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The monsters were coming.

Cal Colt glanced quickly back as he darted through the forest.

He could see them, far away but gaining so quickly as they ran through the trees and foliage, devouring the ground separating monster from human.

He had only one hope, and it wasn’t the wooden spear he held.

No, he had to get back to his hilltop base.

If he didn’t, he was done for.

The strange interface in his head had given him the choice between two upgrades, and the one he’d chosen didn’t help his feet move faster over the forest floor, didn’t help him take in more oxygen with each gasping breath—didn’t help him outrun these monsters that would soon devour not just the ground between them, but him as well.

The day was hot, like all days here on this alien world, and the air he breathed in as he ran was sweet and musty and humid. The tall trees all around shielded him from this planet’s dual suns, rays from two different directions piercing the canopy and casting unfamiliar shadows for someone used to only one.

His bare feet crunched on dried leaves and fallen plants as he tried to keep his bearings, tried not to get turned around. Another thing neither his upgrade nor the alien-implanted display in his vision gave him: GPS.

He heard a noise from beside him and looked just as one of the mountain-lion-sized alien monsters leapt out from between the trees and right for him.

It had used its greater speed, gone around him, hidden in the trees, then struck, cutting him off.

Cal screamed and tried to dodge it by jumping into the air just before it collided with him, simultaneously jabbing his spear down into its hard, carapace-covered back.

To his surprise the spear actually pierced it, sinking deep.

But this didn’t stop the creature from colliding with him, its head slamming into his lower legs and flipping him in the air, once, twice, then the third flip was abruptly halted as he slammed face-first into the ground.
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Cal groaned, realizing he was still conscious.

He pushed himself up, so eager to be running again that even before he got his feet under him he was already moving forward on hands and knees.

But actually getting to his feet was a struggle—he was dizzy and disoriented and tired and in pain—but he finally managed it.

Just in time too, as his fall had let the other monsters almost catch up to him.

Then he was running again.

Unfortunately he wasn’t putting any distance between himself and the monsters, only losing it more slowly.

He could hear them getting closer and closer.

They were coming for him, they were gaining on him, and he was almost out of time.

And now he didn’t even have his spear anymore, only the flimsy loincloth he wore.

He’d wanted to make armor, but hadn’t yet had the time or materials to do so.

Maybe after this—if he survived—he could use the corpses of the alien monsters. Their carapaces would probably make good armor.

He checked behind again. A hundred feet away at most, the dense forest making it hard to be certain.

Then he looked forward and put on a final burst of speed, pouring everything he had into it.

They had almost reached him, but he had almost reached the hilltop. Up ahead he could see his beautiful, beautiful base, the steep rear path leading up to the gate.

A gate which stood open, and at which an even more beautiful Eliza stood waiting, spear in hand.

She shouted something to him, but over the beating of his feet, the pounding of his heart, and the heaving, ragged breaths he was sucking in that made him sound like a dying asthmatic aardvark, he couldn’t make out the words.

He reached the bottom of the path and ran up it, but soon slipped, scrambling up on feet and hands as the monsters grew ever closer.

“Down!” Eliza shouted.

He dropped flat to his stomach just as her spear soared overhead.

A horrific screech like metal on metal came from—far too close—behind him as the projectile found its target.

He surged up to his feet and ascended once more, not daring to look back to see how close to being eaten he was.

Cal didn’t know if the aliens could climb up the hill faster than he could, but he imagined so. They had sharp talons and limbs suited to running on all of them, while he had rounded stubby toes and too-short arms which were barely suited for crawling.

At least he and the others had gotten more logs up in the palisade surrounding the hilltop.

Only a few on each side of the gates, but enough that no human could get around the gates by making the jump from the path to the hilltop’s unprotected edge. It was a good twenty feet from path to open edge, and he didn’t think even the aliens could make that jump, not with the change in elevation.

“Hurry up!” Eliza urged, already holding another spear she was waiting eagerly to throw.

He didn’t bother responding that he already was hurrying as much as he could.

He was over halfway up now. That meant less than half to go.

I might actually survive this, he thought with both surprise and jubilation.

Something whizzed overhead and he let out a burst of surprised air, winding him even more.

Then he saw Mirabelle in the tree, balanced on the end of one of its large branches, and realized it’d been one of her arrows.

She was an excellent shot with a gun, he’d seen that much for himself back on Earth, and from what he’d seen of her practicing with the bow, she’d seemed to know what she was doing.

If only she’d had more than one day to practice with it.

But, her arrow didn’t hit him at least. That was good enough for him.

Then again, judging by the lack of shrieking from behind him, she hadn’t hit any of the aliens either, or at least not pierced their armor.

Cal finally reached the flatter part of the path, slipped and fell, got to two legs again, then pumped them for all he was worth, diving through the gate as Eliza slammed it shut and braced a branch against it just as an alien crashed into it.
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“Where’s Imogen?” he asked Eliza, not seeing her anywhere. He grabbed a spear from the several she had leaned against the palisade.

While Cal was tall enough to see over the roughly six-foot gate, none of the women were, so they’d built steps on either side of it, the left of which Eliza now climbed up.

“We were running low on fruit she liked. Went out to get more.”

Cal swore. Imogen still didn’t have a display, so she wouldn’t know the aliens were here, wouldn’t have gotten the incoming wave warning he and the others had received.

He climbed the steps on the right side and stared down at the aliens clawing at the thick, stacked branches the gate was composed of. Only two could fit side by side, the others stuck behind them, useless.

That was good, because going by how the gate was shaking, it wouldn’t be able to withstand an assault from all of them at once.

He looked past the two at the gate to the four behind them, eager to join in.

Based on the rate of growth—doubling—of the previous waves, this wave should have eight. Given that both he and Eliza had killed one each so far, that meant all six monsters still living were accounted for.

Good. None had gone after Imogen, then.

Unless there were more than eight in this wave. The display gave no indication of the number, only a countdown to when they were coming. Something that hadn’t even happened this time. Instead there had been a warning that there was a wave incoming, and then moments later the alien monsters appeared, causing Cal to drop what he was doing—gathering cordage—and run for his life.

“I can’t hit them from this angle,” Mirabelle called from the tree. “And I don’t want to risk hitting you two.”

“We’ve got it,” Cal called as he stabbed down at one of the monsters.

It screeched at him and clawed at the spear with one of its long appendages, knocking it away and out of his grasp.

He cursed, hopping down and grabbing another spear and swearing he was going to make that appendage into a weapon once they’d killed them all.

Eliza was stabbing down at the monster on her side, but they were quick, and even when she did hit, it wasn’t with enough force to pierce the armor-like carapace.

She grunted as she stabbed again and the spear again deflected off the creature. “Their backs are too hard,” she complained.

Cal stabbed down with his new spear and this time the creature used its mouthparts to grab on to the end of the weapon, then got its front limbs up around it.

He at first thought it was trying to pull it away again, then his heart leapt into his throat when he realized it was trying to use it to climb over the gate.

He hastily released the spear, feeling like a person in one of those fail videos trying to kill a spider only to have it jump at them and land on their faces.

The creature slid back down, the spear dropping to the ground and snapping under its feet.

That made three spears he’d lost today.

Cal went to pick up another from the pile but before he could, Eliza screamed.

“It’s climbing!”

Cal was ready to tell her to release her spear, but then he saw that wasn’t what she meant.

To his growing horror, he watched as the monster dug its long, talon-like appendages into the wood of the gate, climbing it.

The logs were arranged horizontally and it used this to its advantage, using them as claw-holds.

Then before either he or Eliza could stop it, it was over the gate, leaping between them and into their base.

Cal spun to deal with the threat, but an arrow slammed into it, right into one of its eyes.

It let out an ear-piercing screech as it ran around wildly.

It wasn’t watching where it was going, apparently, because it ran right off the edge of the hilltop, plummeting off the sheer side.

“Nice shot,” Cal called up to Mirabelle, who gave him a thumbs up.

Then her eyes widened and Cal spun to see another monster coming over the gate, Eliza stabbing her spear up into its underside.

This was softer than their hard backs and the spear stuck firmly.

Too firmly, Cal saw, as it was yanked from Eliza’s hands as the monster fell screaming.

Then the gate was unguarded as Eliza struggled with her spear stuck inside the flailing, screeching monster now inside their base, trying to finish off the creature.

Motion drew Cal’s gaze and he saw two ugly alien heads pop up over the top of the gate.

“So you figured out how to climb since our last encounter, huh, you ugly bastards?” Cal grabbed up a spear. “I’ll make you regret that.”

He jabbed at their heads, causing them to drop down, but they popped right back up, and this time they were too fast for him, one getting over while he was distracted with the other.

Then another made it over, and another, and then all four monsters he’d been trying to stop had made it in.

Mirabelle hadn’t been idle, however, and when Cal turned to attack the monsters now inside their camp, he saw one of them had an arrow sticking out of its back that had somehow managed to pierce its hard carapace.

“Eliza! Look out!” Cal called as one of the monsters charged her while she still struggled to get her spear free from the now almost dead monster.

He’d go help her, but was himself preoccupied: while the one with the arrow in it was trying to climb up the tree to get to Mirabelle, the other two were focused on him.

Eliza looked over her shoulder, saw how close this new threat was, then with a surge of adrenaline yelled out, the spear yanking free just in time for her to get it between herself and the approaching attacker.

It had no time to react and the tip slammed into its chest, piercing it.

But this didn’t stop its momentum.

The monster slammed into her and knocked her to the ground, the spear digging into the soft soil and shattering.

She screamed out as the thing slashed at her with its long talons.

Cal was too busy with his own monsters to go help her, and Mirabelle was trying to keep the remaining one from climbing up the tree.

Then one of the two he was facing off with knocked his spear sideways and lunged.

He lifted it between them, jamming it lengthwise in the thing’s mouthparts as monster and human collided and went down.

It chomped the spear in half and pushed forward its assault, going for his throat.

He heard one of the creatures scream in pain, but couldn’t spare a glance to see which, or why.

He turned the broken ends of the spear inward, jamming them down into the thing’s mouth, shoving as deep as he dared, the sharp mouthparts grazing his knuckles.

He worried it wasn’t long enough, that he was going to have to push even deeper, risk losing his hand, then green fluid spurted out as he pierced the soft tissue they had inside their throats, and the monster retreated, stumbling back, futilely using its talon-like front limbs to try to claw the embedded foreign objects out.

Pressing the advantage, he grabbed another spear, got close as he dared to the flailing creature, and stabbed down.

He hit his mark, and the thing screeched as his spear pierced its eye.

He yanked it out, tried for the other eye, missed, tried again, and this time hit.

It fell to the ground, twitching.

He checked on the others.

Eliza was pushing a dead alien off of herself, in so doing revealing that she was covered in blood, slashes on her arms and face and chest, even on her legs, blood oozing from all of them.

Mirabelle was sending arrow after arrow at what Cal saw was the last remaining alien—the other already lying dead and filled with arrows a few feet away from him.

She had saved him, he realized. If both of the ones he’d been facing off with had attacked, he’d be dead right now.

He’d have to thank her for that.

Which he could do by helping her out, as most of the arrows she sent down deflected off this final creature’s carapace, only about one out of every eight going in.

“A little help?” he called up.

“That’d be nice. Almost out of arrows.”

“You got it.” He yanked his spear from the now-unmoving creature’s eye, and turned back to the one at the tree. “Hey!” he shouted at it, and was somewhat surprised when it turned toward him, seeming surprised itself. He charged at it, aiming for its eye.

He missed, slamming the spear into its mouth instead.

Eh, good enough.

The monster fell over on its back like a dead spider, its limbs twitching as they slowly curled in on themselves.

And then it was only humans left alive.
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Cal rushed over to Eliza, who was sitting, holding her arms out in front of her, dazedly looking at the damage.

A moment later Mirabelle scrambled down from her perch and joined them.

“Are you hurt?” Cal asked, feeling like an idiot even as the words left his mouth. Of course she was hurt, anyone could see that. “I’ll get some bandages.” He looked around for the basket they used to store their food in, but Imogen must have taken it.

