, and Gerzwei nodded cordially, then began

walking up the scant trail.

*     *     *     *     *     *

“I do not understand,” Gerzwei said as we emerged from the denser part of the forest
and found the cliff face. “I faced the tribulations of the ziggurat and ascended the steps to
the zenith of Star Peak. I was anointed with smoke and oils, passed through the Arch of
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the zenith of Star Peak. I was anointed with smoke and oils, passed through the Arch of

Trials, entered the mists, and appeared here. But you say this is not my trial?”
“I feel like you’re leaving out an important part of your journey,” I said as we started

walking along the base of the mesa. Mareth had obviously continued on as I had asked
of her, and even my unskilled tracking abilities could see the ruts the cart had left in the
forest floor. 

Gerzwei slowed for a moment. “I… am uncertain of what you speak.”
The woman mostly seemed forthright, and I guessed the majority of her life had been

structured and militaristic, but she seemed to be having difficulty processing her
abduction.

“Shadowy figures surrounding you?” Voss asked. “Robbed of your ambulation and
dexterity? The… pain?” She squinted her new eye at the memory.

Gerzwei stopped, placing her hand over her own alien-supplied eye. “What… what
would Jaok hope to gain by replacing my eye?”

“Jaok?” Voss asked.
“If the children of the Trickster Fiend are interfering directly in the affairs of mortals,

it could be a sign of change in the High Gods’ Courts.” She resumed walking, rubbing
one finger over her lips thoughtfully. “In which case, it is even more important that I
succeed in my trial and return to fight alongside my sisters in the Celestial Wing.”

She dwelt on that for a moment while we walked along the cliff, clearly absorbed in
thought. 

“Gerzwei, your culture tells you that the beings that brought you here were the uh,
Children of Jaok?”

She nodded. I idly noticed Voss nodding approvingly since I remembered the name. 
“Mine tells me they are aliens of immense power. In fact, we’re pretty sure they made

or modified this whole world to suit their needs.” I swept my arm expansively, a gesture
that would have held more weight if we could see anything other than trees in every
direction.

“You seem certain I was intercepted as I journeyed to my trial,” Gerzwei said. “But
any being not of one’s own world is an alien. How do you know the ones who brought us
here are not The Children of Jaok?”

“Ug. Okay, I suppose your argument is semantically sound, but that doesn’t mean
your position is correct. If I was your guide, wouldn’t I know it?”

She thought about that for some time. “That is something I would have assumed, but
the details of the trials are simply not shared beyond being met by a guide who teaches,
trains and directs the aspirant during an extended series of challenges. Despite my
preparations, it never occurred to me that my guide would be another aspirant, or that all
the beings I met during my trial would be as well. It is a clever design choice, no doubt
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the beings I met during my trial would be as well. It is a clever design choice, no doubt
catching many challengers off guard.”

“So you still think I am your guide, then?” I glanced at Voss for a little help, but she
seemed fascinated by Gerzwei’s culture. 

“You are chief of this tribe you are taking me to?” Gerzwei asked.
“I am.”
“As chief, will you not teach us how to survive this place, and direct myself and the

other tribe members as we encounter challenges on this world?”
Voss began laughing, even before I could respond. “I’m starting to think you are her

guide as well, husband.”
I couldn’t help but laugh as well. “Maybe I am. Alright, let’s see if we can catch up to

Mareth and the cart.”
We took off at modest jog, coming up behind the cart after only a few minutes. It had

been moving slowly, partially due to the uneven terrain, and partially, I suspected,
because Mareth didn’t want to get too far ahead of us if she could help it. 

I was about to call out, when Gerzwei suddenly sped up.
“An ogre!” she called out, clearly intent on attacking Mareth.
“Gerzwei, stop!” I ordered, and thankfully, she skidded to a halt.
Mareth turned, brandishing her machete and her sharp teeth.
“What did you call me, newcomer?”
“Cool it, both of you!” I ran up, putting myself between both of the women. My

elbow was really throbbing, and I didn’t want to referee a pointless confrontation right
now.

“Gerzwei, the people brought here are from many different worlds. Most look
significantly different from you and me.” I gestured between Voss, Mareth and Chassa.
“If you go around attacking everyone with minor cosmetic differences, you’re going to
have a hard time making allies, don’t you think?”

Gerzwei had the tact to look slightly admonished. “Yes, of course. I apologize.”
“That said, anyone not in our tribe should be regarded with cautious skepticism at

best. Now. Gerzwei, uh… Tal… uh…” I glanced to Voss.
“Gerzwei Tal-Wok,” she said with a smile.
“Right. Gerzwei Tal-Wok of the Star…” I held a finger up to forestall Voss, who

obviously wanted to prompt me. “The Star Peak… Mountain Wing?” I glanced to the
woman, who nodded in affirmation. “This is Mareth, and Chassa the Seeker. Chassa is
new to our tribe, but not to the world. Mareth has actually been here the longest of any
of us, I think, so if you want someone to learn from, she will have much to teach.”
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Gerzwei rested her spear in the crook of both elbows as she clasped her hands in front
of her and bowed slightly to Chassa, and more deeply to Mareth. “Again, I apologize for
my reaction. You look powerful, and on my world, danger must be met with decisive
action.”

Mareth seemed quite mollified by that. “What is an ogre?”
Gerzwei’s head tilted. “A powerful and indefatigable carnivore with a rapacious

appetite.”
“Ah. So you were paying me a compliment?” Mareth’s teeth came out with her grin. 
That broke the remaining tension, and they both laughed. 
“Well met. You have the bearing of a warrior, yourself,” Mareth said. 
I checked on Warsyl as Mareth and Gerzwei began sharing war stories. The whip-

wielding Marauder woman was still breathing, and seemed conscious, but dazed. She
wouldn’t or couldn’t answer any questions I had, so I decided not to press her as we were
nearing camp.  

It only took another ten minutes to get to the row of oak trees in front of our new
home, and I had a momentary flashback to the last time I’d approached the cliff from this
angle. Exhausted, stressed, afraid for Nira, and nearly resigned that Mareth was probably
not going to survive. This time around, I had new allies and more food than all of us
could possibly eat before it began to spoil. 

I enjoyed the momentary sense of security, and tried not to dwell on the fact that
fortunes could change in the blink of an eye here.

“Honeys!” I called up the cliff. “I’ve brought the shopping!”
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CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

Nira’s face appeared at the top of the cliff five seconds later. “About time you got
back… What in the Depths is all that?”

Xerxa and Zolie appeared a moment later, both stunned by our bounty.
“Well, come on.” Nira recovered first and took both of the other women by the hands,

leading them to the large oak we used as our ladder.
A moment later, they were all down on the forest floor, gawking at the piles of fruits

and vegetables in the cart. 
“What’s with the bandaged woman?” Nira hooked a thumb at Warsyl. “Another

patient for Xerxa?”
“Yeah, something like that.” I lifted Warsyl out of the cart and placed her on the

ground carefully. I thought Mareth’s tie job was a little unnecessary. If Warsyl could still
access her whip, I imagined that the clothing turned bondage gear wouldn’t withstand it
for even a second. When I checked her hands, I saw that Mareth had indeed bound them
into tight fists. I had to hope it would be enough to prevent her from using her ability in
case she became surly once healed. 

I stood to see Xerxa staring over the cart, trembling and practically drooling. 
“Sam-ZerZay… what… where… how did you achieve this?”
Plucking another apple from the cart for myself, I addressed the group. “Okay, there’s

mostly good news, and a little bad news. Everyone please select something to eat while I
tell you all… Hey, where’s Yxlyn?”

Nira plucked some kind of squash from a basket and bit right through the rind with
her broad, sharp teeth. “She wemp up the metha,” she tried to say around a mouthful of
something that smelled like butternut squash. The raw squash was so crunchy that I
barely heard her over the noise. She quickly chewed and swallowed. “She went up the
mesa. You keep talking about wanting to see what’s up there, and she wanted to have an
answer by the time you returned. It’s a bit of a climb, but she went up maybe an hour
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answer by the time you returned. It’s a bit of a climb, but she went up maybe an hour

after you left. I assume she’ll be down fairly soon.”
“Oh.” I felt bad about her making the climb alone, but no one else in the tribe could

have done it. “Okay, well, before you dig in, Xerxa-ij, Zolie, and Nira,” I said, pointing
to each one in turn. “This is Gerzwei Tal-Wok. She arrived on this world about twenty
minutes ago. We’ve given her the short version, but there’s still a lot to cover.”

Gerzwei nodded to everyone in greeting, and I got the feeling she was assessing each
one as a potential opponent. 

“And this is Chassa the Seeker. She has been on this world for some time. She was…
with a group of the Marauders over by the pond.”

“Chum,” Nira cursed, her eyes widening.
Xerxa stared at me, then looked at the cart, seeming to take in the weapons and bits

of clothing for the first time. “I… see.”
“As I said, good and bad news. Importantly, the Marauders are not currently a threat

to us, but there’s obviously much we need to discuss. For right now, please welcome
both our new tribe members, and everyone, please eat whatever you like. We’ll never get
through all of this before it starts to go bad, though we can try and dry out some of it, I
suppose. Keep the seeds, though. We’re going to start a garden.”

Xerxa reached a trembling hand into a basket of what at first looked to me like dark
red peppers, but guessed they were the biggest, plumpest dates I’d ever seen when she
delicately bit into one.

Her eyes closed as she slowly chewed on the fleshy fruit. “Thank you, Sam-ZerZay,”
she whispered. “May I… ah… I would very much like to hug you, if that is okay?”

“I’m glad I could expand your menu, Xerxa-ij.” I couldn’t help but smile at her
emotional reaction to the piece of fruit. I held open my arms to her. “You should also hug
Mareth and especially Voss, though. They were critical in acquiring this bounty.”

Two of Xerxa’s hands found my chest, slipping under my jumpsuit. She inhaled as
her KaVai lit up, the golden dot on her forehead expanding to look like a drawn on eye.
Her regular eyes closed and she tucked her head just enough to get it under my chin and
pressed her body to mine, wrapping her other four arms around my torso. 

Xerxa’s hug wasn’t one of those professional, shoulder lean-in hugs, but a breast-first
torso to torso affair, and her essentially nude body felt amazing against me. All six of her
arms wrapped around me and I got a nose full of her hair, which smelled like jasmine and
spiced incense.

My left arm wasn’t bending well, so I propped that forearm on her hip, but my other
arm went around her back and slid under her floating wrap so I could gently squeeze her.

She shuddered lightly, and I looked down to see her wipe a tear from one eye. 
“Xerxa-ji? Are you okay?” I whispered. 
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Xerxa sniffed loudly and looked up. “If I never see another mushroom in my life, it
will be too soon!” She punctuated the sentiment with another bite of her date, which got
a few chuckles out of the other women. “Mareth-Ur-Zhi, I do thank you as well. Voss-
zhi, has your proficiency with the bow improved dramatically? It seems you all had some
trouble securing this bounty.” She turned her head as she addressed the two, but kept
herself firmly attached to my body. 

Voss stopped translating for Zolie and folded her arms in front of herself
uncomfortably. “Sam’s influence on my skill transforms it into a terrible weapon.”

That seemed to catch Gerzwei’s attention. 
“You seem ambivalent about that,” Xerxa said. 
“Yes,” Voss said quietly, then looked up. “I’m… I’m fine. We can talk later. There are

more pressing issues at the moment.”
“Primarily, Warsyl does need your expertise, Xerxa-ij.” I gestured to Warsyl. “Her

arm is dislocated or broken, but more urgently, she’s suffered a blow to the head and has
been dazed ever since.” 

Xerxa glanced at the cornucopia in the cart, then back at the heavily bound woman.
“I must attend to her immediately then,” she said with a resolute sigh.

“Mareth, Voss, Chassa, Gerzwei? Are any of you injured?” I asked as Xerxa
disengaged her hug. She was careful to keep a grip on my hand as she knelt over Warsyl,
preventing her KaVai from rebounding. 

“I am hale,” Gerzwei replied. 
Chassa and Voss both shook their heads. 
Mareth picked up a beet, sniffed it, and dropped it back in the cart. “I’m fine, Chief.”
“Mareth, get your butt down here. You were stabbed twice. There’s blood all over

your back and leg.” I tilted my head at the grass next to Warsyl. 
She stared at me for a moment, then moved to sit.
“I know you’re tough, Mareth. You have nothing to prove to me or anyone else here,

and an open wound is an invitation to infection.”
“Yes, Chief.”
“Could you please help me pull my jumpsuit down?” I lifted a shoulder in her

direction, as my right hand was being held by Xerxa, and my left elbow was swollen and
stiff. “My arm was injured fighting a dinosaur larger than our new draft animal here.”

“Yes, Chief,” Mareth repeated with a grin. “Tell me of the battle.”
I tilted my head toward Gerzwei. “She gets credit for the kill. An incredibly

impressive leap attack that slew it in a single strike. Before that, I managed to stab it
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impressive leap attack that slew it in a single strike. Before that, I managed to stab it

once, but got thrashed to hell. Luckily…” I shrugged my shoulders out of the jumpsuit,
then propped my left arm on my knee so she could help me work the vambrace off of my
forearm. Pulling it away revealed a score of abrasions. “This thing held against its
considerable bite force, otherwise Xerxa would have far more serious injuries to attend
to.”

Xerxa was doing her wavy hand reiki over Warsyl’s head, but glanced my way as my
jumpsuit was peeled down.

“Hyperextended elbow, abrasions, and thirty minutes before that, I think I broke a rib.
Actually, a costochondral separation is more likely.” I listed my known injuries, then
nodded to Mareth. “Two stab wounds about five minutes before that.”

Xerxa’s eyes drifted down my body before returning to my face. “This woman’s arm
is indeed broken, but the injury to her head may be more than my power can handle by
itself. I believe I could save her, but there would likely be scarring left in her brain.”

“Luckily I am here to assist, Doctor,” I smirked, calling up my UI. 
“I wish that I would have been able to experience the KaVai for longer before

expending the power, but my patients must come first,” she said. Her eyes closed, but the
golden third eye on her forehead tracked between Mareth and me as she ran a diagnostic
hand over us.

“I promise to give you some KaVai time after my next cooldown, Xerxa-ij,” I said,
then looked over the rest of the group. “Everyone please be quiet once Warsyl is healed.
I need to have a discussion with her to see if she’s going to be cooperative.”

Everyone agreed, and I nodded to Xerxa. “We’re ready whenever you are.”
 Xerxa nodded and opened her eyes. I activated my skill, and her KaVai began to

glow brightly. 
The swelling in my elbow quickly subsided, followed by several odd jolts of pain as

the injury was undone. My rib and sternum throbbed dully, followed by an ache, then a
sharp pang as it clicked back into place. 

I watched Warsyl as Xerxa’s skill undid her injuries. She didn’t have much reaction
until her arm suddenly straightened, and I knew her head was healed, since both of her
injuries seemed to have happened at the same time. She jerked and began trying to sit up,
obviously coming to understand that she had been bound. Suddenly I was glad for
Mareth’s apparent overzealousness in tying her. 

I glanced back and forth between her and Mareth, waiting for the final few seconds
before Mareth’s cuts snapped shut.

“What?” Warsyl twisted on the ground, trying to get her bearings, but her head wrap
doubled as a blindfold. “What is happening!? Vistiq! Larloop! If any of you lay a finger
on me I’ll eviscerate you! I’ll separate you from your pathetic genitals and feed them to
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on me I’ll eviscerate you! I’ll separate you from your pathetic genitals and feed them to

the fish!”
I stood, urging Xerxa back a few steps, then gestured for Mareth to join me. For the

sake of safety, I pulled my jumpsuit back up and slid my vambrace back onto my arm.
“Warsyl!” I said in a commanding voice that stilled her.
“What? Who is that? Who are you!?” She twisted her head around, trying to track

Mareth’s footsteps in the grass. “I demand you release me this instant or I will flay you
alive and turn your skin into boots!”

“Oh?” I asked casually. “Like, some really sturdy work boots, or something fancy
you might wear on a date?”

That seemed to throw her for a loop. “What?”
“I think I’d look good as a pair of work boots. I might be embarrassed if I got turned

into some strappy sandals, or something with a kitten heel.” I knelt in front of her,
casually holding my Bowie knife at the ready.

Mareth, Xerxa, and the majority of the women watching the exchange wore
expressions ranging from amused to horrified, but I held my finger to my lips to forestall
any comments.

“You… you’re a fool!” Warsyl tilted her head, trying to center on me. “Did you not
hear me say I would flay you? You’ll be dead!”

“I was being facetious. Have your people not invented that yet?” 
“I know what facetiousness is!” She yelled. “Now unbind me—” 
“I would prefer to have a civilized discussion and learn more about you, but the fact

that you seem to think screaming toothless threats while you’re helpless and completely
at my mercy isn’t encouraging.”

She clenched her teeth but didn’t respond.
“So, would you like to talk? Or would you prefer that I leave you bound and blind,

lying on the forest for a dinosaur to come along and eat you?”
Warsyl jerked against her bonds again, but Mareth had done a pretty bang-up job

tying her. She was bound at the ankles and knees, and her wrists were bound together
behind her back. As we had discussed, her hands were tied into tight fists with so much
material it almost looked like she was wearing boxing gloves. Her wrists were tied to her
waist, and her elbows had been tied together behind her back, which would have been
agonizing given the earlier state of her arm. Making no headway against the tattered
clothes that held her, she slumped in the grass, breathing hotly. 

“Fine! Speak!” she groused, “but I will not betray Kurgast! His power makes him
invincible!”

“Kurgast’s power is a massive liability to everyone in his tribe, Warsyl, including
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“Kurgast’s power is a massive liability to everyone in his tribe, Warsyl, including
you. Especially when another tribe decides they’re going to destroy Kurgast—”

“You can’t!“ she yelped. “You can’t harm him! Everyone in his tribe—”
“I understand his power ties your life to his, but everyone on this world has unique

powers, and that opens up a lot of possibilities. There must be a way to undo his hold on
you.”

Warsyl lay still in the grass for a long moment before responding. “His… his power is
too great! He has survived this world for a year, the first of the chosen to reach level ten,
and that was months ago! His power is over sixteen now! He is our great and fearless
leader, and his faithful—”

“Ho boy. Warsyl, this isn’t a test of your loyalty to the guy,” I interrupted. “I don’t
believe for a hot minute that his power level is that high. From what I know of him, he
just sits on his ass and makes everyone else do all the work. I’m going to find a way to
break his power. Is that something you’d be interested in?”

She was still for even longer this time. “Do you really think it’s possible?”
“I do. I think for every power on this world, there’s probably several ways for it to be

countered. It’s a question of finding the right people with the right skills or combination
of skills.”

 She took another moment to mull over the idea. While she thought, I looked up to
see everyone else watching us. Nira looked amused, Gerzwei looked like she was
mentally taking notes. Zolie looked mildly concerned, but Voss was whispering quietly
in her ear, which seemed to be helping. Chassa looked pensive, but was glancing around
to take in everyone else’s reactions, and Xerxa was sitting on her heels, slowly waving
her arms about and watching me with a good deal of intensity. 

Mareth stood beside me, watching Warsyl with narrowed eyes. Her expression made
me assume she would lop off Warsyl’s head if I snapped my fingers, so I needed to be
careful with casual gestures until this interview was over. 

“Do you want to be free of his power?” I asked casually.
“Of course I do!” she snapped. “I was Scourge Vanguard on my world, leading my

people in the fight against the blight of the Fel. I had honor and respect, a purpose to
drive me…” She paused and hunched in on herself on the ground. “But… to bend the
knee to… Mighty Kurgast… is the greatest privilege a warrior can know.”

I couldn’t help but chuckle. “I appreciate your hedge, Warsyl, but as I said, this isn’t
a test of your loyalty. I know that’s probably a little difficult to trust since I’m keeping
you blindfolded, but maybe it will help if I say KURGAST IS A COWARD AND A
WASTE OF FLESH GARBAGE PERSON AND I’M GOING TO SAVE
EVERYONE HE’S ENSLAVED AND THEN I’M GOING TO KILL HIM!” I yelled
into the forest. 
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Warsyl tensed, as did everyone else, as they weren’t expecting me to shout. Zolie
looked particularly upset, probably at hearing Kurgast’s name, but Voss gently stroked
her arm and continued whispering translations into her ear.

“I haven’t met Kurgast, but he seems pretty insecure,” I carried on. “He might be
clever, but I don’t suppose he’d try and trick people into voicing their dislike by having
someone talk trash about him. Actually, he seems like the kind of guy who just assumes
his power will keep everybody in line and doesn’t really care about their actual opinions
as long as they don’t mouth off to his face.”

I saw Mareth shrug, and Warsyl shook her head slightly. “He is… perhaps a more
complicated man that what you suggest, but neither are you entirely wrong about him.”

“Warsyl, I’m going to ask you a few questions. Your answers are… critical to your
future. Do you understand?”

Her muscle tightened in frustration. “You mean my life is in your hands, stranger.”
“Oh, did I not introduce myself? How rude. My name is Sam.” I glanced up in time

to see Xexra mouth “ZerZay” but fortunately she didn’t speak it out loud.
“Sam?” Warsyl asked incredulously. “That is… interesting.”
“Oh? Is ‘Sam’ someone famous on your world?” I grinned.
“No,” she whispered. “I… it… it’s just a stupid coincidence. I do not wish to talk

about it. If… that is okay, Sam.”
Given Mareth’s description of Warsyl, I’d expected her to be much harder,

emotionally, but I could tell I’d hit on a sore spot from her past. But there was also
something about the way she’d deflected my inquiry that made me think she might have
been using the moment to test what kind of person I was.

“I won’t pry then. Warsyl, when my people and I attacked yours at the pond, we
wiped them out. All the Marauders except for you are dead. We barely had to lift a
finger. Honestly, it was the easiest fight we’ve had since we arrived here. Understand I’m
not telling you that to brag, but to let you know that while my tribe is smaller than
Kurgast’s, we are extremely capable.” 

“Why did you spare me?” she asked. “Because I am a woman? Am I to serve you on
my back?”

“No,” I said firmly. “I can assure you that no one in my tribe will touch you without
your consent. I spared you because you survived the battle, if only just barely.”

“I suppose that is encouraging. How am I… Ah. Your tribe must have a healer of
some sort.”

I didn’t respond. 
“I haven’t heard a question,” she pressed.



Tamer Enhancer 2

404

“I know Kurgast’s tribe is located far down the coast. How did you get here, and are
there other groups foraging through our area?”

“There was just the one group. Two split from the group to harvest some fruit, but I
saw one return before the fight.”

“The other one is dead as well,” I informed her. 
“Then you have indeed killed everyone in our expedition. We arrived via a massive

raft we spent two months constructing. There should be six remaining with it. Two are
slaves. One can create bursts of light, the other has a minor ability to cool our plunder to
better preserve it, but both also serve as comfort women.”

I looked up to see Chassa nodding, and holding up both hands. One with two fingers
extended, the other with four. I nodded and returned my attention to Warsyl. 

“I notice you didn’t seem upset when I told you the rest of your team was dead.”
She shrugged as best she could with her elbows bound as tightly as they were. “On

my world, you had to be strong enough to force others to follow you. All of our social
hierarchies were based on strength, and while many in the tribe were strong, nearly all
were pompous braggarts who took it as a personal slight if a woman wasn’t wracked with
paroxysms of pleasure just because he deigned to acknowledge her.”

Nira started giggling, but tried to stifle the sound under her hands, and I couldn’t help
but chuckle. “Yeah, I’ve known a few guys like that. So, you weren’t a fan of them?”

“That is putting it mildly.”
I shifted since my extended squat was making my toes go numb. “Now for the most

important question. Will you tell me the abilities of the four Marauders at the boat, and
will you help me kill them?”

Warsyl stiffened. “You… would trust me to wield my whip at your side?”
“Warsyl, I can’t leave you tied forever, so my options are to trust you, or to kill you.

Your options are to trust me, to hope that I can break Kurgast’s hold on you, giving you
the chance to live freely within my tribe, or… you can slink back to Kurgast, tell him
Vistiq is dead, his foraging expedition has been killed, and his supplies and raft have
been lost. I suppose you’d have to hope he doesn’t think you made some kind of deal
with the tribe who attacked his people and make an example of you to the others. Now,
which would you prefer?”

Warsyl surprised me by laughing. “You are quite the salesman, Sam. I believe you
could convince a boargast to skin itself and hop on a spit.”

I bit back a laugh and glanced around at my tribe. Xerxa stared into my eyes with an
intensity only a true believer could muster, and mouthed the words ‘Silver-Tongued
Devil’ to me. Voss smiled and pointed to her tongue. Nira saw what Voss was doing, but
just licked her lips lasciviously. 
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“So, you would like to take a chance with us?” I asked Warsyl. 
“It seems I would be foolish to choose anything else.” Her eyes were still hidden

behind the blindfold, but I could practically see the eye-roll.
I reached over and pulled off the blindfold. “Welcome to the team, Warsyl.” 
She jerked at my touch, then blinked, squinting as she focused on me. Her eyes were

all white with no visible iris or pupil, and it was possible I’d mistaken them for having
been rolled back under her lids earlier while I was examining her head wound. She spent
all of one second looking me over when her head snapped to my side. 

“Mareth?” she gasped. “You survived after fleeing? Kurgast said he used his power
to kill you!”

“Perhaps he tried, but I suspect the full extent of his abilities have more pronounced
range limitations that he admits, or he is lying about them entirely,” Mareth said,
bouncing her wickedly sharp machete in her grip. “Do you recall what you said you
would do to me if we ever met again?”

Warsyl made a feeble attempt to pull at her bonds, then looked to me nervously.
“Not… precisely.”

“I’m going to guess it had something to do with removing limbs or flesh?” I asked.
“She lacks creativity,” Mareth grinned, exposing her sharp teeth.
Warsyl glared, but her body language said that she was cowed. “There is no reason to

reinvent the classics.”
I let out a short laugh, and Nira began giggling as well. 
Warsyl twisted at the noise, and gasped when she saw the rest of the tribe watching

us. “All women?” she asked, then gasped again. “Z-Zolie?”
Zolie folded her arms and glowered at Warsyl. 
I stood and whispered into Mareth’s ear. “Warsyl isn’t the one who cut out Zolie’s

eye, is she?”
“No, Sam,” she responded at a normal volume. “If she had been, I would have killed

her the instant the opportunity presented itself.”
“Thank god for that particular lack of narrative dovetailing.” I exhaled.
Nira gave a cackle at my relief. 
Warsyl looked to Mareth. “I can’t believe you both survived. Zolie especially,

without her Eye-Q skill.”
“That reminds me.” I hunkered back down over Warsyl. “Before I untie you, I need

to make it clear that we are a tribe of equals. I don’t care how Kurgast ran things and I
don’t care how your old world worked. There are no warriors or slaves here. We all do
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don’t care how your old world worked. There are no warriors or slaves here. We all do

the jobs we are best suited for. I lead, but I don’t accept tribute or expect any special
treatment.”