They didn’t actually have bandages, but soft leaves which served if not just as well, then at least passably.

But the basket was gone, and he realized anyway they had gathered neither those nor the Tylenol flowers recently, a kind of flower Eliza had given Cal when he’d first arrived and gotten a concussion. They helped with pain, either by eating them, or directly applying them topically to an injury.

“Oh God,” Mirabelle said, hand to her mouth as she stared down at Eliza.

“Help me with the gate,” he told her.

“Why?” she asked.

“Need to get bandages for her.”

She nodded, but Eliza stopped them. “Wait,” she said. “I’ll be okay.”

Cal let out a disbelieving laugh.

“Really. They’re superficial. Let’s make sure there aren’t any more before you go running out there again. Help me up.”

“I don’t think you should stand,” Mirabelle said. “You’re already bleeding a lot.”

It was true, her skin was more red than not, and her scant clothing was drenched in the stuff.

Cal shook his head at Eliza. “You’re not going anywhere. There aren’t more. We killed eight. I counted. I also need to find Imogen. When did she leave?” 

“Not long ago. I told her not to go far.”

“She go out the front?”

Eliza nodded.

Cal got up and went to the gate, easily tall enough to see over the roughly six-foot barrier. He cupped his hands to his mouth. “Imogen! If you can hear me, come back.”

He waited for a response.

After ten seconds without one, he called again.

This time he heard a response. Faint enough that he couldn’t make out the words, but at least it meant she had heard him.

He rushed back over to Eliza, Mirabelle standing beside her, gnawing on her thumbnail nervously.

He studied Eliza’s body; everywhere he looked, a wound. “Jesus. That must sting.”

She laughed ruefully. “Only when I breathe.”

“We’ll get you some of those flowers,” Mirabelle said, referring to the Tylenol flowers.

Even though Eliza seemed in no danger of bleeding out, Cal was still anxious. He didn’t like her being in pain, and he wanted to get the wounds cleaned and bandaged before they could get infected.

At least they knew the monsters’ talons weren’t poisoned: He had been grazed by one of them before, and had been fine, and Eliza still had a scar on her leg from one of her first encounters with the things.

He glanced down at his own hands, at the cuts where the alien’s mouthparts had scraped him as he’d jammed a spear into its gullet, wondered what kind of bacteria was in their saliva, thought of spider venom and how it dissolved the insides of prey.

The front gate rattled and they all started.

“I’m here,” Imogen said from the other side. “What’s going on?”

Cal hurried to the gate, pulling it open, surprised at how easy it was now, then remembering his upgrade. Like the rear gate, this one was on rope hinges too, though they would have to replace them soon. The cordage they had been using thus far was fine, until it dried out. This took a while due to the humidity, but once it happened it became too brittle to be of much use.

That was why he had gone out to get more roots from the nettle-like plant. While those roots shrunk greatly when they dried out, they remained strong and flexible.

“We were attacked,” Cal answered her as she entered.

Her eyes widened when she saw the alien corpses everywhere, and widened even more when she saw Eliza.

“Where’s the basket?” Mirabelle asked as Cal quickly closed the gate again, not taking any chances.

“I dropped it to get here faster,” she answered, staring at Eliza. “You don’t look good.”

“Thanks,” Eliza grunted.

“Just the truth.”

This was more than he’d heard her speak since they’d gotten back from Earth. Since they’d lost her sister. He hadn’t even yet asked her what year she was from.

“We need to get these wounds bandaged and cleaned,” Cal said.

“I’ll be fine,” Eliza protested.

Ignoring this, he asked, “Where do we find the leaves and Tylenol flowers?”

“Really, I’m fine.”

“Eliza,” he said firmly.

She sighed. “Both are down the front path. For the flowers, take a right… and…” She trailed off, frowning. “Eh, not sure how to give directions in a forest, to be honest.”

“I know where they are,” Imogen said. “Both of them.”

They all looked at her.

“You do?” Cal asked.

She nodded. “She pointed them out once a few days ago while we were gathering food.”

“Didn’t even realize you were listening,” Eliza said.

“I always listen. Even if I don’t respond.”

Mirabelle put her hand on Imogen’s arm. “We understand.”

Imogen gave the slightest nod. “I’ll go get what we need. Besides, I know where I left the basket, and giving directions would be harder than just getting it myself.”

“You shouldn’t go alone,” Cal said. He looked at Mirabelle. “Go with her.”

She looked shocked at this suggestion. “You don’t want me to stay here with Eliza?”

Cal sighed and shook his head. “I hate sending you out there, but I killed one of them on the way here, so with the seven we killed here, that accounts for all eight of the things. Based on the past waves, that should be all of them. And besides, even if it’s not, you’re deadly with that bow. If there are more, you two can climb a tree and take them out. And here we’ve got the gates, so I can use the spears to stab any more that come.”

“Unless they climb the gate again,” Mirabelle said, glancing at Eliza with an odd expression.

“There’s no perfect option here, but it’s the best of the bad ones.” He looked at Imogen. “How far away are the plants we need? Still in hearing range?”

“If you shout loud enough, yeah.”

He nodded. “You two can call out if you encounter any. How many arrows do you have?” he asked Mirabelle.

“If I gather the ones from the ground and dead aliens? Almost thirty. But—”

“And you’ve got your quiver to carry them in.”

She nodded reluctantly. “Yes, but—”

“I know I’m asking a lot of you, to go out there and risk getting attacked, but if I go with her instead and we get attacked, we won’t stand a chance. As much as I hate to admit it, even with my upgrade, I’m not that good with a spear yet. You with your bow, on the other hand…”

“But what if I can’t kill them? I need to get a shot in their eyes or mouths, and that’s not easy from a tree.”

“If that happens, call out and I’ll come running.” He nodded at Imogen. “And she’ll bring a spear as well.”

Mirabelle sighed, cast another glance at Eliza.

“Come on,” Cal pushed, “what do you say?”
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“Remember, call out if you encounter any,” Cal said, holding open the gate for Mirabelle and Imogen.

“We will,” Imogen said, and exited.

Mirabelle looked back at Eliza, then at Cal.

He reached out and touched her cheek. “It’s gonna be okay.”

She placed her hand over his, pressed her face into it, closed her eyes.

He pulled her into a hug, and she wrapped her arms tightly around him.

He had to lift his chin so the bow and arrows she wore didn’t poke him and take an eye out.

She had bad situational awareness when it came to stabbing people in the eye with worn weapons.

He rubbed her bare back then kissed her forehead, avoiding getting poked by her little horns. They had grown, and were now half-inch nubs that were starting to poke up from beneath her bangs. She was sensitive about them, so they hadn’t really talked much about why she might be growing them.

Cal had thought about it, but hadn’t come up with anything convincing yet, especially since she was the only one of them who’d developed anything like that.

“Go on,” he told her. “And hurry back.”

She smiled up at him, glanced past him at Eliza one last time, then followed Imogen down the front path.

He closed the gate, watching over the top of it as they made their way down.

A grunt from behind him drew his attention.

Eliza was getting up.

“Hey,” he said, rushing over to her. “What are you doing?” He took her hand to steady her as she got up.

“Getting sunburned sitting out here.” She lifted her chin at the tree.

“Right. Come on.” He helped her over, then lowered her in the shade, resting against the trunk between their beds.

They had taken to sleeping on moss, mostly due to Mirabelle—though Imogen, like Jonathan, had simply used dirt at first—and they had these beds situated around the base of the tree, Cal and Mirabelle’s opposite Eliza’s and Imogen’s to give them some privacy.

“We need to get those wounds cleaned,” Cal said, looking down at the cuts covering her.

She winced as she settled herself, nodded.

“I’ll get some fresh water.”

Avoiding the dead alien bodies everywhere and several broken arrows, he went to the water basket they’d built, which rested near the far edge of the hilltop that jutted over the stream below. The basket was made of the large leaves from the banana-apple tree.

This was the second one they’d made, as the first had started to dry out and leak too much water.

He picked it up and lowered it down over the edge, weighted by a smooth rock they’d gathered for just this purpose.

It was a little windy today, but with the rock he was easily able to lower the basket into the stream two-hundred feet below the hilltop’s edge on the first try.

Once full, he pulled it back up.

He turned to go back but froze upon seeing Eliza.

“What are you doing?” he asked as she set her top beside her.

She looked up at him, and he had the damnedest time meeting her eyes.

She’d taken off her loincloth and top, and was now completely naked. He couldn’t see much with the blood covering her, but even so, he felt a stir under his loincloth.

She quirked an eyebrow at him. “What do you mean?”

“Your clothes…” He approached her, still holding the basket of water.

“Easier to clean the wounds without them.”

“Right, right…” He was standing in front of her now, a few feet away, staring down at her.

“You going to put that in the trough? Pouring it from that will be awkward.”

“Huh? Yeah, of course.” He looked around for said trough.

They were made from half logs they found out in the forest, and they had gathered several.

He picked an empty one they hadn’t used yet that had been set out to cure in the sun and which hadn’t been disturbed by the battle. Figured it would have the least bacteria.

He didn’t want to wash her wounds with dirty water. The water from the stream below seemed clean enough, and devoid of life large or very small, and in any case it was all they had.

Unless some plant had antibacterial properties. Which come to think of it, it might. There was a pain-killing flower after all.

He’d have to investigate that possibility.

He set the now-empty basket down and moved the trough closer to where Eliza sat under the tree.

“Right.” He lifted the trough over her. “Ready?”

She squeezed her eyes shut and nodded. “Go ahead.”

He, gently as he could, poured the water over her face.

It quickly ran red as it streaked down her neck and chest, washing away some of the blood, revealing the flesh underneath.

He grimaced at all the slashes.

As the water ran down her body, the dirt under her turned muddy.

“Hold on.”

“What are you doing?”

“You’ll see.”

A few moments later he had several of the large leaves from the banana-apple tree from the stack they used to make water baskets with.

He set them down next to her, poured some water over them to wash any dirt off. “Come on. Better than sitting in mud.”

“Thanks,” she said as he helped her onto them.

Once she was settled, he poured more water on her, rinsing most of the blood off. Then he rolled up a leaf to use as a cup, filled it, and began gently pulling open each cut to wash it out.

This was going to take a while.

He soon reached her stomach, and was having trouble not being distracted, the top and bottom of his vision both filled with things meant to do just that—distract him, that is.

“Don’t like blood?” she asked, sensing his hesitancy.

“I don’t like seeing you hurt.”

She smiled. “Me either.”

Then he’d finished washing all the easy wounds, and he had to look at what he’d been avoiding looking at.

She had a cut an inch above her bare crotch.

Be a professional, he told himself as he placed thumb and forefinger on either side of the gash, feeling not like he was washing out a wound, but something else entirely. Pretend you’re a doctor.

With an insanely hot, naked patient who you’ve flirted with before.

And who’s flirted back.

“What’s wrong?”

He looked up at her.

“You going to clean it?”

He realized he’d frozen. “Yeah. Sorry.”

She tilted her head, then dawning realization crossed her face and she chuckled. “Oh, right. You’re from the past. You guys were weird about being naked. I told you before, I don’t have any modesty.”

Richard and the twins were well aware of this fact, and practically screaming at him to make a move.

He suppressed this. She was injured and he was taking care of her.

That was all.

“Good.” He smiled. “Tell me if it hurts.”

“Don’t worry, I will.” She somehow made this statement sound flirty.

He continued cleaning her, Richard pestering him the whole time.

Moving down, he spread her legs apart without thinking to get at the cuts on her inner thigh

Realizing what he’d just done, he looked up at her.

Only to find her grinning at him.

Her eyes flicked down to his loincloth, then back up.

He glanced down himself and saw his loincloth pushed up and away from his body, doing nothing to hide his reaction to her.

He worked his way down, methodically cleaning each wound, exhibiting the kind of grit and self-control that had led to so much success as an actor.

He had just refilled the trough and was about to rinse Eliza a final time when Mirabelle and Imogen arrived back at the gate.

“We’re home,” Mirabelle called cheerfully. “Got everything. You two okay?”

Neither woman was tall enough to see over the gate.