“If you think you aren’t getting special treatment after bringing this absolute feast
back to us, you are officially a crazy person,” Nira said, munching on a leaf of spinach
she’d retrieved from the cart. 

I held a finger up to forestall her going into any detail. “That… is a separate
arrangement. And in any case, it was mostly Voss who defeated the Marauders.”

Nira quirked an eyebrow at Voss, who grimaced and blushed. 
I turned back to Warsyl, who was obviously reevaluating the teal woman. 
She looked back up at me when she realized I was focused on her, and she ducked

her head. “I am used to strict hierarchy, Sam, but I will endeavor to adapt.”
“Good. Now, roll onto your stomach.” I made barrel roll motions with my finger,

then I began working at her bindings. Mareth had cinched the clothes up tight, and I
didn’t want to cut up the clothes she’d used, so it took several minutes to work the knots
loose. 

Eventually I got everything undone except the bindings around her hands, and I
helped pull her to her feet. She and Mareth kept eying each other while I worked on her
mittens, forcing me to pause.

“Hey,” I snapped. “Whatever beef you guys have you need to put it to bed right
now.”

They both stared at me like I was insane. 
“You want them to put meat in your bed?” Nira asked, her sharp, broad teeth

snapping loudly into a raw potato. 
I shook my head and rubbed the bridge of my nose. “I meant, whatever grudge you

two have with each other, it’s done. We have much more important things to do with our
time than harbor old grievances, yes?”

They kept glaring at each other until I grabbed Mareth’s chin and made her face me.
“Yes?” I repeated.
She glanced at Warsyl once more then lowered her eyes. “Yes, Chief.”
I stared at the other woman. “Warsyl?”
Mareth’s acquiescence seemed to surprise Warsyl, and she returned my gaze with a

measure of respect in her eyes. “Yes, Chief.”
“Good.” I pulled the last of the cloth from Warsyl’s hands, and felt Mareth tense

slightly next to me. I also saw Gerzwei and Nira move their spears into ready positions. 
Warsyl didn’t seem to notice, as she was studying me and rubbing her hands. “You
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Warsyl didn’t seem to notice, as she was studying me and rubbing her hands. “You

seem to trust easily,” she said slowly.
“I know people aren’t always logical, and they don’t always do what’s in their best

interest, but you’ve survived this long, so I can only assume you’re not stupid. We have
yet to prove to you that we are a viable alternative to the Marauders, but I think I’ve
given you several compelling reasons not to go crawling back to Kurgast. Even if you
think giving him the location of our camp might spare you his immediate wrath, you’d
still be under his thumb.”

She folded her arms and stared into the forest for a long moment before starting to
nod. 

“There is one other reason to join us,” I grinned.
Warsyl eyed my smile and regarded me suspiciously. “What would that be?”
“I’ve seen your whip in action. It’s very impressive. What’s it called? In your Eye-Q,

I mean?”
“Blade whip,” Mareth offered. 
“Rip Lash!” Warsyl shot back with a scowl. 
Mareth responded with a shrug.
“Do me a favor, Warsyl. Pull up your Eye-Q screen and look at your skill,” I said,

extending my hand to her.
She double winked, glanced at my hand, then looked to Mareth.
“Is that safe?” Mareth asked me.
“She can’t use it without me activating my power,” I reassured her.
“Activate?” Warsyl asked. “What do you mean?”
I extended my hand another inch, and she slowly reached for it, but paused.
“What is your skill called?” she asked.
“Enhance,” I smiled. 
She took a second to process that, looked to Voss with realization, then quickly took

hold of my hand. Her eyes flicked once, then slowly widened as she stood straighter. 
“Blade Storm.” The word escaped her mouth with a hiss of awe. 
“Kurgast’s power takes. Mine gives. In this case, it gives you something pretty

fucking terrifying sounding,” I chuckled, trying to retrieve my hand. 
Her grip tightened, and she looked at me in alarm.
“You’ll get a chance to use it before long, I’d wager,” I said, then glanced expectantly

at our hands. 
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Her eyes flashed with anger. “This is how you will buy my obedience, then? You
intend to hold this power hostage?” Her grip tightened even more, and I noticed swirls
of color just under the surface of the dark material coating her hands, deciding it was
some sort of indigo-colored pearl. Her grip was nowhere near Mareth’s or even mine, but
her hard fingers did pinch a little.

I gripped her shoulder with my other hand and looked her in the eyes. “You can’t use
Blade Storm right now because my power is on cooldown. I had to use the charge to
enhance Xerxa-ij’s skill so that she could save your life from the serious concussion you
received when your own people attacked you at the pond.” I wiped some still tacky
blood from her temple and showed it to her as I tilted my head toward the serene doctor.

“Your humerus was also cleanly broken just below the ball joint, Warsyl-di,” Xerxa
added. “I believe I could have set your arm and splinted it, but without Sam’s ability to
boost my own skill, the bone would have taken me several days to fully heal. On your
own, unless your species has some ability to repair such damage quickly, it is likely you
would have been unable to use your arm for several months.”

Warsyl stared at the blood on my finger, then touched her temple. Her finger came
away with a smear of blood, which was slightly more purple than human crimson.
Against her dark blue fingers, I’m not sure she would have been able to perceive the
minor color difference. I felt her shoulder flex under my hand, and she tested the joint
with little motions of her arm.

“I remember being struck.” She touched her head again and felt around. “My whip
could not split the rock in time… There is no scar or soreness.”

“Xerxa does excellent work on her own, and when her powers combine with mine,
the results are immaculate.” I slapped her on the shoulder cordially, and she released my
hand. “Besides which, what would you do with a power called ‘Blade Storm’ right now,
anyway? Chop down half the forest? We’ll find you a target to practice on later.”

Warsyl looked slightly overwhelmed, glancing at her UI one more before dismissing
it, then took one step toward Xerxa and bowed. 

“My thanks, healer. For my life and my arm. I acknowledge this debt to you and will
endeavor to repay it.”

“You are most welcome, Warsyl-di, but your debt is to Sam-ZerZay. I am merely his
instrument.” Xerxa twined her arms into a pose that either meant ‘Your thanks is
appreciated but misplaced,’ or she was airing out her pits.

Warsyl straightened partially, looked to me, then bowed again, splitting the difference
between us. “I do thank you both, then.”

“There are no debts here, Warsyl. This is a tough world and we all have to do our best
for each other,” I said to her, then turned to Gerzwei. “Gerzwei—”

“Yes, Guide!” She belted out as she snapped to attention.



Tamer Enhancer 2

409

I pursed my lips as one of Nira’s eyebrows went up at the title, and I glanced over to
see Xerxa’s head tilt questioningly. “I know Voss told you about the Eye-Q computers in
our heads. May I ask what your special skill is called?”

 “Dragoon Strike, Guide!”
“That was your leap attack, I take it? How often can you do it?” I asked, approaching

her. 
“Yes, Guide! It takes time to build the power. If I am well fed and rested, once a day.

It is a guaranteed kill on all but the largest or fastest of targets!”
“Yeah, I bet,” I grinned. “Speaking of which, Mareth, there’s a fifteen hundred pound

dinosaur lying dead back where we picked up Gerzwei. Once we unload this cart, I think
we should go get it, or at least harvest some fresh meat from it.”

“Formidable,” Mareth nodded to Gerzwei. “I look forward to sharing the meat with
you.”

Gerzwei gave Mareth one of those ‘one warrior to another’ nods.
“Gerzwei, as I showed Warsyl, my skill can enhance the skill of others. I would like

to know what Dragoon Strike becomes,” I said, extending my hand. 
“Of course, Guide.” Gerzwei pulled up her UI then took my hand. She focused

inward, then her owlish eyes widened. She looked at me and started shaking her head.
“I… I am not ready… That skill is only possible for members of the Celestial Wing.”

I grinned. “Okay, stop being cryptic. What’s it called?”
“Skyfall,” she said with reverence. 
“Wow. I’ve no idea what that is, but it sounds awesome.” My sentiment garnered a

few nods of agreement from the group.
“It… must be a test…” Gerzwei’s rakish brows furrowed. “Yes, a… a test of self-

discipline. I have desired to employ such powers of war since before I joined the
Conservarium or even held my first spear.”

I put my other hand over hers. “It’s not a test, Gerzwei. It’s just how my power
interacts with yours.”

“I…” She didn’t know how to respond, and didn’t look like she was used to that state
of affairs. “My trial is challenging me in ways I did not expect. Which… must be by
design. I will take you at your word, Guide.”

“This may all be confusing to you, but honestly, you’re probably handling being
brought here better than anyone else on this world.” I smiled and took my hand back.
“Most of us took too long to accept what was happening and just stumbled around like
dummies for the first few days, and that’s just the people who didn’t get eaten in the first
hour. Most of us were just going about our day, then zap! Light beam, eye pain, and
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hour. Most of us were just going about our day, then zap! Light beam, eye pain, and

thump! Dinosaur world! No guidance, just survive if you can.”
Gerzewi glanced around at the group. “It could not have been easy. You have my

respect. And my thanks for taking me in. I am eager to prove myself in this war against
Warsyl’s subjugator and his… Marauders, you say?”

Warsyl looked distinctly uncomfortable at being called out on having been
subjugated. “Mareth and Zolie were also subjugated.”

Mareth wheeled on Warsyl. “I escaped! You remained on your knees!”
“My people are being systematically overrun by an implacable foe, Mareth!” Warsyl

yelled. “I have to survive this world so I can return and save my world from
extermination! My whole world! I did what I had to and will continue to do so. I know
that offends your obdurate sense of honor, but weighed against the fate of my entire race,
I don’t really care what you think of me!”

“If you don’t care, why are you defending your actions?” Mareth sneered. 
Warsyl opened her mouth to reply, but I cut her off. 
“Hey!” I yelled. “Knock it off, you two! I mean it!”
They both pointed at each other and opened their mouths, but I wasn’t about to

indulge them in any kind of escalation. “I said knock it off! Is anything either of you are
about to say going to contribute to our survival as a group?”

Warsyl stared at me for a moment, glanced at Mareth, and curled her pointing finger
into a fist. “No. But I…”

I held up a finger and cut her off. “Mareth?”
“No, Sam,” she said, giving Warsyl a disdainful look.
I looked back to the lavender and indigo woman. 
“I’m not proud of everything I’ve done since being brought to this world, Sam, but I

had my reasons.” Warsyl folded her arms and glared at Mareth. “I will not put up with
her calling me a weakling or a coward for doing what I must.”

Thankfully, Mareth didn’t jump back in with a string of new insults, so I took both of
Warsyl’s shoulders in my hands. “I understand your need to return to your world. Some
of us here feel that same urgency, some of us don’t. We don’t know why we’re here or
how to get back, but while we discover those things, survival is key, yes?”

Warsyl glanced at my hands on her shoulders, then back at me. “That… yes. That’s
exactly my sentiment.”

“Well then you’ve made a good move joining us. Does Kurgast have a healer that can
bring someone back to perfect health from a near fatal injury?”

“No.” She glanced at Xerxa. “One of the slaves is an alchemist, but her salves aren’t
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“No.” She glanced at Xerxa. “One of the slaves is an alchemist, but her salves aren’t

nearly so powerful.”
“And he doesn’t have anyone who can boost a useful shock skill into a bolt of

lightning capable of killing multi-ton dinosaurs?”
“What?” she gasped, looking over my shoulder to where Nira waved. “So all this

tribe’s power comes from you?” She turned her eyes back to me. “You’re saying I have a
better chance of surviving this world and thereby making it back to mine with your tribe,
but all these significant advantages are predicated on your survival?”

“Yeah,” Nira chuckled. “That’s what we’ve been trying to convince him of, but he
insists he needs to continue adventuring out into the wilderness instead of staying home
and keeping his women in a constant state of post-coital bliss.”

One of Warsyl’s brows arched and I rolled my eyes. 
“Nira—”
“Perhaps Sam-ZerZay will be more likely to stay in our camp where he will be safest,

now that our tribe has expanded and includes more competent fighters?” All six of
Xerxa’s arms slithered around my torso just before her firm breasts pressed into my back.

I stiffened slightly at her sudden forwardness, both in posture and in the other way.
Fortunately not enough to draw the inevitable comment from Nira. 

“Uh… well, I’ll still need to go out sometimes, but, yeah… uh…” I looked over my
shoulder to see Xerxa’s supermodel face two inches from mine. She was too close to
properly focus on, but I was about ninety-seven percent sure her expression was that of a
woman who had decided that we were going to be intimate soon. “I’m, uh… probably of
more use working on improvements to the camp.” I grinned at Xerxa. “Hello.”

“Greetings to you as well, Sam-ZerZay.” 
I glanced at Nira, who she just nodded smugly. 
Warsyl’s other eyebrow had gone up, and I released her shoulders, then glanced at

Voss.
The teal linguist was still whispering translations to Zolie, but kept glancing back and

forth between Xerxa and me.
“There is one more piece of business to address,” I said, holding my hand out to

Voss. 
She quickly glanced around the group and shrank slightly. “Oh, Sam… that’s not

important right now.”
“Of course it is.” I beckoned with my hand again, and she gently patted Zolie on the

shoulder then stepped toward me. 
I murmured to Xerxa as Voss stepped around the cart to us, “Xerxa-ij, I am enjoying

your proximity, but could you give Voss and me a moment?”
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“Of course, Sam-ZerZay.” The powder blue doctor stepped back, and despite the
warm forest air, my torso felt momentarily cool as she separated from me. 

Voss bashfully stepped next to me and I took both her hands in mine. 
“Voss and I have decided to formalize our relationship, so despite not having a

ceremony or registering with the local clergy or clerk’s office, we consider ourselves
married. So if you hear me call her “wife” or make the odd joke about domestic this or
that, that’s why.” I lifted her hands to my lips and kissed her knuckles. 

Voss bit her lip and blushed, but still smiled at me. “It… well, it wasn’t planned, but
I’m… zo happy. But only if this is okay with you, Nira. You and Yxlyn were with him
first, and I feel like I’ve jumped the line—”

“Hey, hey, Voss, it’s fine.” Nira stepped up and pulled Voss into a hug. “I told you
I’m not really the marrying type.” She took Voss’s cheeks in her hands and looked the
shorter woman right in the eye. “I am going to keep sleeping with your husband,
though.”

Voss laughed a tiny bit too loudly at that. “Yes, of course! I knew that would be the
case. I just want to make sure I have your blessing and Yxlyn’s.”

“Absolutely. Sam’s harem is kind of like, official now, isn’t it?” Nira beamed. 
Voss hid her face in her hands. “I never thought I would be part of… only certain

royalty on my world have… well, we call them ‘extended marital pools,’ but, yes. I am…
in a harem.”

I put my hands around both of their waists and grinned at Nira. “You sure you don’t
want me calling you ‘Wife’ as well?”

She poked me in the forehead with a finger. “I will accept the title of Mistress,
Concubine, or Consort.”

I rolled my eyes. “Fine, Side Piece.”
“I wish to congratulate you both, Sam-ZerZay and Voss-zhi,” Xerxa said. “I assume

you will be… >ahem< deepening the marital pool in the near future though?”
“Sam will have as many wives as he desires,” Mareth stated. 
“Sam will have as many wives as both parties find agreeable. I want that to be clear,”

I said, looking at Gerzwei, Warsyl and Chassa. “No one touches anyone else without
consent in our tribe.”

Gerzwei and Chassa nodded. 
“My Rip Lash already armors me against such aggression, Sam, but it is good to

know you enforce such a policy.” Warsyl said. “One of Kurgast’s… Marauders, you call
them? He decided I was easy prey. I dissuaded him from the notion by taking both of his
legs.”
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“Did he die screaming in agony and despair?” I asked.
“He did,” she said challengingly, clearly expecting a rebuke. 
“Good,” I said simply. 
She stared at me for a moment, then upon realizing I was entirely serious, a genuine,

if somewhat viscous smile spread across her face. In that moment she looked dazzlingly
beautiful. 

I managed to only gawk for a second, then spun and clapped, wisely deciding not to
tell the dangerous woman that she should smile more. 

“Okay! We have to go and attack the Marauders remaining on the raft. We can’t have
them come looking for their foragers, and we can’t let them return home. Best if Kurgast
never knows what happened to them. Warsyl said it took them two months to build that
raft, so capturing it would prevent them from having an easy way to send a larger force to
investigate. It won’t stop them if they’re determined, but they’d have to walk, and it’s
how far?” I asked Warsyl.

“Hmm. Hard to say from drifting down the coast, but I would guess twenty miles?”
The woman scratched a hard finger against a dark-colored part of her cheek, the noise
sounding like stone being dragged over frosted glass.

“Right,” I continued. “So best to give them no idea what they’d be facing if they
decide to commit to another expedition. I’ll decide who I want to go, but I want to hear
from Warsyl and Chassa about the four remaining Marauders’ abilities. While they’re
telling us about them, we can start getting all this up to the camp. We also need to figure
out what to do with our new friend here.” I gestured to the cart and the draft beast. 

“May I unhook Urthlu, Sam?” Chassa asked. 
“Urthlu?” I blinked. “Oh. I was going to call her Betsy, but I guess it makes sense

she would already have a name. You don’t think she’ll wander off, do you?”
Chassa stared at me for a moment, then looked to the animal who seemed to tilt its

head questioningly. “No, my lord.”
I shrugged. “Well, we’ll probably have to if we decide to bring her up the cliff, so

yeah, go ahead.”
Chassa knelt next to the animal and began shimmying a finger-thick dowel free of the

yoke around its neck.
I walked over to watch the procedure. The wagon had two long handles that attached

to the sides of the beam, and were spaced widely enough that the animal could turn and
pull the cart without the handles running into her flanks. 

The yoke seemed quite well made, seemingly hand carved and even sanded and
burnished to a polish. It consisted of four pieces. A heavy, sturdy beam rested over the
back of the animal’s neck just before its shoulders, and a two inch thick branch which
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back of the animal’s neck just before its shoulders, and a two inch thick branch which
had somehow been bent into a U-shaped bow. The bow went under the neck and up
through the beam, and was held in place by simple stone dowels, which I recognized as
being the same petrified material as most of the Marauders’ weapons.

It looked very much like a standard, if slightly primitive yoke from Earth. The odd
thing about it was a smaller, duplicate yoke at the top of the animal’s neck. The
construction was nearly identical to the “work yoke”, but the cart wasn’t lashed to this
second one at all. Instead, a thick dowel on either side of the neck held the two beams in
place, and it seemed the only purpose of the smaller yoke was to prevent the animal from
turning its head very far to either side. 

I assumed the function was similar to blinders on a horse, or maybe the contraption
prevented the beast from using its can opener-like horns effectively. 

Once I saw what Chassa was doing, I stepped to the other side and worked on the
other dowel. We got both of them free, letting us slip the larger of the two bows from
beneath Urthlu’s neck. 

Chassa set the bow on the ground beside her and began working on the dowels
holding the throat-bow in place. 

“You’re sure this is safe?” I asked her as I began wiggling the opposite pin free.
Chassa smiled at me, looking a little confused. “Of course, Sam. She’s very gentle.”
I shrugged and popped the final dowel loose and pulled the bow free. 
The animal cracked its neck side to side, and I could have sworn it sighed. 
“There’s a bin in the back of the wagon for the pins and bows, my lord,” Chassa said,

retrieving the large, curved piece from the forest floor. 
I glanced at the large animal, but it seemed content to stand where it was, so I

followed Chassa to the wagon and deposited the pieces of the yoke into a bin affixed to
the inside of the wagon’s forward wall. 

I felt Gerzwei tense nearby and turned to see her and Nira staring wide-eyed behind
me. Before I could look, I heard a slow, feminine baritone voice. 

“Ttthank you, Chassa… Did yoou know, it’s been nearly thhreee weeeks since theeey
let me ouut of thaat thiing?”

I spun to see Urthlu sitting upright on her heels, and she was not an animal anymore. 
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CHAPTER THIRTY

I slowly walked around the very large, nude woman who, even sitting on her feet,
easily came to my chest. There was no mistaking that she used to be the draft beast that
was hooked to the wagon, as she had the same golden-brown coloring and flaxen mane,
but lacked most of the animal-like features from her other form. Her hands had three
fingers and a thumb, each ending in a heavy nail, but most notably, she retained the can
opener shaped horn on her head. Instead of starting just above her nostrils and running
up her snout to the top of her head, it now started just below her eyebrows and stopped at
her hairline.

At least, that’s what I estimated, because her thick sandy bangs hung down to her
cheeks, mostly obscuring her large, brown eyes. That, combined with her large,
bountiful… everything, made it hard to focus on her face, but I somehow managed. 

“Oh… my god, Urthlu?” I said, slowly stepping in front of her. “I’m so sorry. I had
no idea… it never even crossed my mind that you were another abductee.”

Urthlu shrugged, and this time my eyes couldn’t be stopped from wandering the
expanse of deeply bronzed skin in front of me. In many ways, she reminded me of
Mareth. Urthlu’s skin was more golden than Mareth’s burnt ochre, but the two women
had similar dimensions. Both had bountiful chests, and while Mareth was muscular like
Venus Williams, she was also cut, like a female barbarian in a Boris Vallejo painting.
Urthlu had broad shoulders and thick limbs, but lacked the same definition, looking more
like someone who had spent her life on a farm and washed down her breakfast of a dozen
eggs with a pail of whole milk every morning. 

“That’s okay, Sammm,” she said in a lazy meter. Her slow voice was a combination
of southern drawl and well-baked hippie. “You’ve beeeen prrretty busy since we fiiiirst
met. Killing aaall those Marauders…”

“Well, still, I apolo—”
“Trussing uuup Warsyl…”
I almost continued, but saw her leaning into the remainder of her sentence.
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“Untrussing Warsyl… I gueeess you fought a dinosaurrr… That’s preeetty
impressive. Mmmost of the predators of my world are smalllller than us, but uuusually
they’re faster.”

I had to hide a smile under my beard as listening to her was making me think of Bob
Ross on opium.

“Well—”
“Thennn you helped ouuut Gerzwei… That was nnnice of you, Sam. I wish

sssomeone had helped mmme whennn I got here.” The ponderous woman slowly turned
to the owl-like one. “Hello, Gerzwei. I’m sssure your wwworld is veeery different
thhhan this one. Mine has mmmore plains. Haaarder for predators to sneeeak up in the
grassslands.”

“Well met, Urthlu,” Gerzwei said, giving the larger woman a nod. “I feel fortunate to
have met my guide so soon after—”

“Unnnless the grrrass is looong,” Urthlu continued her very gradual verbal stampede.
“But thhhen… thhhere’s more to eat.”

“Urthlu.” Chassa snapped, drawing the large woman’s attention. “You’re rambling
again.”

“Oh? I suuuppose I am. I can’t talk very wwwell in my Plain Strider form. Do you
knowww, it’s been nnnearly—”

This time Chassa was the one interrupting. “Three weeks. Yes, Urthlu, you said
already. Why don’t you tell Lord Sam your Eye-Q stats and special skill, then we can get
to moving all of our harvest up to their camp?”

“Oh. Thhhat’s a gooood idea,” Urthlu drawled as she turned to me. “Let’s seeeeee.” I
barely saw her blink under the curtain of flaxen hair spilling over her eyes. Then she
blinked again, and I had to assume our abductors adjusted her ‘double blink capture
interval,’ otherwise she never would have known about her Eye-Q UI. 

“My Speeeed… is twooo. I guess thhhat’s for wwalking, becaaause it seeeems high
to me otttherwise.”

“Ho-ho-holy chum!” Nira exploded with laughter. “I’m so glad you said that, because
we were all thinking it!”

“Nira!” Voss admonished. 
“Nnnno,” Urthlu shook her head, and for a moment it looked like she was lost in

making her bangs flop back and forth. “Sssshe’s right. Yooou all seeem like yooou’re in
a terrible rrrush most of the timmme.”

Urthlu tugged a branch from a fern next to her, then pulled it through her teeth,
stripping all the fat leaves from it. She stared off into the forest from under her shaggy
bangs and slowly began to chew.
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We all glanced back and forth until Warsyl snapped her armored fingers with a harsh
clicking noise. “Urthlu! Tell Sam your other stats.”

“Hmm? Oh, right. Lllet’s see. My speeed—”
“Is two, yes. You’ve established that.” Warsyl tapped her foot and shot me a look

which I couldn’t quite decode. It was either general impatience with Urthlu, frustration at
me for not keeping Urthlu on track, or wordlessly seeking permission to thrash Urthlu
with a rod to get her to speak faster.

“Hmm. My Strength is eeeight… and mmmy Enduuurance… iiis twelllve.”
“Wow,” Nira said. “I feel like I should start working out.”
“You’re in amazing shape, babe.” I stepped over to her and slapped my hand against

her ass before she could yelp and jump away. “See? Hard as a sea-wall, with just enough
give to see the motion in the ocean.”

Chassa’s and Gerzwei’s eyes widened slightly at the spank. Warsyl just arched a
brow. Xerxa looked on with a smoldering intensity. Voss managed a thin smile, and Zolie
shook her head. 

Urthlu just chewed on her leaves.
“Is that another saying from your world?” Nira asked, grinning even as she rubbed

her backside. 
“Not really. I came up with that one just for you,” I smiled. 
“Aww. That’s sweet,” Nira said, then lunged forward and returned the spank with a

loud crack, connecting hard enough that I had to high-step in a tight circle. 
“N’ya-hah!” I yelped, wishing my jumpsuit did more against blunt attacks. “Sorry,

Urthlu, we’re the ones that got distracted there. What is your Special Skill?”
“Ohhh, thhat’s okay, Saaam.” She paused to swallow her leaves. “I get distrrracted

myself sooometimes.”
Several seconds of remarkable stillness passed before Warsyl shouted, “Her Special

Skill is called ‘Shift!’”
“Yuuuup. It’s at llllevel three. My people are borrrrn with it. I’ve beeeen doing it

aaaaall my life.” Urthlu nodded. 
“I see.” I rubbed my beard, trying to reestablish some dignity by stalwartly ignoring

the throbbing hand print on my butt cheek. “And you can just shift into the, um, ungulate
form we saw earlier? Nothing else?”

“I ammm only wwwhat I am,” she said, in what probably passed for folksy wisdom
to her people. “Ohhhh, I allllmost forgot. When I Shiffft, my Strrrength becommmes
six…”



Tamer Enhancer 2

418

“Your strength goes down? That’s weird.” Nira balked. 
“…teeen.” Urthlu finished. 
Everyone but Warsyl and Chassa’s mouths fell open. 
“Holy shit!” My eyes widened at her stats. “You could haul a damned sequoia with

that much horsepower!”
Urthlu shrugged very slowly. “Mmmaybe. But it’s rrreally only goood for pullinggg.”
“What in—” Nira started.
“Aaand pushing.” Urthlu continued.
“… the depths will she…” Nira continued, still looking awestruck, but also slightly

annoyed. 
“Nnnnot lifting.” The shifter finally finished.
“…become if you boost her?” Nira asked through clenched teeth.
“Well, no time like the present.” I took one step toward her but stopped. “I suppose it

would just be a larger animal from your world. You have those there, right? Something
maybe two or three times as large? Maybe something that lived in the distant past?”

“Oh, suuure. Thhhere were biiiig tunklorons that wandered the ooold glaciers,”
Urthlu said thoughtfully. “I don’t knnnow if I would dooo wwwell here as one of
thooose. They’re awfully shhhaggy, and it’s sooo hot here mmmost of the timmme.”

I pulled up my Eye-Q and stared at the UI. My skill didn’t need to be active for us to
know what Urthlu’s skill became when I touched her, but an idea had sprung to my
mind, and I stood there for a moment, flexing my hand as I stared at it through the alien
screen. 

Urthlu’s massive Strength stat in her beast form would be a huge boon to us, and I
wondered if she turned into a larger creature with even more strength, would it benefit us
much over what she could already bring to the tribe? Maybe her upgraded skill would let
her shift into a variety of things? Maybe she could become a T-Rex or a mosasaurus?

What we really needed was…
“Sam?” Nira tapped my leg with the butt of her spear. “You off designing tools

again?”
“Hmm?” I looked up from my hand to see everyone watching me. “Oh, no. I was just

thinking, we don’t know how these powers work. Beyond the matter of physics, I mean.
We don’t know what they’re intended to do. We use them the first time and then assume
that’s how they always work. I was wondering if there’s… I don’t know, other functions.
There’s no documentation, so we’ll never know if we don’t experiment.”

“Do you have a hypothesis you would like to test, Sam-ZerZay?” Xerxa’s question
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“Do you have a hypothesis you would like to test, Sam-ZerZay?” Xerxa’s question

was loaded with anticipation, and I realized she was already more invested in my idea
than I was.

“Well, just a fleeting thought,” I hedged, trying to manage expectations. “Nothing
will probably come of this, but I don’t think it will cost anything to try.”

I put a solid image in my head and reached my hand out to Urthlu. 
The large woman extended her hand and gripped mine.
“Hmmm,” she said, slowly tilting her head. “My Special Skillll channnged. I can’t

sayyy I know wwwhat it meannns.”
My Eye-Q screen flashed, and my heart skipped a beat. “What does it say?” I

whispered.
“‘Roc.’ Do youuu know wwwhat ttthat is?”
I glanced at my UI. 
Special Skill: Enhance - Level 3.
“Holy shit.” I retrieved my hand and looked around at the gathered women. “I think it

worked.”
Xerxa was biting her lower lip and looked like she was about to pounce on me.

“Please, Sam-ZerZay, do inform us.”
“I was thinking Urthlu’s Shifted form, her, uh, Plain Strider form, would already be

so useful that a larger version of it wouldn’t be the same level of upgrade that you all
receive from my power. I didn’t know that’s what it would be, but I thought… well, my
experiment was to touch her for the first time while I imagined a giant flying bird from
the mythology of my world, called a Roc.”

Mareth glanced at Urthlu, then to me. “So… you knew what her power would be?”
“No.” I shook my head. “I think I chose it. I think I can choose what someone’s

Enhanced skill will be,” I whispered.
Everyone took a moment to absorb that.
“Aaaand Cliffhanger!” Nira shouted.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

Everyone stared at Nira.
Zolie looked to Voss for an explanation during the pause. Unfortunately, coming from

her weird fiction-lacking world, Voss was at a loss for more than vocabulary.
Xerxa shook her head and I chuckled.
“It might be coincidence,” I continued with a grin. “But… my skill leveled up when

we touched hands, even though I didn’t actually use the skill. But there’s got to be some
kind of active interaction when I first touch someone.”

“A birrrd?” Urthlu stood from her heels for the first time. I expected her to tower over
everyone else, but she wasn’t one of those women who was three-quarters leg, and
topped out at about six foot six. Tall to be sure, but I was more immediately distracted by
her excellent posture and how much closer that brought her impressive, bronzed breasts
to my face.

“A very large bird, Urthlu.” I grinned, making sure to look her in the eye even though
her floppy, flaxen bangs mostly covered them. “Large enough to carry your ungulate
form away. Large enough for several people to ride.”

“Youuu mean, I’ll beee able to… flyyy?” Urthlu smiled, revealing broad, flat teeth. 
“Ooh! I want to ride! I call first!” Nira hopped up and down waving her hand in the

air.
“That sounds extremely dangerous,” Voss said, but I could see her fighting a smile.
“I have experience with riding flying animals, Guide,” Gerzwei said. “With the added

benefit that if my Dragoon Strike is prepared, no fall from any height will harm me.”
“Whoa, whoa, whoa,” I laughed. “We don’t know how the power will manifest. I

might have to go with her, or maybe she can shift with the boost and stay that way until
she wants to shift back. We’ll figure it out, as we will with Gerzwei, Warsyl and Chassa’s
powers. It’s not like I can even do it right now anyway. I just enhanced Xerxa’s skill less
than twenty minutes ago. Let’s carry all this food up to our fort before we wind up
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than twenty minutes ago. Let’s carry all this food up to our fort before we wind up
fighting a pack of herbivores for it, then we can figure out our next steps. Warsyl,
Chassa, please tell us about the four Marauders at the raft while we do.”

The light purple and indigo woman was watching us with an odd expression.
Something between wonder, alarm and frustration. Her expression shifted as she glanced
at each member of the group, and it was obvious she was still coming to terms with her
new situation. 

“I will do as you command, Lord Sam Zerzee? Is that your family name?” Warsyl
asked, piecemealing my various titles.

“No no.” I waved my hand. “Just Sam is fine. Chassa is used to interacting with the
peerage, so I’m allowing the ‘lord’ stuff for the moment, but I hope to wean her from it
soon. Xerxa’s language uses honorifics… Look, seriously, just call me Sam, please. It’s
what I prefer.”

“Yes, Sam-Gar-Oor,” Mareth said with a sharp grin.
I held up my index finger, paused, then turned to the wagon. “I’m going to bring in

the groceries.”
“What is this, Mareth-Ur-zhi?” Xerxa asked behind me as I pulled a basket of

assorted squashes from the wagon. “Have you given Sam-ZerZay a title of leadership
from your people?”

“I am not Ur, Xerxa-zhi. Not since Sam took the mantle of leadership for the tribe,”
Mareth said. 

“I see. I do apologize, Mareth… zhi. Please tell me of Sam’s new appellation.”
I didn’t pay attention to Mareth’s explanation while I examined the basket. It was

woven from fern leaves and bolstered by a dozen curved branches. All in all, it was
constructed expertly, and looked easily strong enough for its contents. The particular one
I was looking at wasn’t quite circular, but more of a “D” shape when viewed from the
top, and after seeing a sturdy cordage shoulder strap, I realized why. 

I slung the basket over my shoulder like a backpack, shifted it a few times, then made
for the oak nearest the cliff. It was a little awkward trying to scale the tree with thirty
pounds of produce hanging off my back, but I managed the climb with only one squash
tumbling to the ground.

Everyone else grabbed something from the cart and followed me up to the camp.
There was an extended discussion about titles, mostly centering on how to address me,
but thankfully it came to a halt when Warsyl crested the top of the ledge.

“What is this?” She walked down the branch and looked around the not-quite-
football-field-sized area. “This is your camp? It’s just a rickety shed and a fire ring!” I
couldn’t help but notice she hadn’t carried any baskets up with her as she gestured
around. “Do you have any idea how developed Kurgast’s camp is?”
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“Warsyl, you need to understand, I’ve been on this world for just over a week. My
group merged with Xerxa, Mareth and Zolie less than three days ago, and I spent the first
day and a half of that with a broken clavicle—”

Warsyl interrupted me with a braying laugh. “You’ve been here a week, and you think
you’ve got this world figured out? You think you’re ready to take on Kurgast? You don’t
have… anything! No defensive positions to fall back to, watch towers, no palisades, no
—”

Mareth stepped next to Warsyl and growled in her ear. “Yet one of our number
slaughtered eight of Kurgast’s best, and they never even knew they were under attack.”

That brought Warsyl up short, and caused her to focus on Voss.
The rest of the tribe looked her way too, and the teal linguist shrank slightly, giving a

nervous wave.
I put my hand on Warsyl’s shoulder. “Once we deal with the remaining Marauders at

the raft, we’re going into serious building mode. We’re going to bring up soil to expand
the garden in the back, build a proper crane,” I waved at the janky one we’d thrown
together earlier, then down the cliff to the pile of logs Mareth and I had gathered earlier.
“Haul up those logs, and start building some proper structures. Within a week, we’ll have
a covered living space large enough for all of us, including dedicated food prep and
storage areas.”

“A week?” she yelled. “And where do I sleep in the meantime?” She shot a loot at the
could-barely-sleep-four lean-to, then narrowed her featureless white eyes at me. 

Gerzwei stepped next to her, looking around the underdeveloped area. “Primitive
survival conditions are part of the trial. Improving an area into a defensible fortification
is to be expected.”

“Trial?” Warsyl snorted and took a step back to extricate herself from the abductees
surrounding her. “What is this pea-brain talking about?”

Gerzwei’s eyes narrowed. “I am here to advance to the rank of Celestial Wing.
Perhaps part of your trial involves learning better manners.” She stared impassively at
Warsyl, who glared back, clenching her fists until her knuckles popped. 

I should have attempted to diffuse the two with a little diplomacy, but couldn’t help
snorting out a laugh at Gerzwei’s dig. 

“Yes, well, the tribe has grown far faster than anyone might have guessed. We do
need to bolster our garden, but I suppose we should prioritize additional shelter for
sleeping after that.” I scratched my beard and thought. “I wonder if Level Three Enhance
will let me create some drills?”

Nira walked up with a basket of assorted lettuce, munching on a leaf of something
that looked like spinach or romaine. “I need to shock more stuff, boss. I’ve only used my
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that looked like spinach or romaine. “I need to shock more stuff, boss. I’ve only used my

Spark, what, three times? I leveled up after zapping Mareth, but you’ve advanced twice
in just over a week.”

“Four if you include zapping Mareth.” I put my arm around her slender waist and
kissed her cheek, then stole a bite of whatever roughage was hanging from her mouth. I
wasn’t much of a salad guy, but I was going to take a little variety where I could get it.

She gulped down the last bit, then called over her shoulder, “Hey Mareth! Sam says I
get to shock you a bunch so I can advance my Spark!”

“I definitely did not!” I called down the cliff where Mareth was beginning her climb
up with a basket of rocks. 

“Speaking of which, Sam,” Mareth called up. “You said you knew how to get this
collar off of me?”

I waited until we were all gathered up on the ledge to reply. “Do you want me to tell
you or show you?”

“How long will it take?” Mareth asked eagerly.
“I’ll need to enhance two things, and then… probably a day or two after that,

depending on the exact makeup of the petrified material,” I said.
Mareth slumped. “Just tell me then.”
Urthlu had carried up the heavy pot full of wet clay, and I nudged it with my foot. 
“Right, well, petrified wood is composed of a number of things. Chiefly silica, quartz

and calcium carbonate.” I tilted my head side to side, hedging slightly. “There are a lot
of variables, but those are the big ones. Vinegar,” I pointed to the shed. “Of which we
have at least a gallon, contains acetic acid. My plan is to take some of this clay and form
a little pocket around part of the collar. I’ll have to enhance the clay and make it as glass-
like and inert as possible, then I’ll enhance the vinegar like I did with the salt water to
concentrate the acetic acid. We pour a little in the clay pocket, seal it up, and give it a day
or so to work. We might have to flush it out a few times and refill the acid, but it should
dissolve… hmm… twenty percent of the material?”

Mareth’s lips tightened as I talked, then she frowned. “I do not understand most of
what you have just said, Sam.” She shot a glare at Xerxa, but the new, serene version of
our doctor didn’t seem to be interested in putting a shot across Mareth’s bow. The
warrior woman returned her eyes to me. “I do trust that you know what you are speaking
of, however.”

“Uh, okay…” I thought for a moment. “The acid will react with the calcium
carbonate in the rock. Acid, um… it combines with the rock, and will turn the calcium
carbonate into calcium acetate, water, and carbon dioxide.”

“An elegant solution, Sam-ZerZay,” Xerxa nodded.
Mareth glanced around at the group, looking for recognition in their eyes, but besides
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Mareth glanced around at the group, looking for recognition in their eyes, but besides
Xerxa, only Nira and Warsyl seemed to have any idea what I was talking about. “As I
said, Sam, I trust you.”

“The acid will wash away part of the rock,” Warsyl said. “As rain washes dirt from a
hill. The process turns the rock into something else, like water and dirt combining to
make mud.”

“Oh.” Mareth looked to Warsyl in surprise. “That was very clear. Thank you,
Warsyl.”

Warsyl just grunted in acknowledgment. 
“Yeah, sorry. I should have…” I paused, almost having said ‘dumbed it down,’ but I

didn’t think Mareth would appreciate that. “…uh, should have been clearer. Anyway, that
will weaken the material of the collar considerably, and between you and Urthlu now, we
should be able to get it off in a day or two at the most.”

“Sammm,” Urthlu drawled, looking at Mareth’s collar. “Could youuu do ttthe same
for ttthis ring in my nnnose? I prrromise youuu won’t nnneed it to guiiide me around.”

“Oh, sure—”
“I donnn’t speak wellll in mmmy plainnnstrider form, but I cannn unnnderstand

everyone juuust as wwwell as—”
“Yes, we get it, Urthlu.” Warsyl snapped. “Our brains work a lot faster than your

mouth, and Sam already agreed to remove the ring.”
“Hmmmm.” The large woman considered. “Youuu knowww what I lllike about

yyyou, Warsyl?”
“What?”
“Alllmost nothing,” Urthlu smiled sweetly. 
That got a laugh out of Mareth and Nira. I thought I saw Chassa start to smile, but

she quickly slapped a hand over her mouth and stepped behind Zolie.
“No need to wait for Sam’s acid solution, heifer. I’ll remove that ring and most of

your nose right now if you want.” Warsyl took one step toward Urthlu before I placed a
hand on her shoulder. 

Her head whipped around to look at me, but she didn’t react further, as she saw that
almost the entirety of the tribe had tensed. Urthlu hadn’t reacted, (yet?) and Chassa had
shrunk back even further, but everyone’s hands had tightened on or moved to their
weapons. Even Zolie had one hand resting on her enhanced knife.

“Warsyl, you seem very quick to lash out…” I started. “Uh… pun not intended, but
you don’t have any enemies here.”

“Really.” She was unconvinced, shooting a look to Urthlu, Mareth and Gerzwei.



Tamer Enhancer 2

425

“Yes. Look, I don’t know you yet, or what you’ve been through on this world or your
home world—”

“No, you don’t.”
“But, it sounds to me like your current situation might be better than it has been in a

long time. You’re not surrounded by rapists and psychopaths who would perceive any
moment of kindness as weakness to be exploited. Hearing you talk about your home
world, it sounded like you were in some constant state of war? Everyone you knew was a
soldier whether they wanted to be or not?”

She clenched her jaw. “Something like that.”
“I’m just saying… maybe we’re not all friends yet, but you don’t have to go out of

your way to be cold and aloof here.”
She shrugged her shoulder away from my hand. “I don’t need your socialization

tips.”
“Alright.” I pulled my hands back. “Let me just ask you this. Your goal is to survive

this world so you can return to help your people right?”
“You already know it is.”
“And will that goal be easier to achieve by alienating everyone around you, or by

surrounding yourself by loyal friends and allies?”
Warsyl opened her mouth, but I held up a hand.
“Don’t answer. Just give it some thought.”
She scowled at me, then cast her eyes around at the women watching us. 
“You’re being simplistic and binary. You’re assuming I can trust everyone here,” she

finally said.
“You’re assuming you can’t,” I said.
That brought her up short, but only for a moment. “Isn’t that safer?”
“It’s even safer to lock yourself in a cave with food and water and never have contact

with another person.” I shrugged. “You’d be alive, but I wouldn’t call that living.”
Warsyl folded her arms over her armored brassiere and tapped one finger against her

bicep. Ten clicks later and the edge of her scowl morphed into a smirk. “I suppose I see
why you’re the leader of this tribe. I’m yet unconvinced your clever words will
ultimately be a match for Kurgast’s brutality, but I will…” She paused to scowl, as if her
next words caused her physical pain. “…attempt to moderate myself.”

She turned to Gerzwei. “My… words to you earlier were… perhaps unwarranted.”
Gerzwei nodded slightly. “You have much experience on this world, and I hope to

have an opportunity to learn from you. The more we each grow in strength, the better
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have an opportunity to learn from you. The more we each grow in strength, the better

chance we have of surviving our trials and benefiting our people when we return to
them.”

Warsyl studied Gerzwei for a moment, seemed to conclude the taller woman was
being entirely earnest, and returned the nod.

I clapped my hands. “Alright! Let’s bring up the rest of our food, then come up with
a plan for the remaining Marauders.”

Warsyl’s arms crossed again. “That’s work for the sla…” she paused and narrowed
her eyes at me. “Non-warriors.”

I didn’t feel like arguing with her. “Suit yourself.” I shook my head and started down
the branch to the oak.

“They don’t risk their lives on the hunt!” she called after me. 
I could have pointed out that Chassa and Urthlu were both out in the wild with the

Marauder’s foraging group, and were arguably in more danger than the warriors, given
that they were unarmed, but I didn’t bother replying.

Hopping to the ground, I sauntered over to the cart and decided to pull out all of the
bamboo, as they would be easier to bundle and hoist up to the camp with the logs later.
Some of the pieces were over ten feet long and would get caught on branches of the big
oak. 

I started looking for a belt among the Marauders’ looted clothes when Gerzwei hefted
a medium-sized basket of vegetables onto her shoulder, then crouched just in front of the
cart. I leaned around to see what she was doing just in time to see a swirl of wind around
her feet, then she jumped straight up the twenty-five foot cliff, drawing a collective gasp
of amazement from everyone on the ground. 

She landed five feet from Warsyl and set the basket down. She said nothing, but gave
Warsyl a pointed stare as she turned, swinging one foot over the edge of the cliff and
stepped off. 

The logs stacked at the base of the cliff only shaved about seven feet from the fall,
but Gerzwei took the impact as easily as if she’d stepped off the back of a pickup truck. 

Warsyl’s face twisted slightly, then she walked to the edge of the cliff and stepped
over the side. I watched as she called her whip and snapped it into the top of the ledge,
then rappelled down the rock as it coiled from her body. 

She stepped onto the logs then hopped down and strode to the wagon, coming up
beside Gerzwei. Warsyl returned Gerzwei’s stare, plucked a basket of sweet potatoes
from the cart, then slashed her arm out behind her, casting her whip into the top of the
cliff. She jumped as the whip retracted, carrying her up to the ledge. 

She didn’t clear the edge, but hung just below it while she slid the basket onto the
ledge, then rode he whip back down to the logs, hopped off, and returned to the wagon
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ledge, then rode he whip back down to the logs, hopped off, and returned to the wagon

with a smirk. 
Gerzwei’s eyes locked on to Warsyl’s as she walked back, then she wordlessly hefted

two medium-sized baskets on to her shoulders, then crouched down in the grass. 
“Oh no you don’t,” Warsyl muttered before snatching up a basket of her own.
And then they were off. 
Gerzwei could carry twice as much per trip, but seemed to need a moment to charge

her jump, making Warsyl’s round trip just a bit faster.
The two of them made another delivery before Mareth joined in. 
Running up the logs at the base of the cliff, Mareth was able to jump nearly to the

top, covering the remaining distance with that parkour wall scramble move. 
The whole tribe watched as the three women raced each other to unload the cart,

spilling at least an entire basket’s worth of vegetables and fruit across the base of the cliff
during the process. 

“Aaaalways in suuuch a ruuush.” Urthlu shook her head, then trundled to the base of
the cliff to start gathering the spilled food.

She was so unconcerned by her nudity that I wasn’t sure if I should feel guilty for
watching. When she knelt down, one of her large breasts pillowed against her thigh, and
I decided guilt was a useless feeling, especially when I was too busy being envious of
her leg.

There was a low whistle to my side, and I glanced over in time to see Nira reach
down her top to plump herself.

I walked over to her and kissed her cheek, putting my arm around her waist. “Babe,
you’ve got nothing to worry about. I love every bit of you, inside and out.”

“Her and Mareth are larger than any seeran woman I’ve ever seen.” Nira leaned into
the kiss, but her lips were pinched.

“Just think of the drag when they swim,” I grinned, and Nira barked out a laugh.
“Come on, let’s go clean up,” I said, and tugged my giggling lover to the base of the

cliff.
The three women up top seemed fairly worn out by their competition, though Mareth

bore up the most stoically, and she combined the contents of two baskets into one then
tossed the empty one down to us. 

“We can rrreally eeeat as muuuch as we wwwant, Sammm?” Urthlu asked, holding
up a squash of some kind that had a significant dent in the side.

“Yup! We’ll never get through it all before it goes bad.” I looked at the branch I was
holding, covered with hard green fuzzy spheres. I suspected they might be under-ripe
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holding, covered with hard green fuzzy spheres. I suspected they might be under-ripe

nuts of some sort. “Although, some of this will spoil faster than other parts, and some
might not even be ripe yet.”

“If we sort by llllongevity, we shouuuld be able to mmmake this last for…
hmmmmmmmmmmmmm…”

Urthlu’s ‘hmm’ trailed on for so long I was honestly impressed by her lung capacity,
and found myself glancing around to see several of the other women biting back laughter.

“Thhhreee weeeeks, at lllleast,” she concluded, looking thoughtful, then slowly bit
into her damaged squash. 

“That’s an excellent idea. Do you want the job? My world has a lot of technology for
extending the shelf life of food, so it’d be trial and error if I did it. Uh, keep in mind we
don’t even have a root cellar yet. Man, there’s a lot to do.” I muttered the last part,
shaking my head. 

“I’d beeee happy to, Sammm,” Urthlu said between crunches. 
“Great!” I detailed some plans for food storage and prep areas as we finished

gathering the rest of the spilled food, then everyone climbed the oak, leaving me to
decide if the cart itself was worth trying to haul up to the camp. There wasn’t any food
left in it, but if even a moderately-sized herbivore went nosing around in it, it might wind
up smashed. 

It wound up being an easy decision. Xerxa climbed down, wound my enhanced crane
vine around the same beam that connected to the handles that held the yoke, then Urthlu
and Mareth pulled it up to the camp like it weighed as much as a bale of hay.

We situated the cart away from the edge, then began organizing all the baskets and
pots of vegetables. 

“Thanks for bringing up most of the food, you three,” I said to Gerzwei, Mareth and
Warsyl as I knocked on what looked like an acorn squash, hoping that would clue me in
to whether or not it was ripe. 

“It was good exercise, Guide,” Gerzwei said, trying to decide where to sort a bundle
of lime-green plantains. 

Mareth grunted and just watched. I gave her a pass on sorting the vegetables,
considering her diet didn’t give her a lot of knowledge about them.

“Warsyl, is there a limit to how often you can use your whip?” I asked, watching her
poke through a basket of berries with one finger.

The disparity in the combat utility of all the Eye-Q Skills seemed ridiculous to me.
Nira could kill a human sized target a couple times a day, and stun larger animals, but as
far as I knew, Warsyl could kill nonstop with her whip. 

“Once my people meld with their chosen weapon, it is as if it is part of their body.”
She regarded me with her head tilted to the side like she was a Yakuza thug in a manga.
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She regarded me with her head tilted to the side like she was a Yakuza thug in a manga.
“My endurance and focus are the only limitations, and the war on my planet has honed
my mettle.” She popped a handful of berries in her mouth as she made a circular motion
in the air with her other hand. 

“Good to know. Glad you’re on our side now.” I nodded, fairly certain she wasn’t
telling me the whole story. That was okay. I didn’t fully trust her yet, either.

We continued sorting until I found myself staring at the cornucopia arrayed in front
of us.

“I think the garden will need to be at least three feet deep to account for all the roots.
The tubers grow underground, but not very deep, so I think… ah, no, we’ll need to make
part of the garden deeper if we want to start an orchard.” I scooped up another apple and
took a bite out of it. “I’m not a gardener. Anyone know how deep an apple tree’s roots
need to be?”

“I knowww quite a bit… abouut aaagriculture, Sam,” Urthlu gradually said. “I’d
saaaay… Hmmm. Ten to sixteeeen feeeet should work.”

“Damn. That’s going to require hauling up a ton of dirt.” I glanced at the back wall of
the camp where Xerxa’s sad mushroom garden was. “We’ll need to build up a box of
some sort to contain the garden, too. The rain the other day spread out our existing one
considerably.”

Urthlu easily looked over top of everyone’s heads to where I’d glanced, flipping up
her bangs with a finger. “A lllot of these willl need to be plannnted further frrom the
cliffff. There will be toooo much shaaadow for mmmost of the dayyy.”

“Ah, yeah. That’s an excellent point.” I looked around the clearing. We had plenty of
space to build into, but it was obviously going to take a bit of planning. “We don’t get a
blazing amount of sunlight here because of the tree cover, but… hmm. I guess there’s no
reason we can’t cut a few choice branches out of the canopy and make a sunny patch up
here.”

“Will that area not change throughout the year?” Xerxa asked. “Assuming this planet
has seasons influenced by an axial tilt similar to my homeworld.”