Cal glanced nervously at Eliza’s discarded, blood-soaked clothing, his erection rapidly deflating. “I can get you leaves to cover up with.”

“Go on, let them in. Don’t worry about it. If I’m not modest around a man, I’m certainly not going to be embarrassed with two women seeing me naked.”

Cal went to the gate and opened it, feeling trepidation, guilt. But that was stupid, there was no reason to.

Mirabelle greeted him with a smile. “How’s the patient?”

“She’s uh, fine,” he answered, looking not at her but at Imogen as she passed by him holding a basket full of leaves and flowers.

“Good.” Mirabelle nodded, then entered.

And froze when she saw Eliza naked under the tree.

Cal hurriedly shut the gate and braced it, then joined them.

Imogen seemed unfazed, and was handing Eliza one of the Tylenol flowers, which Eliza gratefully accepted and ate.

Mirabelle, on the other hand, was gaping at Eliza’s nudity.

She saw Cal looking and pushed him away. “She’s not decent! Go wait over there.”

Eliza chuckled. “It’s fine. He’s seen it all already. He’s the one who cleaned me.”

Mirabelle dropped her hands, looked between Cal and Eliza. “You… cleaned her? Like that?”

“Her wounds needed to be flushed,” Cal told her. “Getting an infection here would be serious.”

“Whatever.” She looked at Eliza. “You should put those bandages on before you get infected. I’m sure Cal wouldn’t mind helping.”

“Where are you going?” Cal asked as Mirabelle moved away.

“Washing these.” She bent and picked up Eliza’s discarded clothing, then turned to look at Cal. “So she can get dressed again.”

“I’m fine,” Eliza said. “Won’t be able to put them back on over these leaves anyway.”

“But… you’ll get cold.”

Eliza laughed, then grimaced at the pain this caused. “Here?” She shook her head. “Besides, what’s the point in wearing them? They don’t protect from anything. As you can tell.” She pointed to a cut on her breast which her top had been covering, yet not prevented.

“You can’t just walk around naked!” Mirabelle protested, flustered.

“Why not?”

“Because you… you just can’t, okay?” She stormed off toward the gate, then struggled to get it open. “Stupid thing.” She kicked it.

“Here,” Cal said, going to help her with it.

“Thanks,” she muttered as he pulled it open, then moved down the path.

“Careful. Don’t fall.”

“Yeah.”

“I’ll stay here and keep watch.”

“K.”

He watched her make her way down to the stream, glancing around for any signs of monsters, though not expecting to see any.

“She seems even more bothered by my body than you are,” Eliza said from behind him.

He turned and looked at her, his eyes landing right on her breasts. He moved them upward to her face. “Yeah, she does.”

Eliza looked at Imogen, who was sitting beside her, eating one of their few remaining fruits. “You don’t seem bothered at all.”

Imogen shrugged. “We need more food. I’ll go get some.”

“I’ll go with you,” Cal offered.

“Thought you didn’t want to leave the base?” Eliza questioned.

“If there were more, they would have come by now.”

“Are you sure that’s the reason?” she teased.

“Of course.”

When Mirabelle got back, he told her his plan as she hung Eliza’s clothes up to dry over the rear gate.

“Oh,” she said, looking at him. “Okay.” Her mood seemed improved.

He took her face in his hands, bent down and kissed her, pressing his tongue in.

She resisted at first, keeping her lips firmly sealed, but then submitted and let them part to allow his tongue entrance.

He grabbed her butt as he kissed her, felt himself growing against her.

She felt it too through his loincloth, pressing against her stomach since he was so much taller than her.

She reached up and ran her hands over his bare, muscular chest as they kissed.

Then he pulled away. “Keep your bow and arrow ready.”

She blinked hazily at him, her brain foggy with lust. “Huh?”

“Just in case there are more. Shoot them before they can make it to the gate. Aim for the eyes. That seems to work.”

“Oh. Right. Yeah, I will.”

He smiled. “And maybe we can go for a swim after dinner. If you’re up for it.”

She shrugged, playing hard to get. “We’ll see.”

He took her chin, gave her a last quick kiss, then grabbed a spear.

“Ready to get dinner?” he asked Imogen.
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They left out the front gate, and as Cal was pulling it closed from outside he heard Eliza say to Mirabelle, “That looked fun. You sure got a rise out of him.”

He couldn’t hear Mirabelle’s response, but Eliza laughed.

“What’s the hold up?” Imogen asked.

He shook his head, leaving the gate and joining her, and they headed into the forest.

“Let’s do this fast,” he said, looking up into the sky where one of this planet’s two suns had already set. “I don’t want to be out after dark.”

Imogen nodded, but said nothing.

“We’ll only get what we need. Banana-applies and tubers.”

She nodded again.

Then he thought of something. “And the prickly green ones.”

“Why? You like them or something?”

“Or something.”

“Fine. They’re not far anyway.”

“You really did pay attention.”

She grunted.

Getting her to talk was like pulling teeth. Well, maybe not that hard. But keeping her talking…

He still wanted to know what year she was from, but the loss of her sister and brother—and father and everyone else for that matter—was still fresh, so he waited.

He’d found out Eliza was from 2041, which meant he hadn’t been the last person abducted and stored.

He was disappointed that he’d been forgotten so quickly. Though Eliza had only been a baby when the most recent Leviathan movie had come out, and with his disappearance, no more would have been made—not with him as Leviathan, in any case—he still would have expected her to at least know of him.

But Eliza had never heard of him, nor any of his films.

With how popular Leviathan had been, he’d thought he’d have a more lasting legacy. 

He wondered what Bradley—his closest friend and director of the Leviathan movies—had done, what movies he’d made after Cal disappeared.

He’d asked Eliza, but she hadn’t recognized Bradley’s name either.

This didn’t mean much, as unless you were one of a few select directors, the general public wouldn’t recognize your name.

He wondered about his friends, who would now be middle-aged. Or, who would have been in 2041. He wasn’t sure what year it currently was on Earth. Obviously after 2041 at least. But how long? Had Bradley lived to see the Earth overrun with zombies? Or had he made it to that old man he’d said he’d become who spent the winters in Miami, smoking cigars and sipping whiskey on the porch of his beach house, watching the young hotties stroll by.

He smiled at the idea of Bradley as an old man. He wondered if he and Clara had stuck together. He thought they probably had. They were perfect for each other.

His mind flashed back to the night he was abducted, a topless Clara coming into the kitchen to greet Bradley, the happiness on Bradley’s face when they’d kissed.

He’d known Bradley for years, and had seen him go through many women, maybe more than Cal himself. But once he’d met Clara, Cal knew Bradley’s bachelor days were done.

Maybe he’d find out one day for sure, maybe find a way back to Earth again.

But though he missed his friends and family, he felt no great desire to return. And that was before taking into account that at least one city had been overrun with zombies.

Despite Cal having been a movie star, he thought it probably wouldn’t play out like in the movies. Eventually humans would wipe out the zombies, retake the world.

Unless the aliens had been the cause of them.

He still wasn’t sure.

Still wasn’t sure what those other things had been. The gangly, spider-like creatures with elongated heads and no eyes. That huge, humanoid monster that seemed to possess limitless strength.

“There’s the banana things,” Imogen said, pointing up ahead.

As they gathered, Cal split his attention between his surroundings and his interface.

He meant to ID some things, but got distracted by his upgrade screen.

There were several icons here, whose meaning he couldn’t decipher. It was a sort of tree structure, with its base being two individual nodes. One had something like a lightning bolt, but when he focused on it the text that appeared said SPEED.

The other was two circles, and the text for this one read STRENGTH.

This was the one he had selected, and after doing so more nodes had appeared above it. They had likewise indecipherable icons, and not even any text to indicate what they might be.

He’d thought increasing his strength would make him faster but it hadn’t. No free lunches, apparently.

Neither Eliza nor Mirabelle had used their upgrades yet, both being hesitant to do so.

Mirabelle especially was freaked out, what with growing horns. She didn’t want to risk something even worse happening.

He couldn’t blame her. While he thought her little horns were cute, it was clearly unnerving for her.

There was also the fact that her upgrades were less clearly beneficial than his.

Her symbols looked different, and the text for her two options were LIFE and DEATH.

Eliza’s were slightly better, though even less enlightening.

Still, based on his experience so far with his increased strength, he was excited to try out whatever his next upgrade options might be. But he had no idea how to get more upgrade tokens.

If it took going back to a zombie-infested Earth, he didn’t think it was worth it.

He also had no idea how it worked. He didn’t look stronger, but he could tell he was.

Perhaps some neural pathway thing. He knew from his absurdly expensive personal trainer Mark Griffin that a lot of getting stronger was actually training the nervous system, not the muscles.

This was why people on PCP could rip bolted-down benches out of concrete and mothers could flip overturned vehicles to rescue their children. Their brain sent out chemicals that got their nervous systems jacked and turned them into pseudo-superheroes.

He also knew from Kylie West, an animal trainer who’d worked with the chimp in the second Leviathan movie, that the reason gorillas and primates were so much stronger than humans wasn’t their muscles, but the fact that their nervous systems were tuned to strength rather than fine movements. So they could deadlift a piano, but didn’t possess the fine motor coordination to play one—even if someone managed to teach them how.

Whatever the method, it had worked, and now he was stronger. Not superhumanly so—he was still no Leviathan—but noticeably. He could, for instance, now lift Mirabelle one-handed, or hold her up and support all her weight without growing tired.

Something he’d done more than once since getting back from the zombie and monster-infested Earth.

“I think that’s enough,” Imogen said, getting his attention.

He looked at her and was surprised when his display changed, a question popping up while her form was outlined in blue.

 

ACTIVATE?

 

He frowned, tried looking away. The message disappeared.

“Uh, hello?”

He looked back at her, and the message reappeared. “Weird.”

“What?”

He shook his head. “Sorry. You lit up.”

“I did what?”

“In the interface we have. I was going through it, and when I looked at you it outlined your body in light and asked me if I wanted to activate.”

“What does that mean?”

He shrugged. “No idea.”

She gestured at the sky. It was nearly dark now. “We should get back.”

“Yeah. We have enough?”

She hoisted the basket, showing it was half-full.

He nodded. “Looks good for now.”

They headed back, the whole time Cal thinking about the question the interface had presented him.

He came to the conclusion that it must have something to do with the fact that there were only three dots and that Imogen didn’t have an interface.

The dots were on the default screen of the interface, displayed at the bottom below STATUS.

There had been four dots before, when Jonathan had been with them.

Then, a little while after they’d been separated on Earth, one had gone away.

And when Eliza had gotten separated from them, been left alone in that Halloween-themed conference room and had her breakdown, one of the dots had turned gray.

Which to Cal indicated that they represented the people in his… group? Team? Whatever they were.

But now there were only three dots, despite Imogen being with them.

So maybe by activate, it meant add her to the group, give her an interface.

But while it was useful—and while it had made him stronger—he wasn’t sure what other effects it might have on someone. What if it was a bomb as well, like in that movie where they could blow up your head if you defected?

But if that were the case, why would they give the choice? They would have already forcibly implanted it into her.

Perhaps that was why it said activate. Maybe it was already there.

He’d talk to the others about it when they got back, see what they thought.

If it did give her an interface, that would be useful so she wouldn’t get caught unaware when the next wave came.

It wasn’t fair to make her stay at the base the whole time. And besides, it wasn’t as though she did. She did what she wanted unless they could convince her their idea made sense.

And not risking her life apparently didn’t make sense to her.

Cal looked over at her as she knocked on the gate and called out that they were back.

He didn’t think she was suicidal. But fatalistic? Perhaps that.
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“God I’m starving,” Mirabelle said, digging in and pulling out one of the prickly green fruits from the basket. She took a big bite and moaned. “These are my favorite.”

Cal smiled. He knew this, and it was why he’d made an effort to get them, even though the tubers and banana-apples would have sufficed. Her being happy made him happy.

She hadn’t been idle while they’d been gone, dragging the alien corpses into a pile near the middle edge and picking up the broken arrows, restoring their base to some semblance of order.

“Work up an appetite?” he asked.