“Another good point,” I said. “None of us have been here long enough to know what
the seasons look like, and we don’t even know where we are in relation to the equator.
Pretty sure we could figure out axial tilt with a few measurements, but we also don’t
know how long a year is on this planet.” I shook my head. “Well, we can’t spend the
next six months on astronomy before we start a proper garden.”

“Is it necessary to bring dirt up to the camp, Sam?” Voss asked. “Building a large
planter seems like a lot of work.”

“You’re right, it will be. The advantage of living up on this ledge is we’re remarkably
safe from most predatory dinosaurs without having to build a fort with massive walls.
The drawback is that all of the ground surface is stone, which makes our lives harder
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The drawback is that all of the ground surface is stone, which makes our lives harder
when it comes to gardening, and it will present some challenges when we build our
shelters and other structures. We could consider putting our garden at the base of this
cliff, but we’ll still wind up needing to put quite a bit of effort into keeping multi-ton
herbivores from wandering through and eating everything.”

“Thhhere’s a lllot of scree at the baaase of the clifff, Sam. It’s too rocky for a
gaaarden.” Urthlu looked out into the forest. “We would probabllly nnneed to go…
hmmm. Fffifty yards out into the fooorest to find reallly goood soil, at llleast.”

“Which would make it harder to defend.” I sighed. “Well… it’s not like an apple tree
will mature overnight. We can start with a modest garden up here and prepare a better
space in the coming months, then transfer the plants that need it. In the meantime, I think
we need to prioritize better basic shelter.”

“That seems eminently sensible, Sam-ZerZay.” Xerxa reached out to touch my arm,
but paused. “Your skill is still on cooldown after you achieved your recent increase in
level, is it not? I would prefer not to activate my KaVai for the interval of a casual
touch.”

I pulled up my UI and checked. “You’re fine, Xerxa-ij. I’ve got half an hour left, at
least.”

“I hope you do not mind my touch,” she said as her fingers gripped my arm.
“Not at all, Xer—”
We both jerked as the golden dot on her forehead began to glow, then opened.
“It is my KaVai, Warsyl-di. Sam-ZerZay’s power grows!” The six-armed doctor said,

looking into my eyes with an intensity that bordered on alarming.
“What in the bladed hells is that?” Warsyl asked, staring at Xerxa’s forehead. 
“Yes.” Xerxa smiled.
“Wait, did you just answer… my…” Warsyl trailed off.
“Question before you asked it?” Xerxa finished for her. “It is a peculiar side effect of

Sam-ZerZay’s power that allows him to awaken the KaVai. I can peer into the many
tangled paths yet to be woven.”

Warsyl stared at the two of us without responding. 
“She means she can see the future,” I clarified. “We were surprised because

previously it only worked when my skill was charged up and ready to go, but evidently,
now that I’ve hit level three—”

“Now that you can’t turn it off, it’s going to be so awesomely weird when you two
have sex!” Nira cheered. 

“I do believe it will be beyond mem—” Xerxa started to say, but was cut off by
Warsyl.
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“The future!? Tell me! Will I get home!? No! When will I get home! How will we
defeat Kurgast and his—”

“It doesn’t work quite like that, Warsyl,” I held a hand up to forestall the
interrogatory avalanche. “She can only see a second or so into the future, though I’m
guessing that has increased?”

“Indeed, Sam-ZerZay. I believe it is nearly five seconds now.”
“Five seconds?” Warsyl didn’t sound impressed. “So much for predicting the future.

It would be an incredible advantage in a fight, but it looks like you have to touch him the
whole time?”

“Until they have seeeex.” Nira sing-songed.
“What?” Warsyl looked between the three us. 
“Sam’s, >ahem< masculine humors carry more than just the seed of life,” Voss

offered, blushing slightly. 
“His what?” Warsyl spun to look at her. 
The whole tribe was listening to the conversation, and suddenly I felt myself blushing

slightly. 
I was expecting Nira to belt something out, but somehow, Urthlu beat her to it. 
“Youuuu mean if Sammm plowws our furrrows, he super charges our Eye-Quuuue

skills?”
“Y—” Voss blushed at the large woman’s euphemism, but had barely parted her lips

to reply when Urthlu continued.
“Beeeecause… if ttthat’s the case, it sounds a lllot mmore fun ttthan him jussst

touching ourrr skiiin.” The shapeshifter slowly smiled her big, flat teeth at me. 
Despite her ambling tempo, the woman’s statement had caught me a little flat-footed.

Before Nira, I had never been with a woman even close to my height. Urthlu had four
inches on me and probably thirty pounds.

It hadn’t actually occurred to me that I might end up sleeping with her, probably
because she turned into an actual four-legged animal. Being with her in that form was
definitely off the table, but I realized I’d been carrying that bias over to her humanoid
form.

I looked her over again. What I could see of her face was really pretty, and the
glimpses of her large eyes under her floppy, tawny bangs were enticing. Her body was,
by any reasonable assessment, ridiculously feminine, and her golden brown skin and
thick arms and legs made me think of a surfer or a farmhand. Suddenly she had a very
girl next door appeal to her. A girl who just happened to be a hand taller, with breasts that
could literally suffocate me if I wasn’t careful.
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“Assuuuming you’d lllend me yourrr hussssband.” Urthlu grinned at Voss. “I did get
ttthe immmpression he was commuuunal property. I wwwant to trrry flying.”

“Sam-ZerZay is amenable to consensual relationships,” Xerxa stated. “I expect he
finds all of us quite attractive, but I believe that is not his only criteria.”

“Uh… yeah,” I said, trying to minimize the reflexive nervousness in my voice. “I’m
with Nira, Yxlyn and Voss already. There’s, uh, something of a queue as well.” I glanced
between Xerxa and Mareth. “But if you’re interested… I think I’ve said this before to
each of you, but I want to reiterate it. Consent is paramount. No one has to have sex with
me or anyone else in order to remain in this tribe. That said, you are all extraordinarily
attractive and if that is something that interests you, I prefer getting to know someone
before sleeping with them.”

“You should write that down and post it on a sign over by the fire ring so you don’t
have to keep saying it,” Nira joked and gestured over to the logs circling the dwindling
fire.

I laughed. “I would, but we can’t read each others’ languages.”
“You read mine easily enough,” Mareth said, giving Xerxa a toothy smirk.
The doctor turned her glowing eye to Mareth. “I would ask if your written language

is capable of conveying concepts such as “consent,” but I already know your response.”
She casually pointed to her forehead.

Mareth’s smirk morphed into a glare, then a thoughtful sulk as she, I assumed, tried
to figure out how to convey ‘consent’ in a simple pictogram. 

Voss had been dutifully translating as much of the conversation as she could for Zolie
when she suddenly stopped. 

The hitch in her murmured words drew my attention, and I saw her staring at Xerxa’s
hand on my arm. 

“Sam? Would you write zomething down?” she asked, biting her lip. “It doesn’t have
to be much, just a few words. I just had a thought…” She trailed off. 

I guessed what she wanted to try, and pulled Xerxa over to the fire ring since she
refused to release me. I rummaged through the leftover bits of kindling until I found a
stick with a burnt end, then scratched something onto the ground using the charcoal. 

I looked up to see the whole tribe watching, and held my other hand up to Voss. 
She glanced around at the group and blushed, but stepped forward and grasped my

fingers delicately. Her eyes looked at my scratchings and widened, then her brows
furrowed for just a moment before she let out a short bark of laughter. 

“Voss,” she read, “you are an unfathomable genius.” She beamed, and I stood to plant
a kiss on her soft, light blue lips. 
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“So, you read it?” Mareth asked.
“I notice you didn’t mention your astonishing and flexible amphibious lover,” Nira

pouted.
“I am more than happy to write you a love sonnet, Nira,” I said. “But my stick was

running out of charcoal.”
“See that you do.” She folded her arms, but laughed as others in the group giggled at

her antics.
“You spelled my name wrong,” Voss whispered in my ear. “But listening to your

accent, I zuspect your language breaks the “sz” zound into separate phonemes.”  
“There’s a sibilant sound.” I paused to give her a kiss. “And a “zzzz—””
“So, Voss could read text in your language when she touched your skin, and got your

static bleed-off or whatever is going on with your power,” Nira said. “But what does that
tell us? That your power has some weird side-game going on with all of ours just like
with Xerxa’s eye thing? Uh, I mean Xerxa-zhi. Sorry.”

“The effects seem to range from being able to see into the future to…” Chassa
scratched her scruffy hair and glanced apologetically at Voss. “Um. Reading?”

Voss laughed brightly. “It may not be of germane contribution to our zurvival here,
Chassa, but if I could bring Sam home with me, I would be able to translate the Codex
Lexicanum, or the Syntactorrery, or the Dictus Vigilanum…” She had been getting
louder as she spoke but paused to press my hand to her sternum under hers and drew a
deep breath. “It would change my entire world, Chassa.”

Voss stared seriously at Chassa, then at Xerxa. 
I glanced around at the three women and saw all of their postures stiffen.
Uh oh.
“I thought we were going to deal with Kurgast’s people at the raft,” Warsyl said, one

indigo-plated foot impatiently tapping against the rocky ground with a clicking noise.
“Ah, yes. Of course.” I was grateful for the temporary reprieve from the brewing

tension. “We actually have a small amount of prep work before we go. I need to either
repair Gerzwei’s spear, or break off the damaged part and turn that into a… actually I
don’t know what a three foot stick with an eight inch blade on the end is called.”

“A short spear.” Gerzwei held the broken spear up and considered. “A very short
spear.”

“Right,” I chuckled. “But I think we’d be better off if I made you a brand new spear.
That way I can use the short spear until I can replace it with something longer.”

“While finely crafted, this weapon is shorter than I am used to, Guide.” Gerzwei tried
to straighten out the break, but the jagged edges of each side wouldn’t quite mesh back
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to straighten out the break, but the jagged edges of each side wouldn’t quite mesh back
together. “Even before it was broken. If at all possible, I would prefer a six foot shaft
with a ten inch blade. Preferably a cross guard at the base of the blade.”

“Well—” I took two steps back toward the baskets we’d brought up, letting one hand
trail down Voss’s arm as I moved away from her, but Xerxa stepped alongside me like
she’d been expecting the movement. Given her active KaVai, she obviously had been. 

“I can help you sort the rocks, if you will allow me, Sam-ZerZay.” She stared into my
eyes pleadingly. 

“Alright. You know you’ll eventually have to let go of me though, right?”
“Yes, of course. Please allow me a few more minutes to experience your power.”
“No comments.” I held a finger up as Nira opened her mouth.
“Phooey,” the amphibious woman huffed.
“Gerzwei, do keep in mind that we are surrounded mostly by forest, so while a longer

weapon will keep opponents at a greater distance, we may find ourselves fighting among
dense tree trunks or dangling vines.” I gestured out into the forest with a wave.

“Sam, how big was the dinosaur she killed?” Nira asked. 
“Uh, I think it was the other one from the beach,” I said, not sure why she was

asking. “Like six feet at the shoulder.”
“Yeah, so also keep in mind that the one you killed was about a quarter as large as the

biggest ones here,” Nira smirked at Gerzwei.
“Truly?” The owlish woman’s large eyes opened wide.
I shrugged. “Yup.”
“I am uncertain if Dragoon Strike could lay low a creature that size.” Gerzwei stared

uncertainly at her broken spear.
“I have not seen your attack in action, but it sounds like it would be a powerful

deterrent, at the least,” Mareth offered. 
Gerzwei nodded slowly. “Yes, that is likely true. I suppose I am over-used to thinking

in absolutes.”
“Well,” I dumped over the heavy basket full of rocks. Despite having an arsenal of

fairly well made petrified wood weapons, the Marauders had been collecting stones that
were intended to be used for arrow, spear and axe heads. “Let’s sort through these and
find something I can use for a new spear—”

I looked up as I heard a skittering of rocks at the back of the camp. 
“What is that?” Warsyl hissed, and I glanced at her in time to see her whip tattoo

begin to slide around her torso and onto her upper arm. 
I quickly studied the back of the camp until I saw a bundle of branches about fifty
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I quickly studied the back of the camp until I saw a bundle of branches about fifty
feet from the ground slowly working its way down the cliff. It actually took me a second
to realize what I was seeing.

Xerxa yelped when I broke skin contact with her as I jumped up to grab Warsyl’s
wrist, and my grip actually seemed to slow the rate at which the bladed whip spilled onto
the ground beside her. 

It was my first time seeing it up close, and it was a nasty piece of work. The cord
itself was uniform in thickness, maybe the diameter of my pinkie, and was the same dark
blue as her extremities. It appeared to be covered with tiny zig-zagging interlocking
scales, and almost looked like a braided metal cable. Every eight to ten inches, there was
a jagged triple-pointed blade that looked like it had been plucked from Godzilla’s back,
each one a couple of inches tall. I knew the blades could somehow slide along the cord
like a chainsaw, but I couldn’t tell if they were somehow driven by the interlocking
scales or some bullshit space magic.

“Don’t. It’s a friend,” I said firmly. 
Warsyl stared at my hand on her wrist, then looked at the branches on the cliff. “Is…

it a plant?”
“No,” I smiled. “I’ll introduce you.”
Yxlyn scampered down the last part of the cliff and dropped to the ground at the rear

of the camp. Judging by the motion of the leafy branches, it looked like she spent a
moment bent over catching her breath.

“Sorry, Xerxa-ij. Are you okay?” I asked the doctor, who was rubbing her temples.
“Yes, Sam-ZerZay. I am adapting to the KaVai, but it still causes some distress when

it closes.”
“Okay. Sorry about breaking away from you so suddenly. When you recover, can you

sort through those rocks and find a good, long spear head, please?”
She nodded in affirmation, and I motioned for everyone else to stay put while I

walked over to greet Yxlyn, scooping up a half-gallon jug of water as I passed it.
“Hey, Yxs! Welcome back! You finally got a look at the top of the mesa?” I knelt

down beside her and offered her the jug.
My translucent lover panted out her thanks and took a long pull from it, and the

normally fastidious girl let some spill over her cheeks and down her front. 
“Tough climb?” I asked, taking the jug back.
“It was… >pant< higher than I thought.” She put her hands on her hips and took a

deep breath. “The climb up wasn’t so bad, but I started running out of energy on the way
down. >pant< It was a little scary.”

I pulled her into a hug, and felt her normally cool skin was quite warm. “I’m sorry,
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I pulled her into a hug, and felt her normally cool skin was quite warm. “I’m sorry,

baby. I didn’t want to put you in any danger.”
“I know, Sam, >pant< but I want to help out as much as I can.” She hugged me back

for a moment, then pushed away. “I’m sorry, Sam, I want to hug you but I’m too hot.”
“Your people don’t sweat, I’m guessing?” 
Kneeling right in front of her, it was easy to see her head shake. “No, we pant. Sweat

would mess up our camouflage.”
“Want me to pour the rest of this over your head?” I grinned and sloshed the jug. 
Yxlyn giggled and nodded, so I drizzled the remainder of the water over her. She

wiped it down her limbs, then shook her hair out, splashing me and making some of her
medium-length hair stick out in random directions. It looked really odd seeing the cliff
wall through the background-warping spikes. 

I wiped my face off and stood, offering her my hand. “Let’s get my undershirt. We
have some new tribe members. I can introduce you and you can tell us what you found
up there.”

“Oh!” She perked up and looked over to the group gathered around all the baskets.
“That’s nice. Um… right?”

“Yeah,” I chuckled. “One of them is a little prickly, but I think it will work out.”
We stopped by the lean-to and Yxlyn pulled the leafy bundle off her back, slipped

into my undershirt, then retrieved the branches and together we marched over to the
waiting group. 

When we were still twenty steps away, I began introductions so no one would be
alarmed at Yxlyn’s camouflage.

“Warsyl, Urthlu, Gerzwei, and Chassa. This is Yxlyn. Her people are naturally
camouflaged, so…”

Urthlu yelped and took a large step back, then ducked down and peered over Voss’s
shoulder. It was a ridiculous move, since the ponderous shapeshifter was a good foot
taller and literally twice as wide as the librarian, not to mention she also probably
weighed four times what Yxlyn did.

“…don’t do that, please,” I sighed.
“Ohhh,” Urthlu slowly stood and stepped out from behind Gerzwei. “I dooo

apologiiize… Eeks-in is your name?”
“Um… Eeks-lin,” she said slowly.
“Yxlyn? I apologiiize again. My peeeople have to keeeep an eye outtt for

camouflaaaged predatooors. I thinnnk ttthat was an innngrained reaction.” She stepped
around the crowd and knelt in front of Yxlyn to peer at her. “I muuust say. Yyyour
camouflaaage is much better ttthan annnything from mmmy world.”
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“Oh. Um… thank you?” Yxlyn looked slightly uncomfortable with the large woman
kneeling right in front of her. Even on one knee, Urthlu was still slightly taller. “Do…
um. Do your people not… um. Wear clothes? I had to spend my first week and a half
here nude because my camouflage doesn’t extend to anything I carry.” She jostled the
bundle of branches she was clutching to her chest demonstratively.

Urthlu looked down at herself, causing Yxlyn to lean away from the can-opener
shaped horn on the larger woman’s forehead. 

Urthlu was indeed, still nude. “We dooo normalllly in our biiipedal forms. I wwwas
going to asssk Sam if I coullld have some of the Mmmauraders’ clothes, but I ttthink I’ll
wait untilll we get a chhhance to waaash them. Mmmost of ttthose guys were prrretty
smmmelly, and I ttthink sssome of ttthem had fffleas.”

“M-Marauders?” Yxlyn stepped back and looked to me for answers.
I gave her the short version of my afternoon, as well as my plans for dealing with the

ones at the raft. 
“I think we’ll be okay. We’ll go and surprise them, and Kurgast will never know what

happened to his people.” I smiled reassuringly. “Now why don’t you tell us what you
saw up on the mesa?”

“Oh! Okay.” She started to speak, but hitched when she realized the whole tribe was
staring at her. “Um… >ahem< Well, uh, unfortunately, Sam, I don’t think it’s a mesa.
There’s got to be a part connecting it to another significant geological feature, because I
saw some large dinosaurs wandering around up there.”

“Damn.” I snapped. “That would have been an amazing place to build a permanent
fort. Is it just a… I don’t know what it would be called. A peninsula of land sticking out
from flat land behind it or did you see a small land bridge or something else we could dig
away?” 

“I-I’m sorry, Sam, I don’t know. There’s quite a bit of vegetation up there, and I
couldn’t see the perimeter beyond the portion of the cliff I climbed.”

“Ah well. At least we have an easy way to get up there to explore now.” I winked at
Urthlu.

“Oh?” Yxlyn asked. 
“I’ll tell you when you’re done.” I smiled at her. “Tell us about this vegetation. You

see we’ve gotten this big haul, but we think it will last us about two to three weeks
before most of it starts to wilt. We’ll plant what we can, but that won’t start producing
food right away.”

“Oh, yes.” Yxlyn knelt on the ground and began sorting her branches. “I guess the
stuff I found won’t be as exciting since we have all this other food, but—” 

My breath caught in my chest as she pulled the leafy branches apart, revealing one
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My breath caught in my chest as she pulled the leafy branches apart, revealing one

that was covered in red and green berries about the size of grapes. 
“Yxs… Yxlyn… is… is that..?” I dropped to my knees and picked up the branch,

plucking one of the red fruits.
“I-I don’t know what it is, Sam. I thought it best to bring it down here to see if

someone could recognize it.”
I crushed the fruit between my fingers, producing a slimy pulp that didn’t smell

anything like this plant’s end product. Still, the light jasmine scent confirmed what I was
holding. 

Suddenly a pale hand with long, slender fingers grabbed another one of the fruits and
pulled it from the branch. 

Zolie was kneeling a foot from me, and didn’t seem to care in the least about our
proximity. She was staring at the branch with wide eyes, then looked up at me for
confirmation.

“Yxs. How… how much of this is up there?” My voice cracked slightly as I fought to
contain my excitement. 

“I don’t really know, Sam. Like I said, there are large dinosaurs up there so I didn’t
explore very deep into mesa… or, the not-mesa. But I did climb a tree and look around.
There’s other plants growing among these, but those red berries stick out against the
green leaves. It’s all over the place up there, as far as I could see.”

“As far as you could see?” I confirmed with Yxlyn, trying to keep an idiotic grin off
my face.

“Uh huh. It’s like that big grassland to the west of the… well, I guess it’s really a
peninsular plateau, not a mesa, but it’s almost all this plant,” she confirmed, counting
something on her fingers. 

The grin broke loose, and looked to Zolie. I held my other hand up to the crushed
berry, then moved both hands away from each other in an attempt to hopefully indicate ‘a
lot,’ then pointed up to the top of the not-mesa.

“I’d guess… two thousand acres?” Yxlyn said, finishing whatever math she had been
working on. 

“Two… thousand acres?” My eyes bulged, and suddenly Yxlyn’s camouflage seemed
extra effective and it definitely wasn’t because my eyes were watering slightly.

Yxlyn nodded. “I think so. Three or four square miles of it, at least. It’s practically
edge to edge.”

The next sound that escaped my lips might have been best described as ‘crazed
laughter.’

Voss crouched next to Zolie and whispered a few things in her ear. Then Zolie started
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Voss crouched next to Zolie and whispered a few things in her ear. Then Zolie started

laughing. 
“Sam-ZerZay. What has you and Zolie so joyous? What is that fruit? If it is edible it

seems we have access to an incredible bounty,” Xerxa asked, slightly concerned at our
behavior.

“Is it… s-some kind of narcotic?” Yxlyn asked, sounding very nervous. It’s possible
my laughter was a bit much. “I-I won’t go back up there if it is!”

“It’s sooo much better! Hah hah hah!” I laughed like full-on maniac and threw my
hands in the air. 

“COFFEE!”
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CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

I had to explain what coffee was to roughly half the tribe. Most were underwhelmed
after my outburst, but Warsyl looked eager to try the drink. 

Voss’s world had only tea and something that sounded like very mild peyote, but after
I described the stimulating effects of coffee, she confirmed with Zolie that the plant was
indeed what the bone-white woman had thought. 

Zolie wound up hugging Voss, then Yxlyn, and she even gave me a wry smile and
cuffed me on the shoulder. 

Xerxa had almost fallen over in excitement when I yelled out my confirmation, but
like most other food on her world, it was printed and she hadn’t had any idea what the
actual plant looked like.  

The excitement of everyone familiar with the drink was tempered when I told them it
would likely be two to three weeks before we would actually have something drinkable,
given the time needed to harvest, process, dry and roast the seeds. 

We all sat around the fire circle and worked on various tasks. Most of the women
sorted the massive bounty from the wagon, and it quickly became obvious that Urthlu
would be our new Agriculture Czar. She identified almost every plant we had brought
back, and even those she was unfamiliar with, she confidently categorized by rind, seeds,
moisture content, likely planting conditions, and other factors.

I worked on a new spear, trying to match Gerzwei’s specifications, while Warsyl told
us what to expect at the raft. 

“There are two slave women. I don’t expect any help from them when we attack, but
I think they’re smart enough to stay out of the way.”

“They have some useful skills for foraging or piloting the raft?” I asked, carving a
notch at the top of a nearly six foot tall piece of bamboo from the wagon. “Or are they
there just for, uh…” I forced myself not to glance at Voss or Chassa. “…entertainment?”

“Both,” Warsyl shrugged, sounding indifferent to their plight. 
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I couldn’t quite figure her out, but I was starting to guess she didn’t care much for
those who wouldn’t or couldn’t fight for themselves.

“Who are they?” Mareth asked.
“Pilip and Draciene. I don’t think you know them.” 
Mareth shook her head.
“Pilip is odd.”
“Peeleep?” I asked. 
“Yes,” Warsyl nodded. “It appears as if her body is half metal—”
“Which half?” Nira asked suddenly.
“What?” Warsyl blinked.
“Left or right side? Or is it front and back? Or does she have metal legs?” Nira

tapped her lip thoughtfully.
“Not like that!” Warsyl barked. “She has these patterns on her skin, like angular

metal veins, and her hair seems to be metal as well. She can draw the heat from an area
with her hands. If she does it long enough, her hair heats up and starts to glow, but with
time she’s able to freeze water into ice.”

“What, like a heatsink?” I asked. 
“I don’t know what that is,” she sighed. 
“Heatsinks… uh, well, they transfer heat from one spot to another.” I clicked my

tongue in my cheek. “I guess I answered my own question there.”
Warsyl narrowed her eyes at me, but most of the rest of the tribe giggled. 
“Warsyl-di. Am I correct in assuming this woman was brought along to help preserve

the food gathered?” Xerxa asked.
“Why do you call me Warsyl-di?” Warsyl’s gaze flicked to Xerxa. Her white-on-

white eyes were a little hard to track, but being around Yxlyn had made me sensitive to
minor changes in body position. 

“I think she meant to call you Warsyl-zhi, didn’t you Xerxa?” I suggested. I didn’t
think the prickly woman would appreciate Xerxa’s hierarchical language. 

“Sam-ZerZay, until she proves loyalty to the tribe, I believe it is appropriate to
address her as ‘di.’” 

I quickly spoke as I saw Warsyl’s eyes begin to narrow. “It’s just an indication of, uh,
seniority, Warsyl. She’s just saying you’re new to the tribe.”

Warsyl stared at Xerxa with one of those ‘you best watch yourself’ expressions. “Her
powers are useful for food preservation, yes, but it’s equally nice when she cools off a
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powers are useful for food preservation, yes, but it’s equally nice when she cools off a

basin of water for drinking.”
“Oh, that sounds wonderful.” Voss turned to Zolie and from her gestures toward the

fire and pantomiming wiping sweat from her forehead, I guessed they were engaged in a
quick vocabulary lesson revolving around temperature.

“Draciene can create bursts of light.” Warsyl shrugged as she popped an olive in her
mouth. I hadn’t realized we had olives. “Bright enough to damage one’s vision for an
extended time, but they generate minimal heat, so they’re really only useful defensively.”

“Why did they bring her?” Yxlyn asked quietly. “For… hunting at night?”
“No,” Chassa said. “For signaling the main camp.”
“Ah,” I said, doing some quick calculations in my head. “So she can create the light

bursts away from her body then? If the Marauder’s camp is twenty miles from us, she’d
need to be able to put a flare… at least two hundred feet in the air? Assuming this planet
is the same size as mine, that is.”

“I think her range is about a hundred yards, plus there’s a fifty foot mast on the raft
with a lookout platform on top.” Warsyl nodded.

“What signals did they work out?” I asked.
“I’m not sure of all of them.” Warsyl downed another olive. “I know there’s one

signaling a general need for immediate help, one indicating an enemy tribe is attacking,
one is for non-emergency help, like if the raft getting beached or something. I think
there’s one meaning there’s a minor delay, and one signaling the beginning of the return
trip.”

“Do they have a way to provide assistance in an emergency?” Gerzwei asked. 
“A few of the Marauders can move quickly. Maybe three of them could be there in an

hour if they didn’t run into complications along the coast,” Warsyl replied.
“Hmm. That means we need to prevent… Drake?”
“Draciene.”
“Draciene from being able to signal the base.” I scratched my beard.
“Could you not use the signal to draw their fast movers into an ambush?” Gerzwei

asked. 
Nodding, I considered the option. “If we can’t prevent a signal, we can fall back to

that option, but it would be far better if we can take the raft without them ever knowing
what happened to it.”

“An arrow would be sufficient to prevent any signal.” Warsyl nodded to the sturdy
bow still across Mareth’s back.

“No.” I slashed my hand out. “We won’t kill any of the slaves. It’s absolutely out of
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“No.” I slashed my hand out. “We won’t kill any of the slaves. It’s absolutely out of

the question.” 
I saw nods of approval from Voss, Xerxa, Yxlyn and Mareth. Chassa looked relieved.

Nira and Gerzwei looked unconvinced, and Urthlu… hadn’t reacted yet maybe? She just
slowly chewed on something that sounded very crisp and fibrous.

Warsyl shook her head. “You should not take chances with the security of this tribe,
Sam. You are naive if you think there will not be difficult choices to make in the coming
conflicts against Kurgast.”

“Maybe, but anything is possible with enough planning and prep time.” 
She snorted. “Well, let me tell you about the four Marauders and we’ll see what your

planning is worth. The first is Gorkh. He is tall and skinny with dark, inky skin and a
permanent rictus grin. He can spray dark, opaque… stuff. I don’t know what it is. Mucus
or some kind of wet webbing? Doesn’t matter. It will blind you if it gets on your face,
and it’s sticky enough to slow his victims for a few minutes. On the beach, there’s not
much else for it to stick to, but it would hamper your ability to swing a weapon. It’s quite
flammable as well, but ocean water washes it away quickly.”

“At what range can it be deployed, and over what area?” Gerzwei asked.
“Maybe fifty feet, but his accuracy suffers over thirty.” Warsyl bit into one of the

romanesco broccolis experimentally, made a face and passed it to Gerzwei. “I’ve seen
him ensnare six people at once when they were clumped into a group…” She waved her
arm around the fire circle. “Maybe about this large of an area. He can do smaller webs as
well, but the one big attack drained his reservoir for the day. His skin gets lighter the
more he uses.”

“Sounds like he’s the one volunteering for an arrow to the back of the head,” I
suggested, earning a grin from Mareth.

“Then there’s Booli,” Warsyl continued. “He’s fat, blue, and creates rings of fire. He
and Gorkh are a dangerous combination.”

“What size are the rings, and how many—” Gerzwei started, but Warsyl cut her off.
“I’m getting to that!” she snapped. “The rings start off about an arm-span in

circumference, but he can contract them. He summons them anywhere within a few feet
of his body, then he can throw them at high speed and stop them anywhere he likes.
From there, he can move them as he desires, but they’re slow the further away from him
they get, and burn out if he moves more than about a hundred feet away.”

“How many?” Gerzwei pressed. 
Warsyl glared at her. “I don’t know. I’ve seen as many as five, but one of them was

hovering over our bonfire at the time. I don’t know if that was helping him in any way or
if he just thought it looked… cool.” She stared at me. “He might be able to do more.”

“Then there’s Holxex,” she continued.
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“Ug. That guy?” Mareth rolled her eyes.
“I take it he’s dangerous?” I asked.
“He’s more annoying than he is dangerous,” Mareth replied. “And he’s extremely

dangerous.”
“He is quite possibly the stupidest-looking being I’ve seen since arriving here,”

Chassa suddenly spoke up. 
“Dumber than that… Brake guy?” I asked. 
“Braix?” Mareth pondered, and Chassa and Warsyl thoughtfully waggled their heads

as they considered.
“It depennnds on wwwhat one mmmight consider stupid looooking,” Urthlu said.

“Buuuut… … … yeah.”
“Well, don’t leave us in suspense!” Nira hopped in place.
Warsyl actually smiled. “He actually looks mostly like a very strong and fit male.”

She gestured at me.
“…Thanks?” I crooked a brow.
“But he has no hair anywhere on his body and always looks… oily, and he only

wears a very small pair of underwear.”
“’Kay?” That sounded obnoxious, but not stupid looking on the same level as the

light bulb-shaped Braix.
“The objectionable part… or parts,” Warsyl sneered, “is that his head and fists are

hexadecahedrons.”
That caught everyone not already familiar with the man off guard.
“What?” Nira laughed.
“Like… a sixteen-sided… sphere?” Yxlyn asked. 
“Not quite.” Mareth shook her head. “Like two eight sided pyramids pressed together

at the base to form a diamond shape.” She pinched her fingers together as she drew them
away from each other.

“His head and hands aren’t the only things shaped like that.” Chassa said quietly.
Everyone stopped and stared at her.
“Eeeeew,” Nira sneered.
Mareth surprised me by standing and walking to Chassa, then pulled her into a hug.

The shorter woman nearly disappeared into Mareth’s cleavage, but didn’t seem to mind.
“And he never stops talking about how perfect hexadecahedrons are,” Mareth said,

patting Chassa’s back. “How structurally stable they are, how many divisors the number
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patting Chassa’s back. “How structurally stable they are, how many divisors the number
sixteen has. I didn’t even know what a divisor was until I met him! Sam! Please take me
with you on this raid. I would very much like to kill Holxex.”

Despite Chassa’s discomfort, I needed to fight back a smile at the ire generated by
this hexadeca-passion. “So he’s annoying, but what makes him dangerous?”

“He can generate hexadecahedrons at will.” Warsyl shook her head, and I could tell
her white eyes were rolling. “Large ones, about three feet long, and they appear to be
made of some sort of uniform stone. Usually he creates them up in the air, and they
accelerate toward the ground much faster than if they were just falling. They hit with
enough force to kill nearly anything but the very largest animals I’ve seen on this world.
I hope I don’t need to tell you how many he can make in a day.” She stared at me
seriously. 

I laughed. “Okay, that does sound very dangerous.”
“He was sent with us because his… >sigh< attacks would be enough to kill large

marine life if it came close enough to the raft to threaten it, or at least drive it off with a
nasty headache.”

“Hmm. What about the fourth one?” I asked.
“He is both the most and least dangerous,” Warsyl replied. “He has no direct attack

with his powers, but he is a capable and vicious fighter in his own right. His name is
Knorn, and—”

“Knorn?!” Zolie gasped. 
It was odd hearing her respond to anyone but Voss, so the whole tribe stopped to stare

at her as she strode toward Warsyl and rather fearlessly clasped one of the woman’s
armored shoulders.

“Knorn?” She repeated.
“Yes, Knorn is… Oh.” Warsyl had been looking at the hand on her shoulder as if she

was deciding whether or not it offended her, but came up short as she looked Zolie in her
one good eye.

Voss followed behind Zolie and the two women had a short conversation in Zolie’s
language.

Zolie turned to me and drew the blade I had enhanced for her. She touched the tip to
the bandage over her eye. “Knorn,” she said simply, then thumped her fist to her
sternum.

“Ah.” I realized what her gestures meant. “You want to come with us and help kill
him?”

Voss whispered in her ear, and Zolie nodded emphatically.
I considered her request for a moment, scanning the group. Mareth was shaking her
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I considered her request for a moment, scanning the group. Mareth was shaking her

head subtly, but no one else seemed to have an opinion. 
I leaned toward Zolie causing her eye to widen, then reached my hand to her throat. 
Zolie stiffened, and I heard Voss, Xerxa and Mareth call my name questioningly. She

started to step back, but I grabbed her neck before she could move away from me. It was
a dangerous thing to do with her gripping the incredibly sharp knife to her chest, but my
touch seemed to paralyze her. I didn’t wrap my hand all the way around her throat, which
was nearly slender enough, instead I just scooped my fingers around the back of her neck
to keep her from backing away.

“Can you…” I pointed at her face. “Fight…” I made a fist. “A man?” I pointed to my
crotch. 

Zolie was tense, trembling and panting, but she seemed to understand what I was
asking even before Voss confirmed it with a murmur in her ear. She closed her eyes and
fought to get her halting breathing under control. Five seconds passed, then ten, all the
while kneading the handle of her knife. She almost had it back to normal when she
opened her eyes and stared intensely at me. She took one more deep breath, then nodded.

“She can’t fight! Look at her! You can’t possibly be considering—” Warsyl started to
say, but Mareth cut her off.

“You stay out of this, bitch! You did nothing to help the slaves in the camp! You get
no say now!”

The collective glare from the rest of the tribe shut Warsyl up, but I didn’t need her
telling me it was a bad idea. Despite being able to marshal her nerves, Zolie wasn’t ready
for this. 

She had gotten used to me being around the camp, but still became skittish when I
stood too close. This was the first time I had intentionally touched her, and it took her
half a minute to get her breathing under control. 

But there weren’t any psychiatrists on this world. Or maybe there were, but we hadn’t
found any yet. Even if they were holding regular office hours, none of them would be
able to speak directly with Zolie. 

Maybe getting to plunge her new knife into one of her tormentor’s faces would be the
closest thing she would ever get to therapy. 

I looked at Voss sternly. “I can’t risk her having a meltdown when we’re out there.
She can come, but Voss, she absolutely has to follow my directions. No charging the raft
in a frenzy, no collapsing in a panic the first time a snarling man takes a swing at her.
Make certain she understands that, and make sure she understands that if she does come,
there are more lives than hers on the line. Once you’re certain she does, if she still wants
to come, work with Nira to teach her all the hand signals we use. If she learns those and
swears to obey me, she can come. Got it?”
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Voss nodded seriously. “Yes, Husband.”
The teal linguist guided Zolie over to a log where they both sat and they started

conversing quietly. 
“Um…” Yxlyn said softly. “H-husband?”
I knelt on the ground and gestured for her to come over to me. Yxlyn slipped off her

log and walked into my arms, looking slightly more nervous than usual.
“I forgot to tell you, Yxs. Voss and I… while we were out at our camp… well, we

decided to uh, well, formalize our relationship. There wasn’t a ceremony and I didn’t
give her a ring. I don’t know how marriage works on your world, other than it involving
an extended courtship…” I stopped talking as I watched Yxlyn’s eyes slowly widen, and
refocused myself. “It is unusual on my world for a man to have more than one wife, but
we’re not exactly on my world. Nira has insisted on being my concubine—”

“Consort,” Nira butted in, nodding. “I’ve decided I prefer consort.”
“Is a consort not wed to a ruler on your world?” Chassa asked. 
“Oh. Are they?” Nira asked. “Nobility is a thing of the past where I’m from. We kind

of write the peerage however we want to suit our stories.”
I chuckled and focused back on Yxlyn while the two women debated semantics. “The

point being, if it’s something you want, I would be beyond honored to call you my wife
as well.”

Yxlyn didn’t blink for a long time before finally speaking. “I… I… f-feel as though
I’m too young to be married… and… the courtship process… Well, as you said… we’re
not on our worlds anymore…” She looked down and scuffed her foot against the ground.

“For what it’s worth, Yxs, I think Voss is only a few years older than you.” I smiled,
brought her knuckles to my lips and kissed them. 

Yxlyn stared at the ground for another moment before she started nodding.
“Is that a yes, Yxlyn? Will you be my wife?” 
She kept nodding, and looked up at me, her eyes shining and wet. “Mmm hmm. Y-

yes.”
I pulled her into a passionate kiss, which we held until I saw that her large eyes were

looking off to our side.
“Everyone is watching us,” she giggled into my mouth. 
“We’ve never seen a man kissing what looks like a small girl made out of water.”

Warsyl offered. 
“Nah, about half of us have.” Nira shrugged.
I stood, holding onto one of Yxlyn’s hands. “Everyone, please meet my wife, Yxlyn
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I stood, holding onto one of Yxlyn’s hands. “Everyone, please meet my wife, Yxlyn

McAffrey.”
Yxlyn squeaked as Nira scooped her into a hug, and everyone else applauded. Warsyl

appeared to be delivering a polite, if somewhat bored looking golf clap, but at least she
was engaged, if only marginally.

Voss walked over and put her arms around Nira and Yxlyn, and she whispered and
giggled into Yxlyn’s ear.

I met Nira’s eyes. “Sticking with “Consort?””
“I am.”
“So… does that mean we’re married?” I arched a brow.
My amphibious lover sighed and looked incredibly put upon, considering me for a

long moment. “I will require far more sex than I’ve been getting these last few days.”
“Done,” I chuckled.
“I’m fucking serious, Sam.” She gave me a hard stare.
“So am I.”
She let out another long sigh, pushing the envelope of melodrama. “Fiiiiiiiine.”
I clapped and wrapped all three women up in my arms. “You’ve made me the

happiest man on this whole world, Wife.” I leaned hard into the word. “You all have.”
Nira tried to scowl at me, but couldn’t keep a tiny smile from wiggling at her lips. 
I kissed each one of them, ending with Voss. “Go and work with Zolie, please, wife.”
“Yes, husband.” Voss blushed and stole another kiss from me before practically

skipping back to her student.
“You as well, Wife,” I said to Nira.
Her eyes narrowed dangerously. “There is a finite amount of that I will tolerate from

you.”
“It makes me very happy to call you wife.” My cheeks were starting to hurt from all

the smiling.
“You’ll need to craft me a slave bracelet,” she said with a patient eye-roll.
“Uh… a what?” I asked, surprised.
“A bracelet and ring attached by a chain. That’s what married women wear. Why are

you acting like I asked you to swallow a bowl of razorfin eyeballs?” She arched a brow.
“Oh. Is that what they’re called?” I frowned.
“Yup. Did you hear something weird in your language?”
“Kind of. I thought you were doing a role-playing thing for a second there,” I said.
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“Now I’m intrigued, but tell me about it later. I’m going to help make sure Zolie
doesn’t get anyone hurt out there.”  

“Thanks, babe. Gimme a kiss.” I beckoned Nira to me.
She leaned in for a smooch, and I sent her on her way with a slap to the flank. 
I turned back to Warsyl, who was watching with folded arms and slightly pinched

lips.
“This is all very cute, but I thought you wanted to know about Knorn’s powers?”
“I do. Please continue.” I sat and picked up the new spear I was crafting. The notch

was cut into the bamboo, so I fit a nearly perfect rock plucked from the Marauder’s
baskets and proceeded to secure it with a length of cord.

“As I said, Knorn is your biggest problem. He is a skilled fighter, but that is the least
of your worries. His Eye-Q skill, which as far as I am aware is always active, allows him
to see everything in his proximity. I don’t know the exact limit of his range. A hundred
yards, at least, but he can focus and see details a quarter mile away.”

“What exactly do you mean ‘see everything?’” I asked, looking up from the spear. 
“I mean it’s impossible to sneak up on him. He can see through trees, rocks, anything.

A few slaves tried to escape one time after Mareth left, but it’s impossible to escape his
sight.”

I looked to Mareth. “How did you escape then?”
“He was asleep.” She shrugged. “Zolie and I ran all night. By the time anyone

realized we were missing, we were out of his range.”
My brow furrowed. “I thought Kurgast had named you as a prize in the challenges,

but had no one watching you?”
“He did.” She glanced at Warsyl. “Only one of them survived the duty.”
“Ah.” That helped explain some of the undercurrent of animosity between the

women. I didn’t peg Kurgast as the forgiving type. “So… can he see all around him? Or
can he just see through whatever is in front of him?”

“I do not believe he can see directly behind himself, but he has a large eye on each
side of his head and one in front. I would guess his vision covers two hundred and eighty
degrees at least, and his head is always moving. He can’t be sneaked, Sam.” 

“Unless he’s asleep,” I grinned. 
Even with her all-white eyes, it was easy to catch the eye-roll. “He is unlikely to

sleep before nightfall, and if the foraging party does not return by then, Draciene will
send her lights to inform the home camp.”

A glance at the sky told me we only had three or four hours at most before that
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A glance at the sky told me we only had three or four hours at most before that

happened.
“He doesn’t have eyes on top of his head?” I glanced at Urthlu, who had paused

sorting vegetables and was watching Nira and Voss teach Zolie hand signals.
“No, but a bird as large as you claim would hardly escape his attention.” Warsyl

shook her head disapprovingly. “Besides, Gerzwei said she can only use her sky attack
once per day.”

I stood and took a few steps back from the fire circle, spinning the new spear as I
thought. The relatively large spearhead on top of the lightweight bamboo unbalanced the
weapon noticeably, so I dragged over the basket of rocks and began sorting through
them.

“Tell me about the raft.”
“What? Why do you want to know about that?” Warsyl asked. 
“General dimensions, does it have any kind of walls, block and tackle, anchor, extra

equipment. Stuff like that.”
“What sort of equipment are you hoping for?” she asked skeptically.
“Like… does it have any replacement parts for the wagon?” I grinned.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

“Shit.” I cursed under my breath. “I didn’t plan for them having reinforcements.”
The raft did not, as Warsyl had said, have four Marauders and two slaves on board. It

had five Marauders and three slaves. Or at least two slaves and one very uncooperative
woman. 

It was a little hard to tell, as Mareth, Gerzwei, Zolie and I were about two hundred
and fifty yards away, lying against a very small hill topped with some ferns at the edge of
the beach. 

The sand only extended about thirty yards from the water before it transitioned from
beach into grassy dunes, so we’d had to position ourselves much further down the
coastline, putting ourselves at a considerable angle to the raft. 

The raft itself looked to have been constructed from four massive tree trunks, each
roughly a hundred twenty-five feet long. They formed the pontoon base, atop which
roughly a hundred pine trunks had been secured, creating uneven decking which seemed
almost intentionally designed to offend my engineering sensibilities. 

The deck itself was about eighty feet wide and largely spartan, with the exception of a
stout mast and a series of waist-high, log-cabin-style wooden bins along one edge. On
the opposite side sat four fairly open stalls, each large enough to secure wagons the size
of the one we had recently commandeered. There weren’t any other carts present, but one
stall looked to have a pile of miscellaneous gear and ropes, and the next one over had the
struggling woman tied between the posts.

“You had finite time and resources to plan this action, Guide,” Gerzwei offered. “You
could therefore only account for finite contingencies.”

“Still, my plan should have had more leeway,” I groused. “Maybe I should have
brought everyone.”

Scaling the mesa had left Yxlyn fairly exhausted, and honestly, I had wanted to spare
her and Voss from more killing if I could avoid it. Ultimately I had decided our haul of
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her and Voss from more killing if I could avoid it. Ultimately I had decided our haul of

fruits and vegetables was valuable enough to need guarding, lest we return from this
mission to find our camp torn apart by birds or any of the smaller animals capable of
climbing the trees around the cliff. 

“Do you think Warsyl lied?” Mareth asked. 
“Urthlu and Chassa didn’t contradict her.” I shook my head. “I think they captured

two newcomers from the same group of beams that brought Gerzwei. Or captured the
woman, anyway. That new guy looks perfectly comfortable already.”

The owlish woman nodded. “That would be my guess as well. I find it interesting that
the male seems to have joined them with little fuss.”

“The stable of female slaves are often used to entice males who demonstrate an
ability to fight,” Mareth growled. 

“It’s a little hard to tell from here, but it seems Gorkh and Booli are nursing a few
bruises, at least.” I gestured minimally with my finger. We knew we were out of Knorn’s
casual viewing range, but he would see us if he had a reason to focus in our direction. 

Warsyl’s descriptions of everyone who remained behind to guard the raft made it easy
to pick out the newcomers. The new male abductee would have stood out regardless,
though. He was a dull shade of blue, something between Booli’s sky blue and Xerxa’s
powder blue, and appeared to be north of seven feet tall. He had a conical, bone-colored
horn jutting from his forehead, which matched others on his shoulders, elbows, thighs,
and the back of his heels. 

“You can see bruises from here?” Gerzwei squinted. “My eyesight is quite good, but
I cannot make out such fine detail.”

“No, but Gorkh keeps rubbing his face and Booli is favoring his right side, so I
assume there was a tussle.”

Gerzwei watched for a moment longer before nodding. “Yes, I see the behavior you
refer to. You have good tactical acumen.”

“I’m only a so-so fighter. I need to identify little things like that to keep an edge.” I
shrugged. 

Her brow creased slightly as she considered my wisdom.
Zolie lay to my right, glaring at the raft while her hair thrummed between red and

white, which I assumed expressed anger and fear. I could tell she was trying to control
her breathing as she kneaded the handle of her knife. The stress had slowly turned her
normally white knuckles various shades of pink and mauve. 

I gently placed my hand on her shoulder, causing her lips to thin before she nervously
glanced at me. I retrieved my hand and held it under my face, then slowly lifted it as I
breathed in, counting down from five on my fingers before exhaling.

She watched the exercise, looked away and closed her eyes, then followed my
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She watched the exercise, looked away and closed her eyes, then followed my
suggestion. After repeating it twice, her hair seemed to settle into a sort of pinkish-violet
fluctuation. She glanced at me sheepishly before nodding and quietly thanking me in her
language.

I returned my attention to the raft, hoping my plan would kick off sooner rather than
later. The newly impressed female member of the craft was trying to give the men hell,
but at the rate things were going, her loss was a foregone conclusion. 

She’d been bound with her wrists tied to opposite beams, leaving her just enough
slack to twist and squirm. Her legs were free to kick, though, and the Marauders were
making a game of stripping her of her clothes while she had only a limited ability to fight
back. Mostly it was Booli and Gorkh. The newcomer and Knorn seemed content to
watch. Holxex was on the other side of the raft, and based on the floating sixteen-sided
shape between his sixteen-sided hands, he was preaching up a storm to Pilip, who was
herself sitting on the bins, presumably keeping their contents cold. 

Her expression wasn’t scrutable from this range, but her body language made it clear
she was praying for a mosasaurus to burst from the waves and snap her in half.

The new slave woman was down to a pair of pants that were missing most of one leg.
Perhaps fortunately for her, her assailants seemed quite entertained by her bare chest, and
were currently only antagonizing her just enough to make her jerk away and kick at
them. 

I was getting agitated just lying there watching them torment the woman, but I knew
I had to stick to the plan. Draciene was sitting two stalls down from the prurient
entertainment, and if she got a signal to back to the Marauders, it would endanger
everyone’s lives. 

Eventually, the fat blue man known as Booli drew the new woman’s attention while
the gangly Gorkh snuck around behind her and grabbed both her breasts. 

We could hear her cry of outrage even from our position, though her actual choice of
curse words was drowned out by the crashing waves. She flailed her heels back but her
kicks didn’t deter him as he slid his inky black hands down her stomach to her pants. He
got them unbuttoned when he made the mistake of leaning in close to lick her neck. 

I couldn’t help but notice the little fist-pump Zolie made when his cry of pain reached
us over the waves after the woman bit down on his nose. Several follow-on screams also
crested the white noise of the ocean as he tried to wrestle his face away from her, and the
other Marauders seemed to think this was the funniest thing they’d seen all day, standing
around laughing as the lanky man punched and scratched at the woman. Eventually he
must have hit something tender, because he finally managed to pull his head back.

The woman spit something on the deck, but from so far back I couldn’t tell if it was
just blood or if Gorkh could now cosplay as Voldemort. 

Gorkh reared back and flung his hand at the woman, an instant later she was halfway
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Gorkh reared back and flung his hand at the woman, an instant later she was halfway

into a nasty tar-and-feathering. It was immediately obvious from her convulsions that the
black goop had completely covered her face and was blocking her airways. 

I tensed, and for a moment considered abandoning my plan. I didn’t even know if I
could cross the distance fast enough to save her, much less beat the five men surrounding
her. 

Mareth put a hand on my shoulder. “Knorn won’t let her die. Kurgast would punish
them all if they killed a slave, especially before he got a chance to break her in.”

I gritted my teeth. “I’m going to bury that guy up to his neck in cement.”
The other Marauders continued to laugh, but the new guy stomped toward Gorkh

menacingly. Evidently he considered the new slave woman his property, because he
grabbed Gorkh, who had been too busy clutching his ruined nose to notice the approach,
and lifted him off the deck by his throat. 

Gorkh flailed, then slapped his ink web stuff on his assailant, and I saw Gorkh’s dark
skin lighten noticeably as he used more of his goop. The newcomer just reached up and
pulled the black mass from his face like he was peeling off a Mission Impossible mask. 

“Damn, that dude has to be really strong,” I muttered. 
“I will be pleased to fight him, Sam,” Mareth growled.
Quickly, Knorn stepped in and began shouting at the two of them while the bound

woman’s motions were becoming increasingly frantic. 
Knorn and the new guy had a brief stare down before Gorkh was tossed roughly to

the deck. Knorn walked to the flailing tar slinger, kicked him once in the stomach and
pointed to the woman. Gorkh curled into a ball, but at the threat of another kick, he
extended his arm and the black sludge splattered to the deck around the woman’s legs. 

She gasped, heaved and coughed, then began shrieking, seemingly alternating crying
for help and cursing the two slave women that weren’t lifting a finger to help her.

Her distress was really starting to eat at my self-control, but before I could do
something rash, Warsyl finally strutted out of the forest. 

She was far down the beach from us, exiting the abrupt wall of trees at roughly the
same spot her and the foraging team had entered. 

Unsurprisingly, Knorn was the first to spot her, whipping his head around to watch
her approach even though he’d been standing side-on to the forest. 

I watched carefully as well. There were elements of my plan that had to go just right,
and the first part of it was trusting that Warsyl wouldn’t run back to Kurgast. 

She walked almost straight down the beach to the raft, but I relaxed slightly when I
saw her angling herself so Knorn’s back was facing the shallows. She stopped just short
of the craft and began gesturing, her voice barely loud enough for us to catch every tenth
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of the craft and began gesturing, her voice barely loud enough for us to catch every tenth

syllable when the wind blew our direction. 
The large newcomer took one step toward her, and her whip immediately coiled out

onto the sand. The gesture didn’t deter him until the whip lashed out and wrapped around
one of the four inch logs used as a railing on the stalls. She yanked her arm back, and
with an explosion of sawdust, the log fell in half.