She nodded, enthusiastically devouring her meal.

He took a tuber and bit into it, wondered how it would taste cooked.

The days were hot, but the nights weren’t too bad, feeling like maybe high sixties to low seventies. At night, they could build a fire to cook dinner with. It would be cool enough that the extra heat wouldn’t be bothersome. And at least one cooked meal a day would be nice.

There was plenty of room to build one away from the tree.

Eliza—still naked, though most of her body was covered in bandage-leaves—sat against the tree, legs out in front of her, uncrossed due to all the wounds.

Cal suspected this was why Mirabelle’d had him sit where he was, which was most certainly not directly across from her, but instead to her side, Mirabelle and Imogen between the two of them.

But Cal was tall, and could see plenty even from here.

And though it was the dark of the night and where they sat under the tree was only faintly lit by starlight, Cal could see clearly enough that the sight gave him a pleasant, urgent feeling in the pit of his stomach.

Eliza looked up, checking her out, and smiled, then took a bite of a banana-apple.

No, she certainly had no modesty when it came to her body.

She had no body hair due to an injection she’d had to kill it, which Cal had heard her explain to Mirabelle.

Mirabelle had wished she was from the future, then ripped off the sap from her leg she’d been using to wax with.

It looked painful to Cal, but apparently waxing was something Mirabelle had done since she first started getting body hair, and it didn’t hurt anymore.

Imogen had neither injection, nor had she bothered waxing, but she was a true natural blonde and what hair she did have was fine and only visible when you got up close.

Cal found himself staring at her, causing him to remember the message that had appeared earlier. “I saw something interesting when we were getting food,” he told the group.

“Oh? What was that?” Eliza asked.

“I was going through the interface and when I looked at Imogen, a message opened, asking me if I wanted to activate her.”

“Activate how?” Mirabelle asked, finishing her prickly green fruit and taking another.

“Not sure. I think maybe it meant giving her an interface. We still only have three dots.”

Eliza looked at Imogen, her eyes moving as she brought up her own interface. After a second she said, “Huh, yeah. I get that too. It just says, activate.”

Mirabelle paused her eating to try. “Me three.”

“But how would it give her a display?” Eliza asked. “Wouldn’t it have to be implanted?”

Cal shrugged, eating his tuber. He really was curious now what it would taste like cooked.

“It’s asking me to spend an upgrade token,” Mirabelle said.

“You tried it?” Cal asked, surprised.

“How else would we know?”

“Yeah,” Imogen said dryly, “feel free to experiment on me.”

“Sorry,” Mirabelle apologized. “I was curious. Besides, it didn’t do anything.”

“Well don’t go spending your token or whatever. I’m not keen to have my head split open.”

“I won’t. But we have them, and we’re fine.”

“That’s debatable,” she muttered and took a bite of a banana-apple.

“Hey, I heard that,” Mirabelle said in a playful tone.

Imogen didn’t respond, her face remaining blank.

Mirabelle sighed quietly and took another bite of her own fruit.
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“I’ll take first watch,” Eliza offered when they’d finished.

“You rest,” Cal said. “Heal up. I’ll take it.”

“I can do it,” Imogen offered.

“No. I’ll do it. You need your sleep. You look like shit.”

“Thanks.”

He shrugged. “Taking a page from your book. You could pass for a raccoon.”

“I what?”

“The dark circles under your eyes.”

She shook her head. “Not from lack of sleep.”

He patrolled the perimeter while the women slept, on high alert for any sign of more monsters.

Every time he passed the corpses they had piled to one side, he felt the urge to rip one of their taloned limbs off. He’d lost track of which he’d promised to do this to, but really, any would suffice.

After a couple hours, Imogen woke up and joined him. “I’ll take over.”

“My shift isn’t done yet,” he objected.

“It’s fine. I’m not tired.”

“Neither am I.”

They stared at each other.

Finally she shrugged, grabbing a spear. “Then we’ll both keep watch.”

 

He tried making conversation, but she gave one word answers, when she answered at all.

Mostly she’d only grunt in response, and even then only after repeated prodding.

“We’ll find her,” Cal said.

Imogen froze, halting in her tracks.

He stopped and looked back at her.

“What?” she asked blankly, no emotion in her voice. She was staring at him, expressionless.

“Your sister, Addison, we’ll—”

“Don’t.”

“We—”

“I said don’t. I don’t need your false hope. I’m not a child.”

“I know you aren’t. It’s not false. She came through, she had to have. She was right in front of me, and I saw her go through. Maybe she ended up coming out a different doorway, I don’t know. But she did make it.”

She shook her head, walked past him, her shoulder bumping into him. “You can’t know that. That thing probably got her.”

Cal sighed and followed after her.

Having already brought it up, he figured why not go for broke. “Hey, I’ve been meaning to ask you.”

She sighed irritably.

“What year are you from?”

She stopped and frowned at him. “What?”

“Well, you know, Mirabelle’s from the eighties, Eliza’s from the twenty-forties—”

“Twenty-forty?”

“Yeah.” She had to know, didn’t she? Hadn’t someone told her? Cal realized likely not. But she must have heard them talking. “You knew that, right? We’re all from different time periods.”

“No. How?”

“We were abducted. Stored until we all woke up here.”

She stared blankly at him.

“I thought you knew. Thought you heard us talking about it.”

“I’ve never heard you talking about it. But that’s impossible.”

“In my time they’d already frozen and brought back to life organs and I think some animals. Maybe just insects.”

“No, I mean, how can she be from the future?”

“She’s not, it’s the present for her. It’s only…” He trailed off, realizing what she was saying. Imogen hadn’t been abducted, but had come from Earth through the portal with them. And if 2041 was the future to her… “What year was it back on Earth?”

“Ninety-three. Nineteen ninety-three,” she clarified, before he could ask.

Now it was Cal’s turn to stare blankly. That was impossible.

“That means…”

“Time-travel.”

“Huh,” Cal said, dumbfounded.

But was that really any more surprising than aliens and doorways that led between planets?

It somehow was.

“But, if it’s time-travel, and you’re from the past, my past anyway, I’d already know about the zombies.”

“Unless something got changed.”

The idea felt off to Cal. There was something about it… He felt like he was missing something.

Like back when they were on Earth and he’d noticed something wrong when entering the McDonald's, but hadn’t realized till later what that had been: the streak of blood on the bathroom door.

This was like that. There was something off about it, something that made him think this wasn’t time-travel.

But what? There was no other explanation that made sense.

“You disagree?” Imogen asked.

Cal shook his head. “I’m not sure. I feel like…” He shook his head again. “I don’t know.”

Imogen shrugged. “Doesn’t matter anyway. Not unless we can get our hands on the time machine.” She fell silent, looking thoughtful. “We should search the area. There might—”

A sudden screeching silenced her, and they both looked around, listening intently.

After several minutes passed without another sound, Cal said, “That sounded like one of the monsters.” He looked at the pile of alien corpses.

Had he counted wrong? No, there were five. With the one that fell off the cliff, the one Eliza had killed out on the rear path, and the one he’d killed in the forest, that made eight.

Unless that was one of the ones that had gotten away. There had been three they hadn’t killed, that they had escaped down a “waterslide” from, when Eliza and Jonathan had first found him and Mirabelle.

Those ones could still be out there.

They patrolled in silence the rest of their shift, tense, expecting to be attacked.

But the hours passed uneventfully. Whatever the screech had been, it didn’t recur.
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“Time travel?” Mirabelle asked skeptically the next day as they sat in the shade of the tree eating breakfast.

Cal nodded, looking at Imogen. “If she’s from ninety-three, that would seem to imply we went back in time.”

Eliza studied his face. “You don’t sound like you believe that.”

“I don’t know. It doesn’t feel right.”

“If it’s time travel,” Mirabelle said, “then that means our family and friends aren’t dead. We can go back to see them.” She glanced at Imogen. “Save them.”

“Even if it is time travel,” Imogen replied, not looking at anyone, “we don’t have the device they used. And I didn’t see any controls on that door.”

They talked about what it might be for a while longer, but ultimately came to the conclusion that there was nothing they could do, either way.

“We could explore the area to look for it,” Cal said, “but I worry about getting caught out when a wave comes.”

“Especially if there’s going to be sixteen next time,” Eliza agreed.

“If we can’t do anything about time travel, what about those?” Mirabelle asked, motioning at the alien corpses. “Why are we keeping them again?”

“I want to make a spear out of one of those limbs. All of them, come to think of it.”

Eliza frowned. “They look tough, but I’m not sure they would be any better than the wooden ones we already have.”

Cal shook his head. “Don’t care. I’m making one out of it.” One of those bastards had nearly given him a heart attack when it’d tried to climb up his spear, and he was taking a trophy.

“You going to do it today?” Mirabelle asked. “I woke up last night and the first thing I saw was one of those monsters staring at me. I nearly died of fright.”

“I need to go back out and get the cordage from the nettle roots,” Cal said. “But if anyone else wants to work on it…”

“Sure,” Eliza said. “Not much else I can do.” She motioned to her body, covered in leaves, and Cal tried very hard not to look at the bits that were left uncovered.

He failed, but at least he had tried.

He glanced over and found Mirabelle glaring hard at him, cleared his throat. “Right. Good. I’ll be heading out then.”

“Actually,” Eliza said, studying the alien corpses, “I might be able to make armor from them.”

Mirabelle snapped to attention at this. “Really? That’s a great idea. I can help.”

“You shouldn’t go alone this time,” Imogen said to Cal. “Especially after last night.”

“What happened last night?” Mirabelle asked worriedly.

“Nothing. We heard something.”

“We?” Mirabelle asked.

“I woke up before his shift was over,” Imogen explained. “We stayed up together.”

Mirabelle squinted suspiciously at her.

“What did you hear?” Eliza asked.

“I don’t know. A screech.”

“One of them?”

Cal shrugged.

“I’ll come with you then,” Mirabelle offered.

He smiled. “No, it’s better if you three stay here. I can handle myself.”

“Oh,” Mirabelle teased, “big strong man.”

“Damn right.”

Eliza tilted her head. “Especially after his upgrade. I’ve seen the way he lifts you so easily now.”

Mirabelle’s cheeks flushed. “You have?”

“You two aren’t as discreet as you think.”

“Who said we were trying to be discreet?” Cal asked with a grin.

“Imogen’s right” Mirabelle said, embarrassed and trying to change the subject, “you shouldn’t go alone.”

“If anything happens, I’ll come running back,” he promised.

“Just like last time.”

“Exactly.”

“That was supposed to be an insult.”

“Well then you suck at insults.”
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“Keep alert,” he said to the three women under the tree as he stood at the rear gate holding the basket they used to gather food in in one hand, wooden spear in the other.

“We will,” Eliza promised.

He set his items down, pulled the gate shut behind him, then headed down the steep rear path, stopping at the dead alien.

He thought about kicking it off, but decided they might be able to use it. He went back and called over the gate. “There’s the alien you killed out here. Spear stuck in it. We can use it. One of you should drag it in.”

“Anything else, your highness?” Eliza asked. “Shall we craft you a throne while you’re out on your picnic?”

Cal shrugged. “Sure. If you want.”

Eliza snorted. “Get out of here then.”

He left and made his way to where the nettle-like plant grew, and where he had left the roots out to dry which he had been about to gather yesterday before the surprise wave had interrupted him.

He made a mental note to himself to make another basket, wondered why they hadn’t yet.

Probably because they were focused on more important things like getting the gates and palisade up. And that little thing of getting tricked into thinking they were going back to Earth only to have to face zombies.

He shook his head as he walked. He couldn’t believe they’d dump zombies on the Earth. Wondered how they had done it.

Though the aliens who’d abducted them were clearly very advanced, and so doing something as simple as making zombies probably wasn’t that difficult.

Though creating ones that could survive so much damage…

And then what about those other things? Were they alien creations, the aliens themselves, or something else altogether?

He was growing more frustrated that he couldn’t pinpoint what it was that seemed wrong to him about the idea that they’d time-traveled.

They’d been sent back in time through a portal to a point in the past which had been modified to have zombies.

It seemed… off.