“That… will be useful in construction of our camp, do you think, Guide?” Gerzwei
asked, clearly impressed at the prehensile chainsaw the other woman wielded. 

“Depends on how her people feel about using their melded weapons as power tools,”
I replied, but was already considering a dozen applications for the whip.

The new guy seemed to get the message, and after a moment he took a step back. 
Warsyl made some dismissive gesture and the guy tensed again, but fortunately

Knorn stepped in to diffuse the otherwise inevitable escalation. 
Warsyl pointed back to the forest and gestured some more, causing Knorn to peer in

that direction with glowing eyes. Warsyl was fairly certain his omnivision wouldn’t let
him see far enough to discover the foraging party’s actual fate, and based on his body
language, she’d been correct. Knorn turned and barked an order to Booli, who
begrudgingly walked over to the equipment stall and pulled a replacement wagon wheel
from the deck. 

He threw it down onto the beach, but another bark from Knorn had the fat man
walking down the loading ramp, hefting the wheel and handing it to Warsyl. She laughed
and gestured for Booli to follow without looking back, and more words and shouts were
exchanged between the fat man and Knorn before Booli slumped and started after
Warsyl, plowing a deep furrow in the sand with the dragged wheel.

I glanced nervously at the raft while the pair marched up the beach. All eyes were on
them, and I prayed the woman tied to the beams wouldn’t use the distraction to her own
advantage. Unfortunately, she did just that, pulling hard on ropes holding her wrists. 

The rail Warsyl had cut was connected to the beam that formed the outer frame of the
stall entrance. The woman was tied to the beams framing the next stall over, and now
when she tugged, the shared beam tilted, and the far beam, no longer connected to the
railing, was pulled along with it.

This evidently made enough noise to draw the attention of everyone still on the raft,
and they turned to look at her just as Nira jumped onto the deck behind Draciene. 

“Shit!” I yelped, and launched myself over the hillock. I heard everyone scramble to
follow, but I was focused on the raft. 

Knorn shouted and pulled a hatchet from his belt as Nira swung her knife to
Draciene’s side. Our asylees assured us that the slave women would be tethered to a part
of the raft to prevent escape attempts of opportunity, so part of my plan relied on the
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of the raft to prevent escape attempts of opportunity, so part of my plan relied on the

likelihood of my enhanced blades slicing through their mundane cordage with relative
ease. 

The delay was enough for Gorkh to focus on what was happening and sling his arm
at Nira. 

I pounded my feet into the sand as his blob of sludge flew through the air at the two
women, but Nira turned her back into its path, covering Draciene with her body. 

The blob hit at the same instant Knorn heaved his axe at Nira, but to everyone’s
surprise, the tar-like substance sloughed to the deck as Nira and Draciene went
overboard. I couldn’t tell exactly what had happened as the beams of the stalls had
partially obscured the action, but I didn’t see the axe sail out into the water, so I had to
assume it’d hit something. 

It was about this time the Marauders became aware of our charge, and I saw Booli,
still standing at the edge of the sand, drop the wheel and hold his hands out in an ‘I’m
about to do some Eye-Q shit’ kind of way.

Unfortunately for him, Warsyl wrapped her whip around the fat man’s throat, and
before he even realized what was happening, all of the flesh around his neck ripped
outward in a spiral of gore.

His head didn’t go flying like I would have expected from such a ghastly attack. It
was still connected to his trunk by a stack of gore-slicked vertebrae, and while it was
assuredly a fatal wound, Booli didn’t die that very instant. His body spun and he fell
backwards onto the sand, his arms flopping upwards upon impact. His fingers spasmed,
and five fire rings appeared all around Warsyl. 

Surprisingly, she jumped through them like an Olympic Ribbon Dancer, her deadly
whip swirling gracefully in the air around her.

Before she cleared the final ring, they all guttered out as the remaining blood in
Booli’s brain spilled onto the sand around him and he died, his arms flopping onto the
beach. 

The fire rings had still drawn Warsyl’s attention as she dodged through them, and she
didn’t see Knorn’s thrown hatchet until it slammed into her whip arm. It hit with a loud
clack and looked like it took a chunk out of her pearl-like armor, spinning her with the
impact. She lost her footing on the sand and fell onto her back. 

Ironically, her fall might have actually saved her life, because it allowed her to see the
sixteen-sided shape appear in the air above her. It was about three feet tall, roughly
shaped like a very low-polygon football, and it slammed down on her like it had been
dropped from ten stories up.

She barely managed to roll to the side as the pointy pylon impacted the beach with
the force of a car driven off an overpass. 
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“Mareth! Zolie!” I called out, then chopped my hand at Holxex, then pointed two
fingers at my eyes and pointed up, keeping them mindful of his deadly attacks.

We were about a hundred yards away and well within the range of Mareth’s
industrial-strength bow and Zolie’s borrowed compound bow. Both women came to a
stop and began firing at Holxex, causing him to dance back and forth as arrows began to
zip past him. 

Both women were remarkably good shots, better than Voss and her reserve guard
training, and Holxex quickly retreated to grab Pilip, hooking one of his sixteen-sided
fists around her neck and pulling her in front of him. 

Mareth slung her bow and resumed her charge, drawing her savage machete as she
quickly closed on the large newcomer. 

Zolie stayed back as she’d been instructed, plinking a few shots at Knorn, but the
man’s omnivision and hand-eye coordination were excellent, and he either dodged her
arrows or slapped them aside with his axe. I slowed my approach, keeping myself
interposed between Knorn and Zolie enough to prevent him from getting the idea of
running her down, but not enough to keep her from shooting at him.

“Hey!” The woman tied between the two posts yelled. “You, with the beard! Help!
Help me!”

“That’s the general idea,” I called to her. “Just give us a minute to deal with the
rabble!”

“No! Free me! I can help!” She hollered and yanked on her ropes. Her bare,
wobbling breasts were distracting, but I had to stay focused. 

“I really don’t think these assholes are going to let me just mosey on over there and
—”

Just then, Mareth collided with the new guy, and it was like watching two rabid
silverbacks trying to kill each other. Her machete came down with enough force to
behead a bison, but the huge man took the blow against one of the horns on his arms with
an earsplitting crack. Mareth accepted a fist in the gut in exchange, but folded over the
punch and bit into his shoulder. He roared and flung her back, a river of blood briefly
trying to keep the recently-ejected flesh connected to the home base. 

The instant she touched the sand, the two charged and slammed into each other again,
tumbling on the beach in a flurry of fists, claws and teeth. 

Knowing I would get obliterated if I joined in that melee, I opted to check in on my
troops instead. “Warsyl!” I shouted, “How are you?”

“I can still fight!” she yelled back. We were only about fifty yards apart, but the
constant roar of the waves brought up the decibel floor considerably. She rolled to her
feet clutching her injured arm, and her whip slid up into her hand, then the tattoo or
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feet clutching her injured arm, and her whip slid up into her hand, then the tattoo or

whatever it was slithered across her chest before spilling onto the sand from her left arm.
“She is a traitor to Kurgast.” Knorn batted another arrow away with his axe. “Hmm.

Zolie and Mareth? Interesting, I thought they were dead. Are you collecting our cast-
offs, little man?”

The guy was six-inches taller than me, but that was just rude.
“By cast-offs you mean people who would rather take their chances with dinosaurs

than spend another second in your presence?” I twirled my short spear. The broken haft
had been removed and the splinters sanded down against the cliff, leaving me with a ten
inch blade on top of a three foot haft.

“Your insults are—”
I cut him off. “We both know you’re too much of a coward to try and buck Kurgast’s

leash, so any rebuttal you’re about to throw out is going to be tainted by that.”
Knorn scowled and backed away from me, and at first I thought he was trying to get

away from Zolie’s arrows, but when he reached the raft, he stuck one of his axes in his
belt and pulled a well-made looking spear from the deck.

Just in time too, as Gerzwei raced ahead of me on those ‘leap a tall building’ legs of
hers and drove her new spear right at Knorn’s throat.

It was the first thing I’d used Level 3 Enhance on, and each level of the skill opened
new possibilities. The bamboo shaft had been transformed into some sort of slightly
flexible fiberglass, if fiberglass was made with threads of carbon fiber or Kevlar. It still
looked like bamboo, but was jet-black and had a slight texture to it, just enough to keep a
grip if the haft was slicked with blood. The spearhead had started off as a remarkably
spearhead-shaped piece of granite, but now it looked a lot like my stone Bowie knife.
Like silty water frozen into a semi-transparent blade, almost as if the stone was
transforming into crystal. 

Knorn deflected Gerzwei’s first strike but almost died to her second. Her semi-
flexible spear haft whipped the blade back around to his throat, and he only survived by
juking his head to the side. His torso followed, and the movement put him against the raft
without any room to maneuver. If it hadn’t been for the axe in his other hand, that would
have been the end of it. The weapon was entirely made from the petrified wood they
favored, and it had been carved to resemble a bearded hand axe. He caught her spear in
the crook under the blade and levered the handle, attempting to trap and control the haft
of her weapon. 

Gerzwei immediately jumped into some sort of double-kick barrel roll over Knorn’s
counter thrust and connected with one of her feet. The strike didn’t seem to hurt him all
that much, but it sprayed sand into several of his eyes, and the maneuver prevented him
from locking up her spear. 

She landed on her feet and immediately lunged back at him to keep him pinned
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She landed on her feet and immediately lunged back at him to keep him pinned
against the raft. He had started to step away, but moved slowly while he wiped at his
face.

It was clear Gerzwei’s skill with a spear was to Nira’s as Nira’s was to mine.
That didn’t mean I had nothing to contribute to the fight. I waited for Gerzwei to

thrust, and as he smacked her spear aside with his axe, I jumped at him with my short
spear. 

Knorn had no trouble keeping an eye or three on both of us while we practically
flanked him, and he knew that his spear had more reach than mine. What he didn’t know
was that my jumpsuit was spear-proof.

I came in high and thrust downward, forcing his weapon down to intercept mine. He
knocked it aside with ease, then thrust at my leg. His eyes widened as the spear failed to
penetrate my clothes. He was strong, and it still felt like I’d been nailed by a golf ball,
but I was willing to take the hit in exchange for the chance to grab his weapon. 

I dropped my spear the moment he parried my thrust, and he must have thought I’d
fumbled the short weapon. He realized he’d been played when I grabbed the haft of his
spear with my right hand and laid into him with the stone mezzaluna in my left. 

The man really was an incredible fighter though. He immediately dropped his spear
and swung with his axe. Not at me though. He used the weapon to deflect Gerzwei’s next
thrust into my path.

It turned out my jumpsuit is only spear-resistant. Specifically, a jumpsuit enhanced at
Level 2 is not quite up to deflecting a Level 3 blade, especially when I was leaning into
the strike. 

Gerzwei’s skill saved my life when she pulled her weapon up at the last instant.
Instead of taking the blade in one of my lungs, it partially skipped off my shoulder. The
enhanced cotton-poly blend didn’t quite resist the cutting edge of the blade, and a line of
fire bit into my trapezius a few inches from my neck. 

“Guide!” Gerzwei shouted as she yanked the spear back, or tried to. 
The haft had crossed just in front of Knorn’s chest, and he grabbed it with his now

free hand. At the same time, he brought his axe down at Gerzwei, and she was forced to
let go of the spear to save her hands. 

He didn’t follow up with her, though. I had his spear, and he had Gerzwei’s. He must
have recognized it was superior to his old weapon, and the blade was already inches from
my face, whereas the spear I was holding was facing the wrong way around. 

My next move was, again, something he didn’t expect. I tossed his spear to Gerzwei
and charged him. 

The fact of the matter was that I simply wasn’t skilled with melee weapons. A gun?
I’m a decent shot within a hundred yards or so. But spears and axes? I never trained for
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I’m a decent shot within a hundred yards or so. But spears and axes? I never trained for

that. There just aren’t a lot of strip mall dojos offering courses in medieval weapons.
But grappling, I do know. 
With his stolen spear jutting just over my shoulder, I charged him, keeping inside the

reach of the weapon. I tucked my head and drove myself into his torso, even as his axe
came down on my back. 

The blade bounced off my jumpsuit just like I knew it would. It still felt like getting a
baseball bat across the back, but I had my arm around his pelvis. 

I slid behind him in a single fluid step, bear-hugged his waist, and lifted. 
The dude had six inches on me and was at least as muscular. He probably weighed

three fifty, but I wasn’t trying to throw the asshole into the ocean. I just needed to lift
him a single inch. 

His feet came off the sand, and I heaved backward, arching my now aching back, and
slammed the back of the fucker’s head right into one of the massive logs of the raft. 

He and his fucking eyes saw it coming, of course, so he threw up his axe-wielding
arm to try and cushion the blow. As strong as he was, the move was only partially
successful, and his skull still smacked into the waterlogged wood. More importantly, it
moved the axe out of position to deflect Gerzwei’s spear.

As soon as I slammed him into the raft, she leapt, angling her spear in an attempt to
drive it into his guts. From underneath him, I quickly trapped his axe arm with mine and
hooked my heels over the haft of his stolen spear. 

I thought that would be the end of him, but he released the spear and caught
Gerzwei’s strike by the blade. The petrified wood the Marauders used was sharp, but it
wasn’t like my enhanced stone blades, so he didn’t instantly lose his fingers. 

Blood began seeping out of his fist as Gerzwei leaned all her weight onto the
weapon. Incredibly, her feet began slipping on the sand as he slowly torqued the spear
sideways. 

I had one hand free, so I reached down, pulled my stone Bowie knife, and drove it
into his kidney. 

The fucker’s skin was tough, but the sharp-enough-to-shave-with knife slid into him
with only a moment’s resistance, like sticking a toothpick into a ripe grape.

Knorn howled and bucked wildly, trying to escape the pain. He lashed out with his
legs and caught Gerzwei in the knee, causing her to spin and fall in the sand. 

“Sam!” Zolie yelled.
I peeked out from under Knorn’s head to see her standing ten feet away. Her bow was

nocked but not drawn, held in one hand while the other made a fist in the air next to her
head like she was about to take a left turn on a bike. 
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I nodded sharply, took my hand off my knife so I could trap his other arm, then rolled
him onto his side. The move pushed the pommel of the knife into the wet sand, driving
the blade deeper, and also put him solidly between myself and Zolie.

The man screamed again and his head jerked back with a thunk. For an instant I
thought he was trying to break my nose with the back of his head, but the motion of his
head was too small. 

Almost like an arrow had just struck his face.
There was another thunk, then another, and a fourth before I felt him go limp.
I peeked out from under him to see four arrows sticking out of his face, one even

embedded right in the middle of his central eye. 
I rolled out from under him, leaving him to flop onto his back. The instant I was

clear, Zolie jumped on his chest and plunged her slender, enhanced blade into that same
eye. Somehow, he wasn’t quite dead yet and he flailed weakly to grab at her arms, but
Zolie’s blade had sunk so deep I was almost surprised it hadn’t come out the back of his
head. 

She twisted the knife brutally, screaming some dark sounding shit as flecks of spit
flew from her lips, then pulled back on the blade and slammed it into one of the eyes on
the side of his head. His hand slid off her arm, splashing in the edge of the waves that
lapped underneath the massive raft, then she finished the job, driving her knife into his
third eye. 

I gave her a moment for her catharsis and scanned the battlefield. The large
newcomer was tough as a rhino, but even a rhino would get worn down by Mareth’s
savagery. He was missing chunks from his arms and was sporting a wedge-shaped gash
in his thigh that would have crippled me. Mareth was cosmetically doing better with only
a few places leaking her dark purple blood, but her left arm was limp at her side. 

Both were circling each other now, the crazed fury of their initial clash tempered as
they were forced to acknowledge the others’ hardiness. 

Warsyl was having a harder time of it. Her whip must have been hit by Gorkh’s tar,
because it was flopping on the beach, looking like she was trying to drag around a sand-
colored python.

It occurred to me suddenly that I didn’t know if she could drop her whip or if it was
attached to her. Either way it was obvious she wasn’t abandoning it. 

Holxex summoned one of his sixteen-hedrons above her, so I shouted a warning.
She’d seen it coming though, and was already rolling to the side. The impact still threw
her several feet, and Gorkh used the opportunity to rush her. 

“Gerzwei!” I called out over the din of the waves. “Go help Warsyl, but watch out for
Holxex’s attack!” 
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Gerzwei was back on her feet, and kicked her spear up from the beach, caught it with
a brief flourish, then rushed off. Mareth and her dance partner were still circling each
other right in the middle of it all, but the nimble spearwoman leapt over both of them
with room to spare. 

Zolie had both hands wrapped around the handle of her knife and was grinding it into
the jellied mess of one of Knorn’s eyes. The man was thoroughly dead at this point, or at
the very best, blind and lobotomized. In either case, he’d stopped moving several stabs
ago, so I knelt next to Zolie and rested my hand on her shoulder. 

She surprised me by planting her face into my chest and pulling tightly on the lapels
of my jumpsuit. I put my other hand on the opposite shoulder and held her as best I could
without making her feel trapped. Her shoulders shook like she was crying, but no sound
escaped her for several seconds until she let out a single mournful wail. On her next
breath, she forced a deep breath into her lungs, held it, then repeated and leaned back. 

She wiped her one eye with the back of her arm, then looked at me. The heavy
eyeliner around her eye must have been either natural skin coloration or a tattoo, because
it wasn’t smeared at all. 

“Kokola, Sam,” she whispered with a shuddering breath.
“Madinda, Zolie,” I replied, surprising her. Voss taught me the response while Zolie

paced around the plateau to psyche herself up. 
Zolie wiped her eye once more, then gave me the hand signal for “on guard, waiting

for orders.” 
I nodded, pointed two fingers at my eyes, then stuck my hand out like I was doing a

karate chop a foot from my torso and moved it around counterclockwise once. 
Remain on guard, look for attacks of opportunity.
She probably didn’t need me to tell her that, but she nodded seriously, retrieved her

knife from Knorn’s ruined face and shrugged her bow from her shoulder. 
I turned to assess the ongoing fights, but only had time to see that all our people were

still standing when Nira hauled a waterlogged Draciene out of the waves. 
The woman spluttered and coughed, and I was momentarily surprised that she wasn’t

freaking out over her sudden abduction. Then I remembered that Nira could Deep Speak
underwater and had probably given her the short version. 

“You are really going to…” the woman started to demand as soon as her lungs would
allow, but she came up short when she saw Zolie and I crouched over Knorn’s bloody
body in the shadow of the massive raft. 

I thought for a moment she looked like a dark elf, with dark skin and light hair, but it
was hard to tell while she was wet. She strode closer, cagey, but wanting to get a better
look at Knorn’s body. I decided her skin looked rather a lot like Warsyl’s pearlescent
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look at Knorn’s body. I decided her skin looked rather a lot like Warsyl’s pearlescent

armor, dark purple instead of Warsyl’s indigo. Her hair looked kind of like a bundle of
silk-thin fiber optic cables, and it wasn’t white. Instead it looked like there was pale light
cycling through it, like she was one of those fiber optic lamps turned down to about ten
lumens. 

I wasn’t sure if what she was wearing qualified as skirt with wide slits cut out over
each thigh, or just a belt with a loincloth hanging off the front and back. Either way, it
seemed obvious it was intended to allow her captors easy access. Her top was best
described as a bikini-cut vest that tied in the middle. 

“You’re free to leave right now if you like, but you’re certainly invited to come back
to our camp. We’ve got plenty of food and we’re working on shelter and other
amenities.” I yanked my knife out from Knorn’s kidney and stood, seeing Nira wobbling
slightly, still knee deep in the waves. “We just ask that you don’t signal the assholes back
at Kurgast’s camp and bring them down on us.”

“No, of course I wouldn’t…” She took a step away as I walked past her to intercept
Nira.

“You okay, babe?” I wrapped my arm around her waist and I helped walk her from
the waves. My wet socks didn’t even bother me as I looked her over. 

“Yeah…” She shook her head and winced, then rubbed the back of her head. “That
jerk hit me with his axe, but luckily I think it was just the handle.”

I checked the back of her head and saw a considerable welt forming. “Yikes. Okay,
you’re sitting out the rest of this fight. Where’s your spear?” I asked, setting her down
against one of the huge pontoon logs of the raft. 

“I think it’s stuck to the deck. That goop slid off of me because I was still wet when it
struck me, but I must have dropped it when I got hit.”

“Look at me, follow my finger.” I waved a finger back and forth in front of me.
“Sam, I’m fine, just—”
“Nira.” My tone didn’t invite any further argument.
 She sighed and looked up at me. Her eyes seemed to track my finger back and forth

okay, but it looked like she lost focus once while doing it. 
“Okay, you sit tight.” I scooped up my short spear and tossed it to a surprised

Draciene, then picked up Knorn’s full length spear for myself. I was momentarily
pleased to see that his spear had acquired small divots while he’d defended himself from
Gerzwei’s attacks, but then I realized the shaft of the spear was regular wood, and only
the head was petrified. 

I kicked Knorn’s bearded axe up into my hand and slid it into my bandoleer, then ran
into the battlefield to see who needed help. 

Evidently, Warsyl could release her whip, because the compromised weapon was
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Evidently, Warsyl could release her whip, because the compromised weapon was
lying in the sand, and she was standing behind Gerzwei who defended both of them from
Gorkh’s wild attacks. 

The skinny man was wielding a pair of odd weapons that were technically flails, but
really just looked like long nunchaku. The handles of each weapon were about three feet
long, and the flail portion was roughly half that. 

The man had long arms, and his frenetic spinning moves were keeping Gerzwei’s
spear busy.

Mareth and the new guy looked to have taken a few more swings at each other, but
now the guy was giving her a line about finding her worthy to bed if she would but kneel
down. Mareth found this rather amusing, something which New Guy didn’t appreciate,
and they slammed into each other again. 

Holxex watched the affair from the deck of the raft, still holding Pilip against his
chest, and I decided he was the immediate threat. 

“Warsyl!” I called out as I stepped toward the raft. “Spear or axe!?”
“I…” She gritted her teeth and flexed her hands, glancing at her disabled whip.

“Damn it! Spear!”
I hauled back and arced the weapon into the sand about fifteen feet behind her, then

drew my own hand axe from my bandoleer, leaving the bearded one for now. I liked the
balance of mine better, and I suspected the Level 2 blade was, if not sharper, then almost
definitely tougher than the petrified stone. 

The instant the handle cleared the bandoleer, I felt a weird, almost static charge run
up my back, like all the little hairs on my body had just been magnetized upwards. 

I threw myself sideways just as a sixteen sided bicone slammed into the beach where
I’d been standing. I landed in a roll, getting sand in my fresh shoulder wound, and as
soon as I came back up to my feet, I threw myself in another direction. I knew that if I
was Holxex, the best time to strike with one of his stupid hexadecahedrons would be as
someone was reorienting themselves after a near miss. 

I was almost right. The attack came, not for me, but Mareth. 
She’d been distracted by my dodge, and Holxex took advantage. Fortunately it was a

glancing blow against her shoulder. If the diamond-shaped monolith had hit her point
first, I was almost certain it would have killed her on the spot. Instead, she was spun
forward like a Clydesdale had kicked her in the back. 

She landed face up in the sand just in time for the new guy’s foot to come down on
her elbow, trapping her arm and machete against the ground. 

“No!” I yelled as he stooped to pry the incredibly dangerous weapon from her hand. I
charged with no plan whatsoever. This guy was humongous. Seven feet tall and muscled
like a bodybuilder in the middle of his bulking phase, he probably weighed four-fifty,
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like a bodybuilder in the middle of his bulking phase, he probably weighed four-fifty,

and was tough enough to keep his limbs even after Mareth had gotten a few solid whacks
in. 

He flipped over Mareth’s weapon as he examined it, then looked at me. “Is this your
woman, boy? I will kill you in front of her, then show her what a man is.”

“Revealing that you’re too dumb to tell the difference between a child and an adult is
an odd way to try and insult someone, don’t you think? Did your mommy not teach you
the difference?” Prison had been a crash course in learning how to turn any insult around
on someone. It also taught me that doing so was a good way to wind up with a broken
nose, but it seemed inevitable that we were going to fight anyway, and I’d rather have
someone as big as this guy attacking me angrily than skillfully. 

I’d managed to throw Knorn, not only because he was just marginally larger and
stronger than me, but more importantly, Holxex couldn’t see our scuffle from the deck of
the raft. That meant I didn’t have to worry about him dropping his stupid sixteen-sided
meteors on me during the fight. This new asshole was standing in the middle of the
beach, so there was no way was I going to be able to take him down with a submission
hold. 

I was also pretty sure this guy could snap my bones with his bare hands, so grappling
was pretty much off the table anyway.

“I killed my mother long ago, boy—”
“Yeah, yeah. And made her bones into bread. We’re all soooo impressed with how

metal you are.”
New Guy actually sneered in disgust. “I did not eat my own mother. That is foul.”
I shrugged, trying not to wince as the cut on my shoulder stung. “Look, are you going

to fight me or tell stories?” I barely had a plan as I gestured with my hand out to the side.
“I… Aarg!” The giant yelled as Zolie’s arrow flew over my head and hit him in the

lip, sinking in just above where a human’s canine would be. 
Suppressing a massive case of the willies, I charged as he reeled from the strike. I

couldn’t tell if the arrow had actually penetrated very far, but his hand reflexively came
up to protect his face all the same. 

I crossed the twenty feet to him as quickly as I could on the sand, but I wasn’t fast
enough, and he recovered in time to take a slightly off balance swing at me. His arm was
as thick as my thigh and he was wielding Mareth’s enhanced machete. Jumpsuit or no, I
was certain that blow would bisect me. Even if my enhanced garment somehow held, any
bones and organs in the path of that strike would get pulverized.

He was off balance though, and his swing went high even as I slid down and drove
my axe into his patellar tendon with everything I had. The axe reverberated in my hand
like I had slammed it into a boulder, but that was okay, I wasn’t trying to hack his leg off.
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like I had slammed it into a boulder, but that was okay, I wasn’t trying to hack his leg off.

Like whacking one of the ropes on a rope bridge with a machete, I was counting on
tension to do most of the work for me. 

The blade bit deep enough, and the tendon connecting his kneecap to his shin
snapped apart. 

He roared in pain and fell sideways onto the beach, but I didn’t have time for a
victory dance. 

“Mareth! On your feet!” I rushed to her and grabbed her under her good shoulder
while keeping an eye on the sky above us. 

The only reason I could figure out as for why Holxex hadn’t skybombed Mareth
while she lay prone on the beach was that he wanted to take her back to Kurgast as some
sort of prize. It was stupid considering his side was down to just him and Gorkh now, but
Warsyl had made it sound like the guy had absolute faith in his hexadecahedrons. I didn’t
fully buy my own explanation though. I wasn’t sure he even knew who Mareth was. 

“I can… hnrg…” Mareth groaned in pain as I tried to pull her upright. 
I was pretty sure her left shoulder and right elbow were broken, and her weight really

pulled on the battered muscles in my back.
She had just gotten her feet under her when I felt the static climb my back. 
The fucker was going for a twofer. 
I shoved Mareth away and launched myself in the opposite direction. 
The obelisk slammed into the beach between us and a wave of sand knocked us in

opposite directions, leaving us sprawling and vulnerable. 
I shook the sand off of my face and tried to get my bearings, expecting it to end any

second, but when I finally got a good look skyward, I only saw the beginnings of
twilight in the cloudless sky. 

That hadn’t been sixteen attacks. It was closer to six or seven, but I didn’t know how
many he had already created today. Maybe he had sixteen-second cooldown between
summons? 

I looked across the beach to reassess the tactical situation. New guy was cursing and
trying to rise on one leg, but what pulled my attention, and apparently Holxex’s, was the
fight between Gorkh, Warsyl, and Gerzwei.

Gorkh had lost the end of one of his flails and the two women were flanking him.
Gerzwei kept pressing him into Warsyl, but Warsyl’s skill with a spear looked to be
roughly equal to mine, meaning she knew enough to bat away his flail and stab when she
thought she had an opening. 

Gorkh was looking hard-pressed and pale, making me think he only had one to two
shots of goop left in him. 
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I was proven right a moment later when Gorkh was forced to concentrate on a
particularly vicious combo from Gerzwei. Warsyl lunged low and scored a hit on his
hand, making him yelp and drop his broken flail. Gerzwei immediately lunged, but
Gorkh spun in a circle spraying muck from both hands. 

Both women were hit, but Gerzwei instinctively leapt, and the goop that hit her legs
didn’t have a chance to anchor her to anything. She flipped over his head and thrust
down, the ten-inch razor-sharp blade punching though his shoulder and ripping open one
of his lungs. 

He pitched backward as Gerzwei’s spear dragged him over, his scream muted by the
wet hiss of air escaping through the wound. 

Gerzwei collided with Warsyl, and the two women fell onto the beach, and it became
immediately obvious they were stuck to each other. 

Gorkh spasmed on the beach once, coughed a remarkable amount of fluid that looked
like tea onto himself, then flopped and laid still. Unfortunately, all the tar he had spewed
didn’t magically dissolve the moment he died, and Gerzwei and Warsyl were completely
vulnerable to Holxex’s next attack. 

The new guy had gotten to one knee and had started to laugh. 
Always a good sign. 
“I told you to free me, fool!” the topless woman on the raft yelled. 
“I am working on it!” I called back, at the same time gesturing for Draciene, Zolie

and Nira to keep out of sight.
“Did you think such a puny attack could stop Phorux!?” New Guy roared.
“Why am I not surprised you’re such a massive douche that you refer to yourself in

the third person?” I asked, edging closer to Mareth. 
Phorux winked twice, then began to glow.
Super. 
A moment later he stood. Completely healed. 
“You and your bitch were entertaining, but now I think I’m going to stick you on a

spike and make you watch as I take each woman here in turn.” He cracked his neck and
laughed. 

Fan-tastic. 
“So what’s your Eye-Q skill?” I called over my shoulder.
“Why would I tell you that?” the topless woman replied.
“Given our circumstances, why wouldn’t you?” I reached Mareth and knelt beside

her. She was conscious, upright and kneeling, but both of her arms were in bad shape. 
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Phorux advanced on us. 
I didn’t hear the woman on the raft sigh over the sound of the rolling waves, but I

could hear it in her voice when she replied. 
“Dopple.”
I froze. 
What?!
I didn’t know for sure what her skill did, but based on the name…
I turned and threw about a sandcastle’s worth of beach into Phorux’s face just as he

stepped into arm’s reach. 
He roared and swung blindly, but we both jumped back.
“Run to the raft!” I yelled to Mareth, tugging her by her good shoulder. 
Mareth grunted in pain with each step as we both began hauling ass toward the

massive raft while Phorux flailed angrily behind us. He started stumbling in our direction
by the time we had gotten about halfway there. 

I signaled for Zolie to hold her arrows. I didn’t want her drawing the attention of this
guy as I knew there was nothing the three women could do to stop him if he decided they
were targets.

Well, there was one thing, but I was hoping to save that option for later. 
Holxex took one potshot at us as we ran, but misjudged our speed. The plummeting

shape missed but forced us to weave around a massive plume of sand. It cost us some
time, but neither of us fell. Before he could try a second time, we were scrambling up the
sizable ramp which bridged the fifteen foot elevation from the beach to the deck.

“Hi! I’m Sam, this is Mareth. What’s your name?” I said as amiably as I could,
pulling my stone Bowie knife. 

Phorux was halfway to the ramp, sounding like a rabid ceratosaurus as he thundered
down the beach.

I figured we had ten seconds, at most.
Bowie knife in hand, I chopped through one of the ropes binding the topless woman’s

wrists, and she moved to pull at the opposite rope.
“Theth,” she replied.
“Nice to meet you, Theth. I have a plan.” I grabbed her around the shoulders and

forced her to face Mareth. 
“Stop! What are you—” She started to say but I cut her off.
“Dopple her, please!” I asked urgently.
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She looked like she might argue, but Phorux had reached the ramp.
“Wait… something’s wrong. It changed—”
“NOW!”
She gritted her teeth and her eye began to glow. Suddenly, Mareth’s eye also began to

glow, then they both flashed twice. 
The woman’s hair and skin were gray. Not the warm gray of Chassa. She looked

almost silver, like she was covered in silver body paint and wearing a dark gray wig. 
But the moment her and Mareth’s eyes flashed, her skin turned orange. Dark orange.

And her hair lengthened, turning dark green. Her bust grew and she became more
muscular and taller. 

Within three seconds, she looked like a perfect copy of Mareth, minus all the wounds
and limp arms. Also minus her top.

Mareth’s eyes widened and she took a step back. “Sam? Did you know this would
happen?”

“Not exactly. I was really hoping she copied more than just your appearance.”
Phorux reached the top of the ramp and paused. “What? Where did…” He tilted his

head and began to laugh. “Ah! Yes, a slave that can become any other slave is worth so
much more to me.”

“I. Am. Not. A. SLAVE ANYMORE!” Mareth-Theth yelled.
And then she grew.
One second she matched Mareth’s five foot ten frame. The next, she was ten feet tall. 
“Like that,” I grinned. 
Mareth gawked. So did Phorux. 
The hesitation cost him his arm, but not right away. 
Theth grabbed his machete-wielding arm and lifted him like he weighed as much as a

gallon of milk. Then she turned and whipped him overhead to slam him into the deck.
To his credit, the guy was as tough as an expired protein bar, and the first impact

didn’t seem to hurt him all that much. It still stunned him a bit, and Theth wasn’t
deterred. She slammed him into the deck over and over until blood was pouring out of
his face, and she kept going until his arm tore free of its moorings. 

Phorux tumbled across the top of the raft until he crashed into the mast. 
The blood he spit up barely added to the mess already running down his front, but he

still managed to sit up.
“Oo wilb learb your plathbldb,” he dribbled, several teeth dripping down his chin as
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“Oo wilb learb your plathbldb,” he dribbled, several teeth dripping down his chin as

he tried to speak. 
Then he started glowing again. 
“Damn it!” I cursed. “How many more times can that asshole regenerate?”
“None.” Theth rumbled, then roared, exposing Mareth’s sharp teeth, only now she

had four large canines jutting out, making her look like a massive baboon. 
As she charged Phorux, I idly noticed that Giant Mareth had a bit of a snout as well

as a smaller forehead and eyes. It made her look positively primeval. 
“You’re very impressive looking in that form,” I idly said to Mareth. 
“Thank you, Sam.” Mareth tilted her head. Her expression was odd, like she hadn’t

quite made up her mind what to think about this development. “I must admit I’ve never
seen myself from this angle. It is an odd experience.” 

Theth drove her heel into Phorux’s nose so hard that the three foot thick mast behind
his head cracked, and she kept at it, kicking him over and over until his head was
decidedly convex and his body stopped glowing. Matter that wasn’t gray but which I still
took to be brains leaked from several of the more egregious wounds. If his regeneration
took conscious effort, then there was no way he was coming back from that.

The mast, now cracked and splintered all along the base, snapped and slammed down
on the deck. It began to roll since the raft was partially beached and tilted toward the
ocean, but quickly got caught on the uneven logs used for the deck.

Theth turned to Holxex and rumbled, “Run far away, little man, and maybe you’ll
live.”

He was still holding Pilip against his chest, one of his bicone fists under her chin, the
other positioned to smash in her head.

“Actually, we can’t let him live to reveal our presence here,” I muttered, guessing at
the exact volume needed for Theth to hear me over the waves without letting Holxex in
on my plans for him. 

Theth glared at me over her shoulder for a moment. It was a little disconcerting
seeing Mareth’s face giving me that look, and I wasn’t sure if she was going to follow
my lead. I really hoped she would, because there was no way Holxex could be allowed
to live, but she had just proven to be the biggest threat on the beach. 

“What, then?” she grunted quietly, though I still felt the bass from her voice through
the deck. “I assume this growth has a time limit. I do not know how long I can hold it.”

We both looked to Mareth.
“Thirty minutes, but I have been able to do this since adolescence,” she said, looking

between us. “Beginners only last about five. I do not know if you have copied my
experience or just my skill.”
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Theth nodded and looked to me. 
“I’m working on a plan.” It wasn’t technically a lie. I had several options available,

but I needed to deal with Holxex’s hostage first.
“Actually, what you will do is surrender yourselves to me!” Holxex declared cheerily.
He lacked a mouth, so I really had no idea how he talked. In fact, he didn’t seem to

have a face of any kind, just a bicone hexadecahedron for a head. It made me wonder
how his Eye-Q powers worked. Maybe what I was thinking of as his head was some sort
of weird helmet. 

“Although, those of you who don’t surrender do get to experience the perfection of
the hexadecahedron as it devastates your flesh, and who could blame you for desiring
such delirious rapture?” The guy had the cadence of a televangelist, but lacked the
southern emphasis most people associated with the profession. 

A stupid idea occurred to me.
“I actually have a question about hexadecahedrons,” I called out to him. Mareth and I

stood about sixty feet from the man and his hostage. Theth was only a bit closer, but
given her current stride, I estimated she could reach him in about three seconds. 

“For the grace of En, why?” Pilip cried out in a surprisingly baby-doll voice. 
She seemed far more concerned about getting another lecture on Holxex’s favorite

subject than she was about being his hostage under threat of death.
“Quiet whelp!” Holxex shook the woman. “All inquiries into the perfection of the

hexadecahedron must be given the Word!”
“So, why a sixteen-sided polyhedron, specifically?” I shouted.
“The number sixteen is sacred, of course! It is the perfect number! The divisors—” he

started, but I waved him off. 
“You don’t have to sell me on the number sixteen or on hexadecimal systems. I’m

wondering specifically about hexadecahedrons specifically, and why you value them
over platonic solids?” I gesticulated and stared at Pilip as I spoke, and when she finally
noticed, I slowly made a fist and lowered it to my groin. 

She glanced down, then sidelong at Holxex and swallowed.
“What?” Holxex growled, slightly lowering the pointy “fist” he was holding over

Pilip’s head. 
“You know, the five platonic solids? Four, six, eight, twelve and twenty-sided regular

polyhedrons?” 
“I know what the platonic solids are! What do you think the Hedron Wars were

fought over?” he said through what sounded like gritted teeth. 
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Please don’t tell me there’s a corner of the universe where weirdos with geometric
heads warred themselves to extinction over head shape.

“Get ready, Theth,” I muttered, doing my best not to move my lips. My beard hadn’t
gone totally wild in the week I’d been on this planet, but it still did a decent job of
obscuring my upper lip at least. “It’s just that the platonic shapes are uniform—” 

“Their uniformity is a weakness!” He pointed his free hand at me for emphasis.
“Well, not structurally speaking—” I made a fist with my gesturing hand again and

nodded at Pilip. 
In his fervor, Holxex didn’t make any indication that he noticed. “The hexa truncated

triakis tetrahedron may not be structurally superior to the so-called platonic solids, but
the octagonal bipyramid is!”

“Well, hang on now.” I made a fist again and flared my eyes at Pilip. “How is an
octagonal bipyramid superior to a, for instance, heptagonal bipyramid NOW.”

“Hah! Are you even listening to yourself!?” He threw his head back. “Not only is a
heptagonal bipyramid not a platonic solid, it doesn’t even employ the sacred number
sixtee— HAROOF!”

Holxex doubled over as Pilip nailed him in the junk. 
She stumbled away from him clutching her hand, reminding me of Chassa’s allusion

to the likely structure of his danglies. I assumed she cursed as well, but between the
white noise of the waves and Theth’s roar, I didn’t hear it.

Theth charged, and though she had a great deal of mass to contend with, the claws on
her foot and muscles in her thick legs overcame it, and she accelerated like a greyhound. 

Holxex seemed more startled than injured by Pilip’s attack, and recovered quickly
enough that he had started to point at her, likely to flatten her with one of his summoned
monoliths. Theth immediately drew his attention though, and he swung his arm around to
target her instead. 

The obelisk popped into existence about twenty feet above the deck, but plummeted
like it had already been falling for ten seconds.

“Above!” was all I could get out before it intersected with Theth. I’d expected her to
try and dodge, but she shocked everyone by catching the sixteen-sided meteor like a
giant football. 

The unbeached end of the massive raft bobbed slightly with the impact, and Theth
staggered back a step. She gasped like the wind had been knocked out of her and went to
one knee, but Holxex still reeled from what he must have thought was an impossible feat.

“You are super impressive, you know that?” I grinned at Mareth. 
She was not as pleased. “I only wish it had been me who had done that.” She took
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She was not as pleased. “I only wish it had been me who had done that.” She took

several steps back and slammed her arm into the stall that had held Theth in place. I
thought she was venting on the structure, especially since the beam cracked and leaned
ominously, but then she curled her arm painfully and flexed her fist, and I realized she
was field doctoring her dislocated elbow. 

Theth stood slowly, her thigh seeping Mareth’s dark purple blood, pierced by the tip
of the pointed football shape. Growling, she hefted the obelisk, held it between her
hands, and began to squeeze.

“What are you…” Holxex asked, panic clear in his voice. “You can’t! You mustn’t
defile the—”

The obelisk smashed into pieces, falling all over the deck like shattered limestone. 
“No!” he screamed, then turned and jumped off the side of the raft onto the beach. 
Theth roared and gave chase. 
I waved for Mareth to follow me and started down the ramp. “I told you I would get

that collar off you, Mareth, and I meant it. Though it might be as simple as getting Theth
to snap it while she’s copying your ability.”

“I trust that you will, Sam.” She scooped up her machete from where Phorux had
dropped it and lumbered after me. “I only wish I could have been of more use during this
battle.”

“This isn’t the last battle we’ll fight, Mareth, and if you hadn’t been here, that Phorux
guy would have killed us all.”

Her brow furrowed as we ran toward Holxex, but I saw a smile fight its way onto her
lips. 

It quickly became clear that Holxex was angling his retreat toward Warsyl and
Gerzwei. The two women had made some progress toward getting unstuck from Gorkh’s
final emission, which is to say that Warsyl’s cheek wasn’t glued to Gerzwei’s cleavage
anymore, but their thighs were still spackled together with sand-covered tar. Mostly they
had just rolled a dozen feet down the beach.

“Shit! Come on!” I yelled, pumping my legs harder. I would have ordered Mareth to
pick him off with her bow, but I knew she couldn’t use it with a broken shoulder. “Give
me your bow!”

She nodded and stuck her machete in her armpit, then moved to shrug the bow from
her back.

Theth rapidly closed on Holxex until he suddenly spun and waved both arms like he
was ending an aerobics routine with a flourish. 

Six hexadecaherons appeared in the air around him, but instead of immediately
plummeting to the beach, they orbited him like pointy moons.
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Theth came up short, eyeing the deadly, hovering artillery.
Holxex waved his arms, and one of the three foot tall death footballs moved directly

over Warsyl and Gerzwei, another stopped over Theth, quickly adjusting its position as
she tried to sidestep out from underneath, and two more drifted toward Mareth and me. 

“As I said, you will be surrendering to me!” he announced cheerfully, then looked
pointedly in my direction. “And then we will all learn not to blaspheme the
hexadecahedron.”

“I will not surrender.” Theth growled with Mareth’s toothy maw. “Your attacks
cannot prevent me from killing you.”

“Then you condemn everyone else here to a glorious sixteen sided death!” He
rebutted. 

Theth glared over her shoulder at Mareth and I. “I will not… hnng…” She grunted, I
thought in pain from her leg, but her shoulders slumped and she suddenly looked
exhausted. “Death is preferable… Nrrg!”

She staggered and fell to one knee, then panted as she began to shrink. Her
musculature faded from Mareth’s ‘Venus Williams at the end of a cutting cycle’ to
‘actress who just finished her action movie boot camp.’ Her chest shrank as well, going
from Mareth’s E cups to the C’s she’d sported earlier. 

Interestingly though, she didn’t change back to her silvery gray coloring, instead
remaining the same shades of orange and dark green as Mareth.

Sweat ran down her body as she forced herself back to her feet, heavily favoring her
uninjured leg. 

“Your… your people are very sturdy,” Theth panted at Mareth. 
Mareth nodded tersely, ambivalent over the recognition and the desire to have proven

such things herself. 
I tried to draw Mareth’s bow, but it was like rowing a hundred and twenty pound

dumbbell. I could do it if I had to, but my aim would suffer considerably and it would
likely severely cut into my fingers. 

“Drop your weapons. All of you!” Holxex demanded. 
The pointy footballs of doom hovered over our heads, and quickly repositioned

themselves whenever anyone shifted out from under them. Given Holxex’s track record
so far, Mareth and I could probably dodge them if we didn’t let our guards down. Theth
was recovering from her transformation but still looked shaky. Gerzwei and Warsyl
wouldn’t have a chance. 

Unless…
I caught Warsyl’s eye and she nodded, lifting the end of her whip, still clogged with
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I caught Warsyl’s eye and she nodded, lifting the end of her whip, still clogged with

tar and sand.
“Get ready to dodge,” I muttered to Mareth as I walked behind her, depositing her

bow on the beach. “I actually did have a serious question about Rhombic Tri… uh, dang.
What are they called? Triacontahedrons? Thirty sided—” I called over the ocean static,
but Holxex cut me off.

“No! I will suffer your foolish blasphemy no longer!” he yelled. “You will stand
where you are… STAND WHERE YOU ARE!” He repeated, halting me ten feet from
Theth. “You will stand there while I bring you the good news of the hexadeca—”

“Actually, I have a better idea.” I made eye contact with Warsyl again, then looked
smugly at Holxex. “You can fuck off and die.”

Warsyl’s eyes flashed and I dove for Theth. “Mareth! Dodge!” I yelled, even as I
leapt.

Holxex had been standing within range of Warsyl’s whip, which would have been
really stupid if her Rip Lash wasn’t covered in tar and sand. 

Blade Storm, on the other hand, was not so easily inconvenienced. 
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CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

Planning this assault on the raft had gone relatively smoothly, the largest point of
contention being how many I planned on leaving behind. Once I pointed out the need to
defend our harvest, most of the objections had simmered down. 

The biggest wrench in the plans was Warsyl. Once I detailed my idea of using her to
lure some of the Marauders away from the raft, she insisted that she be equipped with her
Enhanced Eye-Q skill. 

Even after making it explicitly and unambiguously clear what charging her up would
entail, she dismissed my reservations and asked if my payload needed to be absorbed
vaginally or if it worked when administered orally. 

I had to admit that we didn’t know that for certain, but suspected that it worked both
ways. 

She had shrugged and strode to the lean-to, and that was when I learned that her
indigo, pearlescent body armor was some sort of weird extension of her body. It absorbed
into her, leaving dark blue skin underneath.

Nira took the development in stride, grabbed my hand, and led me to my first, and
rather awkward, threesome.

*          *          *          *          *          *               

A tornado of blades burst into existence around Warsyl, and Holxex was erased. One
instant he was there, the next, the bottom six feet of the shrapnel funnel was surrounded
by a red mist.

The eighty foot tall cyclone of death heaved and tilted, catching the obelisk above
Warsyl and Gerzwei even as it began to fall. 

The stone shape was ripped apart as if it was being hammered with an automatic
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The stone shape was ripped apart as if it was being hammered with an automatic

shotgun firing flechette rounds. It broke into dust and chunks no larger than baseballs
before it had fallen five feet, and the debris was swept away into the horrifying
maelstrom. 

Warsyl yelped as the column of pointy death lurched and writhed like a tentacle, then
pulled both her and Gerzwei to their feet before they both fell forward, and the funnel of
the maelstrom crashed onto the raft. 

Pilip screamed and threw herself over the side into ten foot deep water even as
Warsyl dispelled the skill. By the time it had fully dissipated, a tanker-truck-sized
cylinder of decking had been ripped into splinters and sawdust. 

With Holxex dead, his remaining obelisks fell from the sky, fortunately, they came
down according to the usual laws of inertia and without the extra urgency he’d been able
to apply. 

I connected with Theth and knocked her out from under the falling obelisk just in
time for it to bounce off one of my legs.

Even without the extra acceleration, it felt remarkably similar to a time long past
when an aluminum baseball bat, tossed carelessly aside by a bunter, had skipped off the
ground and wanged me right in the shin at a non-unappreciable velocity. 

“Ow! Fuck!” I pushed myself away from Theth and attempted to rub the pain out of
my leg. Nothing was broken, thankfully, but I was going to have a beauty of a bruise
until Xerxa could work her magic on it tomorrow morning.

Theth sat up and looked at the impact crater where she’d been standing. Holxex’s
final hexadecahedrons were slowly crumbling, doing their impression of sandstone
turning back into sand. 

“Mareth!” I called out. 
She rolled over on the beach and heaved a sigh. “I am whole, Sam.” 
“Thank you, uh, Saln? San?” Theth brushed sand from her arms and half-heartedly

covered her chest. 
“Sam.” I stood and offered her my hand. 
It was a little odd seeing her with Mareth’s coloring, and now that I could really

examine her, I realized her face had taken on a similar structure. Both had the
pronounced nose bridge that flowed from her forehead without the dip under the brow,
and she even had two tiny horns on her forehead, though they were smaller than
Mareth’s. If this was my first time meeting the two of them, I would have assumed they
were sisters.

As I helped her up, I was suddenly reminded that Knorn had smacked me in the back
with an axe. Another bruise for the collection. I fought down the grimace as she stood,
and we examined each other before I realized she was still holding an arm across her
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and we examined each other before I realized she was still holding an arm across her

chest. 
“Oh, sorry. Here.” I reached behind my neck and began to tug my undershirt off from

under my jumpsuit. 
During the planning session, Chassa had suggested that I bring the shirt. Her

reasoning was simple; offering clothing to a nude slave made for a favorable first
impression. 

So I did just that. “Sorry it’s a little sweaty, but you’re welcome to wear this until we
find you something permanent.”

Theth tensed warily as I partially disrobed and I realized I could have prefaced my
actions better. 

“Thank you. Again.” She took the shirt and considered it. “How did you… Dopple
has never been so effective before. It changed before I used it… in the Eye-Q screen. It
changed to—” She took a sudden step back as Mareth walked up next to me. 

“You okay?” I asked. 
Besides the injuries to her arm and shoulder, her fight with Phorux had been

incredibly brutal. Caked with blood and sand, and with some wounds still leaking dark
purple blood, she looked as though she’d just stumbled away from a plane crash. 

“You have led us to yet another mighty victory, Sam-Gar-Oor!” She punctuated her
non-answer by mashing her mouth to mine and trying to put my tongue in a submission
hold. 

 I indulged her for a moment, then tugged her head back using a fistful of hair. I bit
her lower lip as our mouths separated, then gave her a mild slap on the cheek, leaving my
hand there to cup her jaw. “I asked you a question, warrior.”

She licked her lip then leaned her forehead against mine. “I will be fine, Sam. My
scapula is dislocated or broken, as are some of the ribs in my back. The rest of my
injuries are incidental.”

“You are literally bleeding on me as we speak.” I narrowed my eyes slightly. 
“I am not as injured as I was after the fight with the raptors. I will be fine, Chief.”
I rested my forehead between her little horns. “Okay. If you start feeling faint, you

tell me. I mean it. I already know you’re a tough-ass bitch, Mareth. You’ve nothing to
prove to me.”

“A she-wolf?” She smiled. “Yes, I think that suits me well.”
I realized how she was interpreting my use of the word “bitch,” and I assumed it was

either because her culture was so far behind mine that they hadn’t domesticated wolves
into dogs yet, or her people were such a bunch of bad asses that a feral wolf to them was
like a dog to me.
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Mareth studied Theth for a moment. “My people have many myths about creatures
who steal bodies or souls and walk among the unsuspecting. Since being brought to this
world, I now understand that there are many peoples on many worlds, so if Sam decides
that you are not a flesh taker or a dream vore, then I will accept you as one of our tribe.” 

Theth swallowed and closed her eyes, then shrank about four inches as her skin and
hair returned to a dark silver color. 

“My people do not steal, only… imitate,” she said quietly, then quickly pulled my
shirt over her head. “I would like to know what you would demand in exchange for…
membership in your tribe, what I would gain in exchange, and I would like an
explanation of what this place is and why we are here.”

“That’s fair.” I stepped back from Mareth and faced the dark silver shapeshifter. “The
short version is that aliens took all of us from our homeworlds, put technology in our
brains that allows us to understand each other and either gives powers or enhances a
natural skill. Then they dropped us off on this planet to see what happens. We have no
contact with them afterward, so we don’t know if it’s just entertainment for them or
weapons testing or anything. We just try and survive. Most will eventually gather into
tribes, and some of those tribes are full of dicks in serious need of killing. Our tribe is
just trying to survive, but we’re not so naive as to think we can’t be proactive when it
comes to self-defense.”