He was so distracted by his thoughts that he didn’t notice the noise until it had grown too loud to ignore.

He froze, finally noticing the sound of movement, of plants being trampled underfoot by something moving quickly through the forest.

He quickly checked his interface, but saw no notifications.

But this told him nothing. The last wave had come without a countdown, maybe the next would have no warning at all.

But it didn’t sound like a wave. The sound was coming from one distinct spot, not multiple ones.

The giant snake thing then?

But the movement was too quick, the cadence all wrong, that of something with feet, not something slithering.

He was pretty sure, anyway.

Perhaps this was what they had heard last night.

He set the basket down and crouched, spear at the ready, hoping whatever it was, there was only one of them.

It sounded like only one. With his extra strength he might be able to take it on.

It was his only option, really. Even though it seemed like it should have, his strength upgrade hadn’t made him any faster, so all he could do was stand and fight. Because he sure as hell couldn’t outrun whatever it was. Not now that he’d let it get so close.

He’d barely made it back yesterday, and he’d had a large head start that time. And even still, one of them had sprinted ahead of him, cut him off.

So he stood his ground.

Then a flash of blue came from a direction he wasn’t expecting, from slightly off to the side of where he expected, and he turned his head just as the thing jumped from the foliage and right at him.

He had no time to move his spear to jab the thing and so instead it slammed into him, knocking him to the ground.

He tried to push the monster off, but it was too heavy, and its huge mouth opened as it went for his face.
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“Get off me you dumb not-dog,” Cal grunted, trying to stop the alien dog from licking him.

It was futile. The beast was too strong and heavy, even for Cal’s new upgraded strength. He just kept licking Cal’s face.

“This is so gross,” Cal groaned, hands up, trying to push the beast off. “Stop it!”

The dog didn’t stop, its two tails wagging furiously.

Cal turned his head to the side, saw the spear next to him. He dropped one arm to reach for it, now only fending off the licks with a single forearm.

He clutched for the spear through the dog’s onslaught, got hold of it, then flicked it away.

The move drew the dog’s attention and Rufus took off for it, a weight literally off of Cal’s chest.

It hadn’t flown far—Cal hadn’t exactly had good leverage—so he quickly got to his knees before Rufus could pin him again.

The alien dog grabbed the spear and brought it back to Cal.

“Good boy,” Cal said, reaching for the spear, but when he tried to take it, Rufus wouldn’t let go.

“Drop it,” he ordered.

Instead of dropping it, Rufus pulled on it, letting out that rumbling growl that he had used when the snakelike creature had ambushed them, the one that sounded like a huge diesel engine.

“Rufus,” Cal scolded, “drop it.”

The dog didn’t listen.

“Come on Rufus, you’re going to—”

The spear snapped under the pressure of Rufus’s strong, massive jaws.

“Goddammit,” Cal said, looking down at the half of the spear in his hand, then at the other half still in Rufus’s mouth.

Rufus opened his mouth, letting the spear drop to the forest floor. He looked down at it, then back up at Cal.

Cal shook his head. “Great. Now I’ve got two.”

Rufus wagged his tails, as though this were a good thing.

Cal grunted, reached down and scratched the dog’s head between its two tall, pointed ears.

Its eyes closed and its tongue lolled from its mouth in contentment.

He wondered if the dog had been what had caused that screech. “You find one of those aliens and take it out?”

Rufus of course didn’t answer.

He did however huff indignantly when Cal stopped scritching him.

“Don’t have time to pet you all day. Dumb mutt.” He wiped the alien slobber from his face with the crook of his arm, glad that the dog at least didn’t have two tongues. “Got work to do.”

He grabbed the basket and the pointed half of the spear and headed off in the direction he’d been going before being jumped, toward where he’d left the nettle roots to dry.

Rufus bounded after him, running around, trying to get Cal to play.

“I’ve got work to do, I said. You can help if you want, just don’t get in my way.”

Being the well-behaved alien dog he was, Rufus ran around, darting back and forth in front of Cal, nearly tripping him several times.

“Quiet,” he hushed as the dog darted about like an idiot, making noise that Cal hoped didn’t draw attention.

But there seemed to be scant few other animals on this planet, or at least in the area they were in. Besides, the dog had excellent senses and so at least he would serve as an early warning system. The dinner bell and the alarm.

If Cal was honest with himself, he appreciated having Rufus with him. He was certainly stronger than Cal was, and that snake had apparently not gotten the best of him.

Cal smiled as he thought of what Eliza’s reaction would be when he brought Rufus back. She’d be so happy. She really liked the alien mutt.

Cal was glad he was still okay too.

But only because Eliza would be.

He didn’t actually like Rufus. No, of course not.

Rufus’s feet skidded out from under him as he tried to take a corner too quickly and he fell onto his side, sliding, legs kicking wildly to try to regain his paws.

“Idiot,” Cal said, fighting a smile.
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A few minutes later Cal spotted the roots he had left to dry out in the sun.

He picked up his pace as Rufus darted around him, rolling in the dirt and biting off random plants that Cal hoped weren’t poisonous.

But at least he was distracted. Cal needed to make it to the roots before Rufus did. Cal had no doubt the alien mutt would get one look at those roots spread out and think nothing but TOY! TOY! TOY!

The roots were strong, but Cal didn’t feel like testing their resistance to an alien dog’s teeth. Not when they took so much effort to gather.

He picked up his pace, walking quickly but not running. He didn’t want to draw Rufus’s attention by triggering some predator’s instinct in the dog, even if it was only to play.

He reached the area he’d laid the roots out in and began swiftly gathering them up, coiling them as he went.

He was about to reach the end when Rufus finally took notice of what he was doing and ran over.

Cal pulled the roots away at the last second as Rufus dove for them, missing and landing in the dirt, skidding face-first several feet.

This time Cal couldn’t help but burst out laughing. “You idiot.”

Rufus bounced up, shaking his head and huffing out dirt, then went down on his front paws, staring up at the bundle of roots Cal held.

“Don’t even think about it.”

But Rufus clearly was.

“No,” Cal emphasized.

Rufus sneezed, spraying dirt, then made a sound, a huffing, rumbling sound of annoyance.

Cal gestured with the hand holding the coil of roots, Rufus’s large eyes following the motion fixedly. “There’s plenty of other plants. Go play with those.”

Rufus made that huffing sound again, then started rumbling.

“You don’t scare me, mutt,” Cal said as he stashed the coil of roots in the basket.

This wasn’t entirely true.

Cal nodded to himself, looking down into the basket. Dried up, there was about a hundred feet of cordage. They would still need to be twisted at least once to make rope strong enough for their purposes, but that still gave fifty feet of rope from a single plant, even if it took a lot of digging to gather.

Cal glanced at Rufus, who was now lying down, head on his front paws, pointedly not looking at Cal. “Hey, you like digging?”

The dog huffed, still not looking at him.

“Yeah, I bet you do.”

That would speed up the gathering process.

And if they wanted to speed up their palisade construction process, they’d need a lot more cordage.

The front path was about a hundred and fifty feet long, so they needed about two hundred feet of rope to be able to tie off logs and then use the tree to pull them up. Adding this to what they already had should give them just enough.

Cal wanted to create a kind of pulley system, but he was no engineer. He knew he needed something moving to create that, that the way a pulley system worked to lighten the load was by increasing the distance you pulled. So he was pretty sure to do that required something that could move. But he couldn’t think of any way to construct a system like that with the things they had at hand.

But still, at least the rope would mean they wouldn’t have to carry the logs up the path, which was precarious, especially as it got narrow at the top.

Then Cal, still staring at the dog who was now rolling around in the dirt, having forgotten about the coil of roots, realized there might be an even easier way.

They could put the big log on littler ones and pull it up, using them like rollers which would reduce the drag.

Or maybe they could make actual wheels.

Jesus, how could he have only just thought of that now?

No wonder it’d taken cavemen so long to make the wheel.

Wheels might take a while to make, and they’d need to build a platform to attach them to. But rollers, that was something they could make and use almost right away. They would only need to gather a bunch of branches that were all about the same diameter.

He wished he had something to write this down on so he wouldn’t forget.

Wasn’t there something else he needed?

He watched Rufus play, trying to remember.

After several seconds, he shook his head and gave up. Then remembered as he looked back down into the basket. Yes, that was it. Needed to make another basket.

He headed back to the hilltop, eager to tell his idea to the others.

They needed more rope, but to gather the cordage to make that he still needed to find another nettle plant old enough to have such a large root system. There were many of the plants, but most were young and had meager, thin roots.

He could go now and look for more, but wanted to drop off what he’d gathered first so they could get started on making it into rope. And he also couldn’t wait to see the look on Eliza’s face when she saw Rufus.

“Stay quiet,” he told the dog as they approached the hilltop base.

Rufus looked up at him, tilting his huge head.

“Good boy,” Cal said, patting the alien dog between his ears.

Then they made their way up the rear path, Rufus slipping and sliding on it.

Cal almost said we’re back, but caught himself. “I’m back,” he called over the gate, which he could just barely see over on this side due to the slope of the path.

He saw Eliza dozing under the tree, Mirabelle working on making more arrows, Imogen helping her out.

Mirabelle looked up at him with a smile, then got up and walked over to the gate.

“Hey,” Cal said, handing over the basket.

She nodded at him, taking the basket then setting it down to unbrace the gate, grunting as she tried to open it. She looked up at Cal. “A little help?”

“Oh, sorry.”

“Why are you grinning like that?” she asked, annoyed.

“No reason.” He wanted Rufus to be a surprise for her too.

“Need to get this on some kind of easier system,” Mirabelle complained as they worked together to open it.

“Need help?” Imogen asked, coming over.

“We got it,” Mirabelle said.

Then the gate was opened just wide enough for Rufus and he charged in, startling both Mirabelle and Imogen, the latter of whom stumbled back at seeing the massive beast.

Cal had other problems, namely Rufus nearly knocking him off the path.

He pinwheeled his arms and grabbed for the post next to the gate, thankful that it existed, stopping himself from falling off the cliff.

Heart pounding, he shook his head and entered.

Rufus went right for Eliza but, maybe sensing she was injured, skidded to a halt and instead of slamming into her like he had done to Cal, nuzzled her head gently to wake her.

She didn’t wake at first, and Rufus whimpered, nudging her again, less gently this time.

Her eyes opened, briefly confused, then she squealed in delight when she saw who it was.

“Rufus!” she exclaimed, wrapping her arms around the dog’s thick neck and kissing his face, a few leaf bandages falling off as she did.

She looked at Cal. “You found him!”

Cal smiled, unable to be upset even though Rufus had nearly just accidentally knocked him off the path. She was so happy, and it was contagious.

He nodded. “More like he found me, but yeah.”

Even Mirabelle was smiling, though she seemed to be trying not to.

“What the fuck is that?” Imogen said, clutching a spear.

“It’s Rufus,” Eliza said, scratching the dog’s ears and kissing the bridge of his nose.

“Is that a…”

“A dog,” Mirabelle finished. “Well not actually a dog, obviously. But he acts kind of like a dog. Most of the time.”

“Is he safe? He looks dangerous.”

“Oh you wouldn’t hurt us, would you boy?” Eliza said in a baby voice, ruffling the dog’s head as his tongue lolled happily. “Are you hurt?” she said pushing him this way and that to check for injuries.

“He’s fine,” Cal said, closing the gate.

“Any sign of the snake?”

“No. He must have chased it off or killed it.”

“What a good boy you are!”

Rufus reveled in the attention.

“Careful,” Cal said. “Your wounds. You’re going to open them up.”

“It’s okay, they haven’t closed in the first place.”

“Is he what we heard last night?” Imogen asked.

Cal shook his head. “He doesn’t sound like that. But maybe he found one of the monsters and attacked it, or it found him.”

“And came out uninjured?” Imogen asked 

Cal nodded in confirmation. “When we were headed to the doorway, the one that led back to Earth, a snake ambushed us. Rufus there chased it off.”

“And when he says snake,” Mirabelle added, “what he really means is a huge dragon monster. I mean, this thing was taller than he is.”

Imogen’s eyebrows went up. “Taller?”

Cal nodded. “It coiled and lifted up, kind of like one of those pythons or cobras that are entranced by the flute, and even half-coiled it was still taller than me. It was a huge thing.”

Imogen looked skeptically at Rufus, who was currently on his back, grinning and drooling as Eliza rubbed his belly. “And he chased it off?”
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“Good job,” Cal said, looking down at the progress Eliza had made on his talon-spear.

He picked the weapon up and hefted it in his hand. It was about four feet in length, smooth and black with a sharp point at one end.

“Thanks,” she said.

He looked at the pile of now dismembered bodies, grimaced.

Eliza saw this. “It’s quite interesting, actually. Their organs are nothing like ours. Want to see?”

“No thanks, I’ll take your word. How’s the armor coming?” She had a pile of carapace pieces next to the tree.

“Good. I’m using the ‘teeth’ from their mouths as needles. It’s really hard, but with enough force I can push it through. When we get more cordage, I can run it through the holes so we can tie them on ourselves.”

Cal nodded. “I’ve got more cordage, but I want to use this for getting branches for the palisade. Can you use vines instead?”

“I can, but it will break once it dries.”

“It’s good enough for now. Having armor would be nice.”

“Okay.”

Cal noticed Mirabelle was glaring at him. “Everything okay?”

“Huh?” she asked, seeming startled. “Yeah. It will be good to get armor.”

Eliza stretched. “Not as comfortable as being nude.”

Mirabelle wrinkled her nose. “We going to work on the palisade today?” she asked Cal.

“Yeah. Imogen and I will go out and gather branches while you two stay here and twist that cordage into a rope and add it to what we already have. I want to get at least one log for the palisade today, and it’d be nice if we didn’t have to risk dying to carry it up here.”

“How come you never ask me to join you in hard labor?” Mirabelle pouted.

“Well, I don’t know. I didn’t think you’d like doing that kind of work.”

“You should’ve asked.”

“Okay. Mirabelle, do you want to come break branches with me?”

She pursed her lips, shook her head. “Nope.”

Cal rolled his eyes. “Actually, I’m going to get smaller branches. Use them to roll up the larger ones for the palisade. So it won’t be as hard of labor, if you want to join.”

She thought for a moment, then shook her head. “Still nope.”

“We’ll be back later, then. We won’t go far, so call out if you need us.”

“Roger wilco,” Mirabelle said, pulling out the cordage from the basket and unwinding it.

Cal and Imogen left out the front gate, made their way down the path and entered the forest.

Cal looked for the roundest of branches so they would have to do the least work to make them roll well.

“So,” Cal said as they searched, breaking the silence and trying to make conversation, “what do you think of this place?”

She looked at him like he was an idiot, and didn’t answer.

“Okay then. Don’t like small talk. Noted.”

He thought he caught a glimpse of a smile on her lips, but if it had been there at all, it was gone just as quick as it had appeared.

“We should make a saw,” Imogen said a few minutes later as Cal hung from a branch, yanking down on it, trying to break it off the tree it was currently very strongly attached to.

“This is quicker.” He looked over at her, standing there with her arms crossed, watching him. “It’d be even quicker still if you joined me.”

She sighed, letting her hands drop and walking over to him.

To get a grip on the branch, she had to press her body up against his, their hips touching.

He looked down at her and smiled. “Keep pulling.”

“I am pu—”

The branch snapped and they both went to the ground, him on top of her.

Imogen stared up at him with an annoyed look. “Did you plan this?”

“Huh?” With the little clothing they both were wearing—him in his loincloth and her in her skimpy leaf-outfit—there was so much skin-on-skin contact going on that Cal’s higher brain functioning had begun shutting down and readying to go home for the night, thinking it was no longer needed. He shook his head to jolt it back online.

“You’re an actor, right?

At his look, she added, “Remember, I listen?”

“Right.” He was still on top of her, and she seemed perfectly comfortable with this arrangement, making no move to get out from under him.

This fact—as well as her body against his—made him begin to harden.

“In those cheesy made-for-TV movies?” she went on. “This is like a scene out of one of them. Fall down together, get tangled up, stare into each other’s eyes. Kiss.” Her eyes flicked down to his lips. “You planned this.”

“I didn’t.”

She moved under him, his loincloth lifting and Richard getting a nice long stroke along her bare thigh.

His brain went blank again and he unconsciously and quite involuntarily pressed himself against her as his partial erection turned into a full one.

Imogen grunted, looking down between them. “Are you going to get off me?”

“Huh?”

“You’re too big and heavy. I can’t get out.”

“Oh. Yeah.” He pushed himself off of her, adjusting his loincloth to try to hide his excitement.

When he looked up, he saw her watching.

She quickly looked away and got to her feet, staring at the branch they’d broken off. “You’re carrying that.”
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They both awkwardly ignored the fact that Cal’s loincloth kept falling to one side or the other, Richard popping his head out.

Imogen also kept glancing back at him in a way that—at least to him—was highly suggestive, which didn’t help things settle.

He focused on carrying the branch, not that it was particularly hard to do, it was just something to prevent him from watching her hips sway as she walked, from focusing on the brief glimpses of firm buttock her leaf loincloth revealed with every other step.

They gathered up several branches in this manner—though without the falling on one another bit—until they had more than they could carry.

“We’ll come back for the rest,” Cal said.

“You sure you’re good?” Imogen asked, looking at all the branches he carried. She was now loaded up with several of her own as well.

“Fine. That upgrade made me much stronger.”

“Clearly. Maybe I should let you, what did you call it? Upgrade me.”

“Activate,” Cal supplied. “Upgrade comes later. You should if you want. Pretty sure it’s safe.”

“I’m glad you’re such an expert.”

He grinned at her. “Me too.”

She almost rolled her eyes at him, but instead just walked away.

He watched her go, watching her muscular legs flex, her lean back that was covered only by the thin strap of fabric of her top.

Their loincloths didn’t really have much of a side, as they were loincloths, not skirts, and so he could see the side of her muscular butt and—due to the lightness of the leaf—a tantalizing glimpse of what was between her thighs as she turned onto the path that would lead them out of the forest and back to their base.

She glanced back, caught him staring at her. She gave him a strange look, then continued on without comment.

He followed after her, trying not to grunt under the weight of all the branches he was carrying. They were heavy, and as he followed after her he realized he had only loaded himself up with so many to impress her.

He wasn’t sure he’d succeeded.
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“Shit,” Cal said, looking up at the path to the hilltop.

The front one was nowhere near as steep or precarious as the rear, but they still had to get all the branches up there, and he was already sweating from the exertion of carrying them back here. It was also still damn hot and humid. Like Florida in the summer. Not that he’d ever been.

Maybe Eliza had the right idea. Why wear anything at all?

Imogen dropped the branches she was carrying at the bottom of the path to the hilltop and began ascending.

“Hey,” Cal called indignantly, “what are you doing? You have to carry some too.”

Imogen stopped and looked at him. “You said these are to help get the logs for the fence up, right?”

“Palisade. Yeah.”

She nodded. “Why would we need to carry them up there?”

“Because…” He trailed off, frowning. “Oh. Yeah.” He looked down at the branches she’d dropped. “But they still have parts we need to cut off and smooth.”

“That will happen naturally as we use them to pull logs up.”

Cal chewed his lip, then nodded. “Right-o. Maybe you should be leading us.” He grinned. “You’re pretty smart.”

“Or maybe I only look that way by comparison.”

“Hey, you calling me stupid?”

She grinned back at him. He was pretty sure it was the first time he’d ever seen her actually grin in a nonmenacing way. “No, not at all. I would never do that.” Then she turned and headed up the hill.

Cal set his branches down, realizing as he did that he could see up her leaf loincloth.

Only little flashes, but it was enough to send a jolt of adrenaline through him that went straight to his crotch.

He shook his head and stood up, wondering if Mirabelle would feel up for a little dunk in the stream.

And one or two other activities.
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Mirabelle squealed as Cal lifted her up and spun her around, kissing her deeply.

Rufus ran around them huffing, eager to join in on this new game.

“What was that for?” she asked when he set her down.

“Happy to see you,” he said.

The dog tried to push between them but Cal pushed his massive head away. “Down boy. She’s mine.”

“Oh,” Mirabelle said, looking at Rufus, “I don’t know about that. He is pretty cute.”

“But can he do this?” Cal lifted her up again, pulling her crotch against his as her legs automatically wrapped around his waist. He easily supported her weight and they kissed deeply again as he grew stiff against her.

Even through their loincloths, he could feel her heat.

“Wow,” Mirabelle gasped when their kiss ended, though Cal didn’t put her down. She looked over at Rufus, who was looking up at them with head tilted. “Sorry boy. You were outmatched.”

The dog huffed as though understanding this and walked away to sulk in the shade of the tree.

“Aw,” she chuckled. “I’m sorry. Don’t be sad.”

“He’ll be fine,” Cal said. He glanced at Eliza and Imogen, who were purposely not watching them. Then, to Mirabelle, he said loudly, “I think we should go wash up, don’t you?”

“Oh definitely,” she said, just as loudly. “You smell very bad.” She pressed her face into his neck and inhaled deeply, a chill of pleasure running through her.

He did the same to her. “Yes, you too.” He set her down. “You two be okay here?” he asked Imogen and Eliza. “We’re going to go wash up.”

Eliza grinned knowingly, Imogen just shook her head and muttered something they couldn’t hear.

Before Cal had even pulled the gate fully shut, Mirabelle had her hands on his loincloth, pulling it down.

“Little dangerous, don’t you think?”

She grinned up at him. “I like danger.” She carelessly tossed his loincloth off the edge where it just missed landing in the stream. “If I lose that, I don’t have another.”

“Then you can go nude like Eliza. I wouldn’t mind that. Or make an outfit from leaves like Imogen if you’re embarrassed.

“I’m not embarrassed. What about you?”

She pulled off her top and tossed it away with a flourish, then did the same with her bottoms.

She stood there naked, grinning up at him, hands on her hips, proudly displaying her smooth, soft, completely naked body. “Nope. Not at all.”

“Um, Mirabelle.”

“What?”

He pointed.

“Shit,” she said, watching her clothes drift away in the stream.
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They moved naked as fast as they dared down the path, then Cal had to chase after her clothes as the stream carried them away.

“Maybe we should just let them go,” he panted as they ran after them.

She pushed on his back. “Get them!”

He grunted and ran faster, legs pumping, until he was ahead of them, then dove into the stream.

He came up, holding the two pieces of rough cloth above his head victoriously.

“You dork,” she said with a smile, shaking her head.

“Want to put them on? I know you like wearing wet clothes.”

She ran her hands over her hips as she stared at his crotch. “I don’t need those to make me wet.”

In an instant Cal was out of the water, dropping her clothes on the shore and taking her to the ground, already fully erect.

“That was fast,” she panted as she reached down and took him in her hand.

He smiled. “You make me—”

Then she pushed his cock into her hot wetness and his mind went blank.

He kissed her, pushing his tongue in eagerly as he slowly slid in and out of her.

She wasn’t kidding about being wet. She was soaking, and soon she was urging him to go faster, harder.

He was pretty sure they would be visible if Imogen or Eliza looked over the edge, but he didn’t care.

And Mirabelle didn’t either. She moaned as he fucked her, driving his cock deep into her pussy, moving from her mouth to her large, full breasts, sucking on her hard nipples.

She dug her nails into his back, her legs wrapped around him, pushing down against him on each thrust to drive him deeper inside her.

She was so tight and hot and he was so worked up that soon he was ready to come. “I’m going to—”

“I know,” she breathed. “Just a little longer. I’m almost—” She gasped. “Almost…” She moaned and gasped again, and Cal couldn’t hold back.

He pulled out just in time, shooting his load onto her.

She moaned, watching him come onto her stomach and tits as she rubbed her clit with one hand, tweaked a nipple with the other.

Then she threw her head back, mouth open in a silent scream as she orgasmed.

Cal slid two fingers inside her pussy, feeling her clench down on it in orgasm.

She pressed her hand over his, holding it there, looking at him, their eyes locked as she came.