I gestured to where Holxex had been standing, but it was a bad example as all that
remained was a ring of blood in the sand twenty feet across. 

“Er… well, you get my point.” I gestured to Gorkh’s body, still lying in the sand with
Gerzwei’s spear jutting from the shoulder. “As far as joining us goes, we just ask that
you contribute to the survival of the group as best you can. Help with building, farming,
defense, scouting, whatever you’re good at. I’m the chief, but I accept input from
everyone else before making important decisions.” I wrapped my speech with a shrug,
reminding me of the deep cut on my shoulder.

“That should be a lot to process, but having been here for a few hours now, I suppose
it lines up with what I’ve… experienced.” She sighed. “And… and joining your…
There’s really no…” She played with the hem of the shirt. “Membership fee?”

Mareth chuckled. “Sam does not take tribute. It is a source of some frustration for
me.”

“I would take you behind those bushes over there, but you’re the one with the rules
about us needing to fight first.” I traced my thumb over her lips as her mouth froze open
in surprise. Before she got any ideas, I added, “Also my back is close to giving out. I
need to sit down.”

I turned from her and called out. “Warsyl, Gerzwei, Nira, Zolie, Draciene, Pilip! Is
everyone okay?”
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Nira emerged from behind the raft, looking slightly better than earlier, but it had only
been a few minutes since I’d left her with the others. Zolie followed, looking like a
weight had been taken off her shoulders. She practically bounced, and surprised me by
waving cheerfully in my direction. 

I smiled and waved back as Draciene poked her head around the massive trunk they’d
sheltered behind. I waved them all over to join us.

The dark-skinned woman nervously tucked some of her faintly glowing hair behind
one ear and trailed Zolie, who in turn waved her forward encouragingly. 

Pilip emerged from the other side of the raft, the petite woman looking a bit like a
watterlogged cat. 

“It’s… over?” she asked in her breathy, high-pitched voice. 
“Yup! The Marauders are all dead,” I replied with a wave.
“Marauders?” she asked, confused.
“That is what Sam’s tribe calls Kurgast’s warriors.” Warsyl said from the beach.
Her and Gerzwei hadn’t made much progress pulling apart since I last saw them.

Both women’s legs were tangled and tarred together, and they were each caked in sand
from head to toe.

“You’re still alive,” Pilip muttered just as the noise from the waves lulled
conspiratorially, making her voice carry across the beach in the sudden ebb.

Warsyl’s eyes narrowed. “I just risked my own life to save you from the Marauders,
Pilip. I will not tolerate disrespect—”

“Warsyl,” I interrupted her as I limped my way over to the entangled women. “Pilip
has spent however long she’s been on this planet at the mercy of a bunch of assholes,
during which time you never lifted a finger to help her. She’s allowed to be bitter.”

Warsyl glared at me, then Pilip. It was a little hard to track the movement of her all-
white eyes, but I was starting to realize her eyebrows were subtly more expressive than
most peoples’. 

“Imagine if your positions were reversed. Her heatsink ability was powerful enough
to freeze or burn anyone who tried to touch her, and you didn’t have a melded weapon.
You would probably be super pissed about it.”

She cocked her head at me, but I elaborated before she could ask the question.
“Angry. Nothing to do with urinating. It’s an expression.”
She quietly considered my words while I took her and Gerzwei’s arms and began

dragging them towards the waves. 
My back was really not pleased with that plan, and I found myself holding my breath
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My back was really not pleased with that plan, and I found myself holding my breath

every time I tugged them another foot.
“Sam.” Mareth placed her hand on my shoulder.
I looked at her and nodded. “Thank you.” I painfully lowered myself to the beach,

rubbing the hot-dog-sized bruise on my lower back while Mareth pulled the two women
into the edge of the water. 

The salt water began to break down Gorkh’s nasty effluvium almost immediately, and
within thirty seconds, Gerzwei and Warsyl were able to pull away from each other. As
they wiped away the last remnants, Nira plopped down next to me in the sand.

“How are you doing, lioda?” I asked.
She shook her head and grinned, showing her wide teeth. “Make up your mind, I

thought we were married now.” 
“What, that word only applies to adrenaline-fueled informal relationships?”
“A wife is a wife. We don’t have a word that distinguishes a wife met at a business

luncheon from a wife you met while battling pirates.” She lay down next to me and
nudged my shoulder.

“Well, I would complain that’s boring, but my language doesn’t have words for that
either. I was asking about your head.”

“Oh.” She rubbed the back of her head and winced slightly. “I kept it in the waves,
mostly. The cool water helped. The skin’s not broken, but I’ve got a lump like a dorsal
fin back there.”

“S-sir?” Draciene stood just behind Zolie, fidgeting with her interlaced fingers. “It’s
really true? We’re… not slaves anymore?”

I painfully levered myself upright with a grunt. “I meant what I said by the raft,
Draciene.” I waved Pilip over to us. She approached cautiously, and then I gave them
both the speech about joining with us and contributing around the camp.

Just as I wrapped up, Warsyl, still dripping with cold ocean water, tackled me to the
sand and thrust her tongue into my mouth. Warsyl’s tongue, as it happens, is ribbed. For
his pleasure, as it turned out. Probably for hers as well. Not Warsyl’s, specifically. A
generalized value of ‘her.’ I was guessing though, as the earlier threesome didn’t include
much direct interaction between Warsyl and Nira. 

It definitely made kissing her an interesting experience. 
“Uh, hi?” I queried when she finally let me up for air. 
“The power of Blade Storm is intoxicating! You must recharge me as soon as

possible!” She emphasized her sentiment by squeezing my hips with her thighs.
During our threesome, she and Nira had insisted on being on top until the very end,

so it took a little effort on my part not to respond too obviously. It was especially
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so it took a little effort on my part not to respond too obviously. It was especially
challenging when I thought about the fact that she was technically completely nude,
armor or no, or when I remembered the noises Warsyl made as she rode me. 

Common wisdom says not to stick your dick in crazy, and while I wholeheartedly
agree, I’m not sure Warsyl qualifies. Moody, curt, and rude, certainly. A tad manic,
maybe, but she had been living in a tribe of psychopaths for several months now, and that
would wear on anyone’s emotional well-being. 

What I know for sure is that there is little more arousing than a woman going from
standoffish and cold to practically drooling on herself as she moans erotically and shrieks
out that I’m the king of her pussy while convulsing orgasmically all up and down my
erection. 

Okay, it took more than a little effort not to leap to attention then and there.
I was fully clothed in my jumpsuit, so I grabbed her hand to ensure we had good skin

contact. “Look at the circle next to your Eye-Q skill, Warsyl. That has to count all the
way down before Blade Storm will be usable again.”

She double-winked and pulled up her UI, then frowned. “It is just a circle with a line
at the top.”

“It will probably be twenty-four hours before it’s available again, at a minimum. Or,
however long a day is on your world. Maybe. We’ll figure it out.”

She frowned. “That is unfortunate. Is this refractory period lessened if I remain
charged?”

“We haven’t figured that out, actually,” Nira chimed in. “But I don’t think so. It
seems to be affected by your own skill level more than anything.”

“It would be foolish not to understand how to leverage his power to the fullest extent.
We will have to perform rigorous testing the moment we return to camp.” Warsyl closed
her eyes and inhaled deeply. “The fury at my command. I could walk the battlefields of
my home world and carve our invaders to offal and mulch.” Somehow she moaned the
macabre sentiment almost as erotically as when she’d rode me earlier.

“It did look to have quite a bit of torque to it.” I looked past Warsyl’s hip to the raft. 
Everyone’s eyes were drawn to the mostly cylindrical void that had been ripped into

the deck.
“Yes, it had a great deal of centripetal pull,” Warsyl almost giggled as she spoke.

“The next time it would be best if my feet were firmly planted on the ground.”
“I too am eager to experience the might of Skyfall,” Gerzwei opined. She had walked

up only a few paces behind Warsyl, but simply stood stoically as the other woman had
plastered herself to me.

“I don’t understand how she did that,” Pilip said. “Her skill lets her use that horrible
whip, but that…” She waved at the scourged watercraft, then looked at me. “Is that what
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whip, but that…” She waved at the scourged watercraft, then looked at me. “Is that what
you meant by charging? Is that your power?”

“My Special Skill…” I paused. “Warsyl, would you mind getting off me?”
Still straddling me, Warsyl sat up and folded her dark pearl-armored arms with a

clack. “I would.”
Mareth hauled her up by one arm, lifting her clear off the beach. “The Chief’s orders

are to be obeyed even if he frames them politely.”
The two glared at each other while I painfully wobbled to my feet.
“Ug, my fuggin’ back. Not looking forward to the walk back to the camp.” I muttered

like an old man until I was mostly upright. “Okay, my Eye-Q Special Skill is called
Enhance, and I can use it on weapons and vines and just about everything, including
other people’s Special Skills. Mareth can become a Giant, which you saw when Theth
copied her appearance and skill, but if I had used it on Mareth directly, she’d be able to
use Titan, which we assume is probably twice as tall as what Theth became. Recently, I
discovered that I might be able to choose the power you’re granted when I touch you for
the first time, and I abused that ability when I helped Theth fight off the Marauders. Or
at least I think I did. Theth, you said your Special Skill is “Dopple,” is that right?”

She nodded. “Yes, my people can copy the physical attributes of others. It has made
us… highly prized as assassins and… slaves.” 

The way she said the last word and folded her arms made me guess which one she
had been.

“What did it change to when we touched?” I asked.
“Clone.” The word was spoken with a note of reverence. “It is the highest skill my

people can achieve. It is rumored that many of my world’s famous historical figures were
replaced at some point in their lives by one of my people, usually to account for sudden
shifts in behavior, but it’s rarely been proved.”

“It sounds like your world contains more than one race?” I asked.
She nodded. “There are ‘The People,’ and many demi-races, remnants of a war that

caused divergence and mutation. My race is said to be the rarest, but that is a difficult
notion to prove as we are the best at hiding in plain sight.”

“But when you’re found, you’re taken as servants and slaves?” 
Another nod. “I think when the… beings who brought us here took our eyes, they did

something that interfered with my… my compliance seal.” She tapped the side of her
head. “I don’t feel the compulsion to obedience anymore. Maybe it was reset, or maybe
there’s simply no one here the seal recognizes as belonging to the house that owns…
owned me.” Her expression was tight as she spoke of her history.

“Well, you’re free here.” I smiled. “It’s a tough life, full of danger and currently
without many amenities, but we’ll be working to rapidly improve our situation in the
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without many amenities, but we’ll be working to rapidly improve our situation in the
coming weeks. If you want to join us,” I quickly added.

“The other option being… to go down the coast and become a slave of the
Marauders, or… wander into the woods and survive on my own?” Theth asked through a
skewed frown. 

“Pretty much,” I grinned. “Oh, and since you’re new on this world and might not
have been exposed to all its many wonders, the animal life here is comprised of herds of
medium-sized, fast moving carnivores and massive apex predators from my world called
dinosaurs.”

“If you’re excited about being some alien brute’s sexual plaything or being eaten to
death, then this place is a real paradise.” Pilip’s baby-doll voice amplified whatever
sarcasm she’d intended. 

Theth stared at the smaller woman for a moment, then faced me. “I would like to
formally request to join your tribe, please.”

I couldn’t help but laugh as I extended my hand to her. “Welcome aboard, Theth.”
“I would like to join as well!” Draciene added.
Everyone stared at Pilip for a beat until she threw her hands up. “Yes, obviously!”
“What happens if Theth copies your power?” Nira suddenly asked while Theth and I

shook. “Can you change genders!?” 
Theth looked between us, bewildered for a moment, but upon understanding Nira’s

thought process, guilelessly telegraphed via the lascivious grin plastered across her face,
she flushed, her silvery skin darkened until it almost match her hair. “I… am uncertain
what is possible with Clone.”

“We’ll need to experiment later.” I shoved the thought aside, unsure if double-
teaming Nira across from a perfect copy of myself would be hot, surreal, or disturbing. 

Probably all three.
“Speaking of which, Draciene, Pilip, I’m not going to shake your hands or try and

discover what the enhanced version of your Special Skills are right now.” I gently
massaged the cut on my shoulder as I thought. “Since I suspect I can chose what that
power might be, I want to spend some time talking with you about your skills, then we
can both decide what we want to try, but I think it’s set the first time I touch you.”

“If my skill is boosted as dramatically as Warsyl’s, I would be able to turn night into
day,” Draciene mused, a soft glow dancing around her fingers, just barely visible over
the early evening sun. 

“Or maybe day into night,” I suggested. 
“Oh! That would be…” She trailed off, looking thoughtful. 
“Like I said, we’ll discuss it. For now…” I clicked my tongue and looked around at
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“Like I said, we’ll discuss it. For now…” I clicked my tongue and looked around at
the carnage on the beach. “Pilip, are those bins on the raft full of food?”

“Hmm?” She turned to look. It appeared as though Warsyl’s Blade Storm had ripped
into the edge of one of the Lincoln-Log style containers, but from down on the beach, I
couldn’t see what had spilled out of it. 

“Yeah, they’re all full. I was keeping them cool when you attacked.”
Her baby-doll accent really made me want to ask her to say “Mistah Jay.”
“And we don’t have the wagon.” I frowned. 
“Sam? Uh, Ch-Chief?” Draciene asked nervously.
“Just Sam is fine, Draciene.” 
“You know there is a foraging party…” She glanced at Warsyl. “Oh, I guess you do.

Um…”
“They are all dead,” Warsyl said coldly. 
“Except Chassa and Urthlu.” I quickly added, seeing Draciene’s eyes widen.

“They’re safe back at our camp.”
“Oh! Thank the light!” she gasped in relief and clutched her hands to her chest. 
“You seem awfully good at collecting women, Chief Sam.” Pilip smirked.
I shrugged. “Every single one of the men I’ve met on this world so far have been in

dire need of an axe to their brain. It’s left our tribe with a wide gender imbalance.”
Pilip pursed her lips for a second. “I… suppose I can’t argue with that. You do seem

good at collecting kisses as well.”
Predictably, Nira took that as a queue to shove her tongue into the back of my mouth

for a full twenty seconds.
“Mwah!” She disengaged with a pop. “He’s smart, creative, caring, industrious, and

just look at this face.” She squished my cheeks with one hand, puckering my mouth into
fish lips. “Why wouldn’t you want to kiss this face?”

I gave her my best put-upon fish-lipped glare, which Nira returned with an impish
grin, the two of us drawing some giggles from the group. I broke the stalemate with a
smack to her ass.

“Yes please!” She giggled and danced away, rubbing the target of my reprisal.
To my utter shock, Zolie, who had been watching the proceedings quietly, walked to

my side, arms twisted in front of her anxiously. Then she pushed herself up on her toes
and delicately kissed my cheek, never breaking eye contact for a moment. 

Before either of us could react, Nira swooped the slender woman up in her arms and
twirled her around, laughing. The action prompted a burst of what I assumed were
expletives from Zolie, and I had to suppress my own laugh. 
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“We could return with the wagon,” Mareth suggested, thankfully getting us back on
track. 

“We were expected to begin our return voyage tonight.” Warsyl shook her head. “He
will likely send out runners if they do not receive Draciene’s signals.”

“So if we send up an ‘All’s well, heading back’ signal, we’ll likely have what, two or
three days before they come looking for their raft?” I asked. 

“I would need to send up a signal each night,” Draciene replied. “And I believe if the
signals were not progressively closer each time, it would arouse suspicion.” 

“So if we send up a signal tonight, we would have tomorrow to clean this mess up,” I
said.

“Why clean?” Mareth asked. “Leave their bodies on stakes as a warning for the
runners.”

“Because we’re not ready to take on the Marauders, Mareth. Our tribe is, what, just
shy of fifteen, and they have forty warriors or more?”

Warsyl, Draciene and Pilip looked around at each other. 
“The Marauders have over seventy, Sam,” Warsyl said. “Even after you take into

account those killed today.” 
“They’ve grown that much?” Mareth asked, clearly surprised.
“I would not call their growth exponential, but the more numerous they become, the

easier it is for them to send parties out to capture newcomers.” Warsyl shrugged. 
“Damn,” I muttered. “That’s why we need to make these bodies disappear. I don’t

want them to have any clue what happened.”
“Will scavengers not take care of that problem?” Gerzwei asked. 
“Eventually yes, but no one is going to believe a dinosaur did that.” I swooped my

finger to indicate the cylindrical void missing from the raft. 
Everyone turned to look as I continued. 
“Ideally, it would be best if their scouts don’t even have any idea where they ran into

trouble. What I’d like to do is sail that thing around that peninsular cliff face.” I pointed
out into the ocean.

The improbably sheer cliff that sheltered the brackish wading pool Yxlyn, Nira and I
had gone for a swim in a few days ago was another five hundred yards down the coast. It
extended at least two hundred yards into the ocean and was at least a hundred tall where
it met land.

“The runners probably won’t bother traversing that cliff to see if the raft is over there,
and even if they do, it will place their investigation into what happened well away from
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and even if they do, it will place their investigation into what happened well away from

our camp.”
“How would we return once we delivered the raft past the cliff?” Mareth asked.

“Anything past the shallows is far too dangerous to swim in.”
“We’ll have to trek around the cliff.” I shrugged. 
“That could take days.” Draciene craned her neck, but none of us could see the other

end of the cliff after it disappeared behind the treetops running up the beach. 
“There’s nothing else for it.” I shook my head, wondering when I was going to get

time to build some basic shelter back in the camp. 
Nira studied the raft for a moment. “Sam, that thing is a barge. Oars aren’t going to

move it against the current. I can sail anything, but the mast is broken.”
“So…” I scratched my chin. “I need to come up with a way to fix the mast… in a

way that doesn’t make it look like it’s been fixed, in case the Marauder scouts do find it,
then we need to sail it off this beach, all by tomorrow evening at the very latest.”

“Seems that way,” Nira smiled encouragingly.
“Well! I was worried for a minute, but we should be able to knock all that out by

noon,” I grinned with forced confidence.
Nira eyed me suspiciously. 
“Don’t worry about it,” I smiled. 
Nira continued to stare until I leaned in for a quick smooch. 
“But first…” I scooped a hand around Nira’s lower back and led her twenty feet

down the beach from everyone else, gesturing for them to stay put. “You recall me
saying to hold on to Castriel’s Wrath if at all possible during the fight?”

“Yeah. Are you finally going to explain why?”
“Yup! I want you to lightning up the beach.” I grinned. 
She stared back. “You want me to attack the beach?”
“Trust me?”
She took a long, deep breath and sighed. “Yeah, you know I do.”
“Not straight down. Try and hit as much as you can.” I gestured down the beach, then

patted her on the back and jogged back to the others. Or hobbled, really, as my back was
just about ready to quit for the day. 

“I highly suggest you look away. Nira is going to fire lightning into the beach. It will
be very loud and bright.”

Everyone stared at me like I was crazy for a moment, then they all turned their heads
or shielded their eyes. Everyone except Draciene. 
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“I wish to see this,” she said simply.
“Lighting, Draciene. Not a little zap. Like what happens during a storm. That won’t

hurt your eyes?” I asked. 
“Not at all.”
That made some sense, considering her power. 
I waved to Nira and shielded my eyes, noticing Zolie doing the same with a

concerned look on her face.
I heard the crackling, then there was a searing flash followed by a massive boom that

nearly knocked Zolie and Pilip over. 
“That was fantastic!” Draciene cheered, seemingly unphased by staring straight into a

lightning strike. “But what are those shapes in the sand?”
We all strode over to where Nira was shaking the ringing out of her ears to have a

look. There were eight weird tube-like shapes sticking out of the beach at odd angles,
each ten to fifteen feet apart. Some straight, some curved, they all looked like sculptures
formed by drizzled, wet sand, except these were glowing orange in places and most were
tinkling and cricking as they rapidly cooled. One snapped at the base and collapsed to the
beach as I turned to everyone and held up my arms as far as my cut shoulder would
allow. 

“Fulgurite!” I announced happily. “Petrified lightning!”
I was met with a flock of blank stares. 
“What!?” Nira hollered. 
“Really? None of you?” I asked, disappointed at the collective lack of excitement.
“What is it, Sam?” Nira asked loudly.
“It’s glass.” I grinned like a mad scientist. 
“It looks dirty.” Warsyl frowned. 
“Well, it’s caked in sand that didn’t melt, but we can grind off the nasty stuff and

we’ll have… well, look at all of it! There’s got to be five or six hundred pounds scattered
down the beach!”

Some of the fulgurite pillars were as tall as me and as thick around as my arm. 
“Granted, some of those will be hollow because expanding gasses push the… It’s

GLASS, people!” Their lack of wonder was exasperating.
“What is glass?” Mareth asked. “Is it like fired clay?”
“It, uh… kind of. The major difference is that once we clean it up and I apply some

Level 3 Enhance mojo on it, it will be clear!”
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“Oh!” Nira suddenly got it. “So, could you make spyglasses with it?”
“I’m about positive I can. I was also thinking about giving everyone magnifying

lenses or just a clear glass marble so they’ll be able to start fires in about twenty seconds
flat. No rubbing sticks together. And that’s just the beginning of what we can use it for.”

Everyone was starting to nod, finally realizing how significant this was. 
“How do you start fires with clear pottery?” Mareth asked.
“Mareth, I will be absolutely ecstatic to show you when I have some finished

product. But for now, let’s take that spare wagon wheel and see if we can use some of the
extra rope and bits of raft to make a wheelbarrow. We’ll take all the fulgurite and
whatever food we can back to camp. Anything we leave overnight is probably going to
get torn into by sea birds. We can let the fulgurite cool while we—”

“I can gather it!” Pilip hopped, one hand raised. 
“Oh?” I asked. 
“I’m not immune to extremes of heat and cold, but anything under a thousand degrees

should be fine.” 
Pilip had long, silvery hair that hung to her waist, lighter than Theth’s skin. Earlier,

when she’d been actively using her power to cool the food on the raft, it had been
floating gently behind her and had a red tint. Her skin seemed to change color when she
used her abilities as well. Currently she was pink. Not a brilliant bubblegum pink, more
of a soft, cotton candy color. When she cooled something, her hands and arms turned
blue. Her skin was covered in a delicate filigree of silver lace the same color as her hair,
and as far as I could tell, they were the same material.

“Great! I know who to call the next time I find myself with a bowl of molten zinc!” I
chuckled. 

Everyone resumed staring at me.
“Because zinc’s melting point is just under eight hundred degrees?” I offered.
“Is that information common knowledge on your world?” Pilip asked. 
“No.” I sighed. “But that joke would have killed at a—”
“Killed?” Draciene gasped.
My moment of triumph with the fulgurite was quickly being overshadowed.
“No, I meant the joke would have been very funny at a… uh…”
“Metallurgy consortium?” Warsyl offered.
“Sure.” I shook my head and sighed again. 
“Eek!” Pilip squealed as a tube of fulgurite cracked off at the base and thumped into

the beach. 
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We all watched for a moment as she wrapped her hands underneath and struggled to
lift it, and I realized the irregular tube of glass might have weighed north of a hundred
pounds.

“I might need some help with this,” she muttered.
I chuckled. “That’s fine. We’ve got about an hour until twilight, and we’ll need to be

on the beach for Draciene to send her signal. Let’s all work on the wheelbarrow in the
meantime, then we can collect the fulgurite and fruit. Oh! And more of this!”

I tapped my sea scorpion vambrace. 
“It should be up the beach about four hundred yards. I’m going to make some

ridiculous looking armor.” I grinned, and this time everyone smiled back. 
That included Zolie, but her grin was one of uncertain patience.
I approached her and offered the crook of my elbow. 
She glanced at it for a moment, then delicately slipped her fingers around my

forearm, then I lead her and the rest of the beautiful women in my growing tribe back to
the raft for an evening of slap-dash jury-rigging. 

This world was really starting to grow on me.
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Afterword
Thanks for reading the book! I hope you enjoyed reading it as much as I did

writing it, and a whole lot more than I did editing it!

Yes, I realize I’ve written two books now about an engineer on a Tech-Zero
world who has done very little in the way of engineering. As a reader, that would
annoy me too, but it wasn’t my intent. My style of writing tends to be very
moment to moment, without a lot of “three weeks later we had nished the
waterwheel…” etc. 

If there’s a third book, I hope to rectify that. 
Will there be a third book? I’d like to write it, as there’s a ton of setup in this

book for a third one. I was told by several people after I did the rst one that I
need to quit with the fan c and put my e orts into something I could get paid
for. There’s a part of me that agrees, but I’m pretty nancially secure thanks to
the Patreon for my comic, and I do enjoy writing the characters. 

Maybe I’ll work on T:E 3 and an original book and just ip between them
when I feel like it. 

There is a lot of talk about how the translators work in this book, mostly
thanks to Voss. I just want to remind everyone that this is fan c and I don’t have
any special insights into anything like that. 

The way the translators actually work, is Michael-Scott Earle wanted to
write a book about a guy and a tribe of sexy alien women, and didn’t want to
spend six chapters on English lessons every time he meets a new abductee, so he
had aliens put translators in their brains. That’s how they work. Narrative magic.
Voss just wants to dissect their function because of her profession and Eye-Q
skill. 

A minor note because apparently I can’t help but make up words: 
Crudamivore: I know I made this one up, but I pieced it together from
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Crudamivore: I know I made this one up, but I pieced it together from

Latin. Crudam: “Raw Meat” and the usual su x, Vore: “To devour.” The
intention is to have a word that means someone/thing that speci cally eats raw
meat. Obviously carnivorous animals don't cook their meat, but as far as I can
tell, there's no explicit word for that behavior in higher life-forms. I suspect most
of my writing is going to involve aliens and orc and were-predators and other
things that might have a preference or biological need for the tartare option, so I
decided to ll a gap. And if Shakespeare could make up a shit load of words, you
guys can put up with one new word per novel from me. 

(The word in the previous novel was “matmass” used to describe a later of
detritus, in the book I was talking about forest litter; leaves and sticks and
whatnot, but the word ts for describing a layer of laundry on the oor of a
teenagers bedroom, or any other pile of “stu .” For what it’s worth, I genuinely
thought that was a real word until I wrote it into the book and had to look up the
spelling online. I was surprised to realize I’d made it up. It probably stemmed
from me misreading or mishearing something at some point, but I decided to
leave it in the book because in my opinion, it’s one of those words that is almost
self-descriptive. Not like an onomatopoeia, but like how you probably don’t need
to know the word “slump” to realize its not evoking a glorious sunrise or a
ca einated dance move. )