Cal, still hard, pulled his finger out and pushed his cock in.

This prolonged her fading orgasm and she squeezed her eyes shut, her face contorting in a look of pleasure that nearly made Cal come again.

Then he was moving inside her once more, her breathing shallow and fast, her little moans of pleasure growing louder as they built toward another orgasm.

When they came this time, it was together.

He kissed her deeply, relishing the feel of her body trembling in pleasure beneath him.

“Oh God,” she panted, opening her eyes and meeting his.

He smiled at her. “Now you are all dirty.”

“Thanks to you.” She bit her lip.

“Come on. I’ll give you a nice, slow bath. I won’t miss an inch. Promise.”
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“Let’s get that log for the palisade brought up here,” Cal said to Imogen.

He looked at Mirabelle, hair still soaked from the bath they’d taken together after having sex. With her bangs wet like that, they clumped together and made her horns even more obvious.

They hadn’t really talked about them at all. Whenever he’d brought them up, she’d seemed uncomfortable, insecure.

He’d tried to tell her he thought they were cute—which he did—but really, he couldn’t blame her for being freaked out.

She did have freaking horns growing from her forehead. Definitely not an everyday occurrence

Then again, nothing recently was.

“Want to come join us?” he asked her.

“No, but thank you for offering.”

“You’re quite welcome.”

“Ugh,” Imogen grunted in disgust at their sappy exchange, and headed for the gate.

“How are your cuts feeling?” Cal asked Eliza.

She nodded. “Good.” She stood up to prove this, though winced, which somewhat ruined the effect.

She stood only a few feet away from him, letting him look her up and down. She held her hands out. “All better.”

He scanned her body, able to be mostly clinical after his time with Mirabelle.

“Not quite. I should change those bandages out when I get back.”

“I’ll do it,” Mirabelle said quickly, dropping what she was doing and shooting to her feet then running over, looking around as though for more of the bandages.

“All right,” Cal said, trying to hold back a laugh at how quickly she had moved. It was by far the quickest he’d ever seen. “Good.” He looked at Eliza again, studying her wounds. They had heal—

Mirabelle pushed his arm. “Go on, stop gawking.”

“I wasn’t,” he protested.

She pointed at the gate. “Don’t keep her waiting.”

“I’m going, I’m going. Jeez.” He smiled, and she couldn’t keep the cross look on her face.

“Don’t I get a kiss?” he asked.

She blew air out her nose, but relented and gave him one.

“That’s all?”

“Yes that’s all.” She pushed him, her bare feet sliding in the soft dirt as he stayed immobile. “Now go.”

Cal patted her head. “You’re so cute.”

She tried to scowl at him, but soon was biting her cheek to keep from smiling.

He finally joined Imogen at the gate, who shook her head, annoyed.

She took the lead, quickly walking down the path as Cal pulled the gate shut behind them. “Don’t forget to brace this,” he called over it, since they would be gone a while.

Mirabelle waved dismissively at him. “Stop being such a granny.”

As he was walking down, Imogen already halfway down having not waited for him, he heard Mirabelle whisper, “You’re an ass,” to Eliza, and Eliza chuckle in response.
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“Hey,” he called out to Imogen as she reached the bottom and then kept going, not bothering to wait for him there either. “You don’t know where we’re going.” He jogged down the slope to catch up to her.

Then she turned toward the right spot to where they had been getting the tall, thick branches from for the palisade.

She stopped and looked at him.

“Or maybe you do know.”

“Told you I paid attention.”

“Yeah, but you stayed at the hilltop. How would you—”

“I sat on the edge, saw which way you went.”

“Oh.”

“Yes, ‘oh’.”

They walked on.

“Oh hey I’ve been meaning to ask you—keep forgetting cause I don’t have anything to write anything down with—you were in the military, or contractors or assassins or whatever—”

She laughed. “Assassins?”

He shrugged. “What do you think about all this? What we’re doing, I mean. Any ideas for anything else we should be making?”

She shook her head. “Not my specialty. You’re the Boy Scout.”

“You heard us talking about that too.”

“Of course. I hear everything. Especially your little girlfriend when you two are together at night.”

Cal's pulse sped for a moment. He wasn’t embarrassed, not for himself, but rather for Mirabelle. Though he couldn’t help but smile at the image that this conjured up in his mind: her cheeks going red, averting her eyes as she chewed her lip nervously.

She was so adorable when she was embarrassed.

“I hope we didn’t wake you,” Cal said.

“It’s fine,” she said. “It’s… cute.”

“Wait,” Cal said, grabbing her arm and halting her.

She frowned up at him.

“Did you just say cute?”

“Yeah. It’s cute.”

“Cute?”

“Yes, cute. Are you deaf? What’s wrong with you?”

“What’s wrong with me? What’s wrong with you?”

“What’s wrong with me? What do you mean what’s wrong with me? All I said is you’re cute.”

“Oh you think I’m cute?”

“No, not you. You and your girlfriend, Mirabelle, are cute. You’re cute together, you know? Not that either of you are cute as in physically. Not tha—”

“Oh so you think I’m ugly?”

“No I didn’t say you’re ugly. You’re not cute.”

“Well if I’m not cute then I’m ugly.”

“Are you dumb? There are more options than cute and ugly.”

“Like what?”

“I don’t know, beautiful.”

“So you think I’m beautiful?”

She sighed. “No, it was an example. I don’t think you’re beautiful. That’s ridiculous.”

“So you do think I’m ugly?”

“Jesus! No. There are other options like… hot.”

“So you think I’m hot?”

“Oh screw you.” She spun and walked away.

He rushed after her. “Hey, we’re not done here.”

“We are.” She shook her head. “Jesus, I try to say you’re a cute couple…”

“I can’t believe you said cute,” Cal said.

“Can we just drop it?”

“It just doesn’t fit coming from you. I mean, cute? I never thought you’d even know what that word means.”

She frowned at him. “Of course I know what cute means. What the hell. It’s like one of the first words people learn. Like, ‘Oh look at that cute puppy or that cute kitten or that cute cockroach—” She fell silent, realizing what she’d just said.

“Whoa wait, cute cockroach?”

She sighed. “I was a weird kid, okay? I liked insects. Well at least some of them. Worms freaked me the hell out.”

Cal chuckled, eager to get more out of her. This was the most she’d spoken the entire time he’d known her. “Worms freak you out?”

“Yes. They’re so squishy and what if you accidentally squish them and then there becomes two and then four and then eight and then they just keep growing and growing and growing until you have an infinite number of worms.”

“Uhh, I really don’t think it works that way.”

“Yeah, you tell that to a four-year-old.”

“So did you have an ant farm?”

“No, I didn’t have an ant farm. Don’t be stupid.”

He shrugged. “I don’t know, you said you liked insects. Why wouldn’t you have an ant farm?”

“Because if they get out you have a thousand million ants in your house.”

“A thousand million?”

She waved him off dismissively. “You know what I mean. Where the hell are these logs?”

“I don’t know, I’m following you.”

She stopped and looked at him. “What?”

“You said you knew where they were.”

She sighed heavily and looked around, then looked up to the sky, then looked around again, turned slightly to the left, and finally marched on.

“Wow,” he said, following her. “You have a really good sense of direction.”

“I know.”

“You’re not very good at taking compliments.”

“You’re not very good at giving them. What about you? Any strange childhood habits you had?”

“I used to eat dirt.”

She glanced over at him as they walked. “Dirt. Like… dirt? I was joking about you being stupid, but now…”

“Not actual dirt,” he clarified.

“Uh, what other kind of dirt is there?”

“You know, the other kind of dirt.”

Her forehead creased. “Sand?”

“No.” He sighed. “You know, like fertilizer?”

“Isn’t that kind of dangerous?”

“No.” He shook his head confidently. “Other animals eat it all the time.”

She stopped, putting her hand out and stopping him. “Wait a second. Are you talking about manure?”

He pushed her hand away and walked on.

Now it was her turn to rush after him. “Oh my God. You ate manure?”

“It smells worse than it tastes, all right? And little kids don’t have a disgust reflex. You know you can give a baby insects and it’ll happily eat them up until like five or something?”

“You ate poop.”

He looked at her, grimacing. “That’s disgusting. And also hearing you say the word poop is very strange.”

“Poop?” she asked.

“Yes. You aren’t the kind of person who would say that.”

“What would I say?”

“I don’t know, crap, shit, kaka? Wait, no not that.”

“So you ate shit?”

“That sounds better. But no. I mean yes, but no. It was manure. There’s a difference.”

“What difference is that?”

“One comes from humans, one doesn’t.”

“Nope, shit is shit. Haven’t you heard of bullshit?”

Cal frowned, thinking. “One’s mixed with hay?”

She snorted. “Manure is not mixed with hay.”

He shrugged. “Can we just drop it?”

“Like a doo-doo.”

“Okay, that’s even stranger than hearing you say poop, and frankly, quite uncomfortable to hear.” He shook his head. “You know, you’re kind of weird.”

“I’m not the one who ate shit as a kid.”

“No, but you liked cockroaches. You thought they were cute.”

“I never said—” She stopped when she realized she had said this. “They’re all shiny and stuff,” she explained. “And the way they waddle around on all of those appendages.”

Cal twisted up his face in disgust. “Even the way you describe it sounds disturbing. It waddled on appendages?”

“Hey, I’m not the one who ate poop as a kid.”

“All right, can we just agree that we both were strange little kids?”

“Okay. But you were stranger.”

“Whatever. Look, there’s a branch already broken off.”

They walked over and stared down at the branch, then looked up to the tree it had broken off from.

“That’s weird,” Imogen said, looking at the place where the branch had been not broken, but cut off.

“Something sliced clean through that,” Cal observed.

They stood in silence, breathing quietly, listening.

“That noise we heard last night,” Imogen said.

“Me and my cute girlfriend?”

She glared at him.

He held up his hands. “Don’t kill me.”

“That noise,” she repeated.

“Yeah.” He nodded, growing serious. “But if it was one of those monsters from the waves, they couldn’t do that. It’s way too high up. And that is a very clean cut. The ends of their talons are sharp, but they wouldn’t produce cuts so clean. That looks like it was made by a blade.”

“Are there people here with blades? Or other people at all? I thought you were alone.”

“So did I. But something did this.”

“If anything was nearby that meant us harm, it would’ve heard us arguing and been here by now.”

“We weren’t arguing.”

“Yes we were.”

“No we were—” He stopped himself.

Imogen grinned widely at him.

“Let’s take this and get out of here.”

She nodded at it. “Be my guest, scout.”

“Oh you’re gonna make me carry it?”

“Hell yes I am.” She held out her closed fist, then popped her thumb up. “One, you’re a big, strong man. Two, you’ve got some weird alien upgrade that makes you even stronger. And three…”

“Yes?” Cal prompted.

She dropped her hand, shaking her head. “Whatever. Two’s enough. Pick it up, doughboy.”

He frowned at her. “Doughboy?

“It’s the only insult I could think of.”

“Wasn’t a very good one.”

“Guess it’s something I share with your girlfriend.”

“Huh?” he asked, confused.

“That we both suck at insults.”

“Oh.” He shrugged. “I don’t mind. You’ve both got other assets.”

“Like tits and asses?”

Cal—face flushing as he felt uncharacteristically embarrassed while Eliza grinned at him—bent and picked up one end of the thick branch that itself could pass for a tree. Even just holding the end was heavy and awkward.

“Are you really going to make me carry this by myself?” he asked an eternity later.

“We’ve literally taken five steps. You’re tired already?”

“I know. But Eliza helped me with the others. I know she’s like a super athlete, but you can at least help me balance it. It’s pain in the ass carry it like this.”

She stopped and looked back at him, sighed, and moved behind him to take the rear end. “Choke up on it so you take more of its weight.”

“Enjoying the view?” he asked as they made their way back through the forest toward the hilltop base.

The branch suddenly grew heavier in his hands, slipping and falling.

He grunted and turned back to find Imogen standing there, hand to her mouth. “Oops.”

He glared blankly at her. “Ass. You gonna pick it up again?”

“Sure.” She bent down, her leaf bikini moving away from her body, giving Cal a flash of nipple.

She looked up as she lifted one end. “Enjoying the view?” she mocked.

“Uh, yeah. I mean, no.”

“Oh, so you don’t think I’m cute?”

Cal glared, this time even more blankly.
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Cal stopped them as they made their way through the forest. “Smell that?”

“I smell forest.”

He sniffed the air. “No… this is… Come on.”

She grunted. “That’s the wrong way.”

“I want to check something out.”

A minute later they were staring down at the mangled corpse of one of the monsters from the waves.

“You smelled this?” Imogen wondered as they set the heavy log down to better examine the corpse.

“You don’t?”

“Kind of. I guess. Did the dog do this?”

Cal shook his head. “I don’t think so. Look.” He pointed at where one of its limbs was sliced cleanly off.

“Just like the tree,” she observed. “Do they ever fight each other?”

“Not that I’ve seen.”

“Well that’s… weird. The snake?”

“Maybe.” He sighed. “Come on, let’s get back.”

The picked up the heavy log again and left the mystery for another time.

By the time they made it back, the day had cooled considerably and the first of the suns had set.

They lowered the log down onto the thinner branches they’d gathered earlier.

Imogen looked down at the log, hands on her hips. “This is still really slow. How long did that take? Like an hour just to get one? And we still have to pull it up.”

“Hey, I’m all ears if you have any better ideas.”

She glanced up at the hilltop, now partially enclosed, though they still had a long way to go. She shook her head. “Do we even need more right now? We should focus on making the gates taller.”

“I thought of that,” Cal said. “But that would make them harder to open, and they’re already hard enough. I mean, I can open it by myself, but I’m strong.”

“Yeah big, strong man,” she said thoughtfully.

“We’d have to make the bracing stronger to make it taller. Besides, when the aliens got in, they used the logs to climb up. So it wouldn’t matter how high we made it if we kept the logs horizontal like they are now.”

“What about building another wall around the bottom?”

Cal raised an eyebrow. “That would take forever.”

She nodded. “We could make spikes.”

“On top of it?”

She looked up to the gate. “We could do that. I was thinking in the front of it, so they couldn’t get close enough to climb it in the first place.”

“Then we’d have to move them every time we left. And what if we slipped and impaled ourselves on them? Death by spike pit.”

She frowned at him, then realized what he meant and shook her head. “No, not on the path. In the gate itself.”

Cal nodded slowly. “That’s actually a good idea.”

She glanced at him. “Of course it is. Doughboy.”
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“We’re back,” Cal called over the top of the gate.

“You get the log?” Mirabelle asked as she removed the bracing.

“Yeah.” He grabbed the gate, pushing it open. “It was already waiting for us.”

“What do you mean?” Eliza asked. She was sitting by the tree, Rufus sleeping next to her as she worked on the alien carapace armor.

“We found it already sliced clean off by something.”

“By what?”

Cal shrugged, shutting the gate behind Imogen. “That the armor?” he asked Eliza.

She held up the black alien carapace in front of her bare chest. “What do you think?”

“That that’s not going to fit me.”

“Fit her,” Mirabelle said. “She needs something to cover up with.”

“Oh?” Cal asked.

“So she doesn’t get cut up again. She’s our spear-wielder.”

Cal nodded, thinking that protection wasn’t the main reason that Mirabelle wanted Eliza covered up.

“Or she could just use a bow,” Cal suggested.

“No,” Mirabelle said quickly. “She needs armor.”

Cal grinned, looking at Eliza as she returned to work on the carapace.

He realized she had been naked now for quite a while.

Not that he was complaining, not at all. He was more than happy to have her walk around naked for as long as she wanted. Forever, even.

“Hey,” he said, frowning, noting Eliza was even more naked now than she had been before he’d left, “your leaves.”

Mirabelle sighed. “I changed them. Some of the wounds had healed enough that they don’t need leaves. But not the ones that would be covered by her clothes, of course.”

“Already?” Cal asked in amazement. That was some fast healing.

Eliza smiled. “Only a few of the cuts were all that deep. Those leaves must have sped up the healing process. Or the Tylenol flower.”

“Ready?” Imogen called.

Cal turned to see her standing at the gate, holding the freshly lengthened coil of rope they had made from the nettle roots.

“We didn’t come up here to socialize. We still have a log to move.”

“You’re in a rush,” Cal said as they walked down to the base of the path.

“I want to get this in place and start on those spikes.” She uncoiled the end of the rope, nodded at the log. “Lift that.”

He did, lifting the large, heavy branch as she ran the rope under it.

“Okay.”

He set it down, watching as she tied it off, impressed with how quickly she made the knot.

“What are you thinking? Spears?”

She cinched it then stood. “Yeah. We could carve out little notches, so the spikes could serve dual purposes.”

“Dual purposes?” he asked as she payed out the rope while walking back up the path.

“We could use them for deterrence spikes, but then also make holes that we can stab through instead of having to go over the top.”

“But it’s easy to see over the top.”

“For you. And not if we make the gate taller it won’t be.”

“We can build a walkway, one of those things on the top like a castle. What are they called? Gantries?”

“That’s a long way in the future. And it still wouldn’t help with stabbing things at the gate.”

Cal smiled to himself that she thought there was a future at all.

For a while there he’d been worried that she would… not kill herself, but let herself get killed.

Which wasn’t hard on this alien world.

They reached the open gate.

“Ah fuck,” she said, staring down the path.

“What?” Cal asked, not seeing anything to warrant the exclamation.

“One of us needs to be down there.”

“Why?”

“To pull the log up.”

“No we— Oh, you mean one of us push while the other pulls? That’s still dangerous.”

She shook her head. “To make sure the log stays on the branches.”

Cal stared down at the large branch the size of a tree trunk sitting at the bottom of the path on top of numerous smaller branches, ready to be pulled up. “Huh. Yeah, maybe.”

“No maybe.” She sighed, started heading back down.

“You’re gonna do it?”

“You’re stronger, so it makes more sense for you to pull the log up while I make sure it doesn’t fall off.”

“Oh, yeah.”

“You’re so smart,” she said with a grin.

“I know. I hope I don’t make you feel too inferior.”

“I’ll manage.”

She reached the bottom, checked the log was aligned on the branches, then made a spiral motion with her finger in the air for him to start pulling.

It was hard going at first, but soon all the extra smaller branches on the main branches had broken off and the log rolled smoothly up the hill.

For a few feet anyway. Then the branches ran out.
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“I guess we’re both idiots,” she said, staring at the pile of branches behind the log, which now rested a few feet up the path.

“In my mind for some reason I was thinking the branches would move along with it all the way up.”

“Yeah. Me too.” She looked at him. “You’re rubbing off on me.”

They stared at each other, the double entendre hanging heavy in the air.

“Come on,” Cal said, before his erection could become noticeable, “help me pull it up.”

“I could move the branches in front as you pull.”

He shook his head. “It will take longer than both of us working to just pull it up. We’ll figure out something else later. I want to get those spikes started for the door. I don’t think the aliens are going to be able to jump this far anyway. We can wait on finishing the palisade. Gate’s a higher priority.”

“And what if they climb up the sides of the cliff? We can fend eight off at the path, but what about when there’s one hundred and twenty-eight coming for us?”

“It’s a natural chokepoint. Besides, if they can climb up the sides of the cliff, I don’t think a palisade would stop them.”

She scuffed her foot on the path. “Wood’s harder than the sides of this are made of. It would at least slow them down. And completing the circle makes it more stable.”

Cal nodded. It was the reason he wanted to finish the entire palisade in the first place: to make the entire thing stronger.

But now, knowing they could climb over the six-foot-tall gates, he wanted to improve those. That was the weak point right now, so that was what they needed to work on first.

Besides, they’d just had a wave, so based on the past ones, that meant they had a while before the next.

“Come on,” he rallied. “With my upgraded strength and both of us pulling, this will be a cinch.”
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“Oh fuck me,” Imogen said, collapsing to the dirt as Cal took hold of the log and pulled it the rest of the way through the gate.

Rufus startled awake, saw Imogen lying on the ground, and immediately popped to his feet and ran over to lick her face. Because clearly that was what a tired person needed to wake them up.

She sat up, pushing him away. 

“Aww,” Eliza cooed, “he likes you.”

“Ugh, you’re not helping,” she complained.

“Want me to start digging a hole for that?” Mirabelle asked Cal.

He shook his head. “No. Keep making arrows. Imogen had an idea for the gates. We can add spikes to them so those things have a harder time climbing over and getting in.”

“Oh, that could work. I can go get more flint. The arrows with arrowheads from those pierced their carapace easier than the sharpened wooden points of the ones without them.”

“Can we use those too?” Eliza asked, pointing at the talons and “teeth” from the mouthparts she’d pulled from the monsters.

Mirabelle nodded. “Maybe. Kinda big and smooth, but we can try.”

“Okay.” He wiped his sweaty forehead, letting out a breath. “Let’s get to work.”

“Holy God,” Imogen said. “Can we take a break first? It’s hot as hell.” She shook her head. “I can’t believe I’m the one complaining. What are you, superhuman?”

Cal grinned. “Basically.”
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It fell to Cal to gather more water while the others chowed down on the little remaining food they had. “Save some for me.”

At least he had the basket and rope to use and didn’t have to walk down the steep rear path or around the hilltop.

As soon as he dumped it in one of their troughs, Rufus dove for it, lapping it up and filling the bowl with spit bubbles.

“Well, I guess that’s the dog bowl,” Cal said, and went back to get more.

“Poor baby,” Eliza said. “I didn’t even think to give him water. I’m a terrible dog-mommy.”

“Dog-mommy?” Mirabelle asked.

As Cal poured water into a second trough, Rufus went for this one too.

Cal put his foot out to stop him, pushing him back. “Nuh-uh, you got your own bowl.”

“Come here boy,” Eliza called lightly.

The dog instantly forgot about the water and rushed over to her.

She grabbed a tuber and handed it to him.

He took it, chomping happily.

Cal looked at the pile of food. “Running low again.”

“I’ll gather more,” Eliza said.

“No, you’re hurt.”

“I’m fine. Really. Look, none of them are even infected.” She held out her arms to show him the healing cuts.

“Are you sure?”

Eliza smiled. “I’m sure.”

So they finished and Eliza went out to get more fruit, Rufus going with her, which made Cal feel better. To be honest, Rufus was probably a better protector for her than he was.

Mirabelle went down to the stream, gathering more flint from the area while Cal and Imogen worked on carving notches between branches in the gate using the monsters’ talons. They actually worked quite well for the task.

“You’re making that one too big,” Cal said to Imogen.

“No I’m not. This is for stabbing through.”

“Ah.” Cal nodded in agreement. “Any other brilliant warfare ideas? You don’t happen to know how to make gunpowder do you?”

“Actually I do.”

“Really? You do?”

“Yeah. Not that there’s anything around here to make it from.”

“Oh,” Cal said, deflating.

“I wouldn’t mind a bow though,” she said.

Cal pried apart the branches of the gate, then wedged the blunt end of a spear in, testing its fit. Almost there. “You know how to shoot one?”

“A bow? Not as well as Mirabelle. But yeah. And I’d be better with it than I am with a spear.”

Cal nodded, glad she was finally coming around and joining in, becoming a true part of the group.

She’d helped out before, done her part, but it had been silently, and she’d only done what they had asked of her. Now she was coming up with her own ideas.

And talking, which was even better.

She’d never get over losing her family, but at least the worst of the grief was passing.

A while later Mirabelle came back up with more flint. She had used Eliza’s top to hold them, since Eliza didn’t seem to have any need for it.

Not long after, Eliza and Rufus came back, the basket full of food.

Rufus immediately grabbed a fruit from it as soon as she set it down and began tossing it around, half eating, half playing.

Then all four of them worked on carving notches and holes into the gate for spears to lock in or slide through.

By the time the second sun had set, the rear gate was a deadly spiked wall.

“Not bad,” Eliza said. “We need to make more spears now though. Which means we need to get more branches to make them with.”

“And another bow,” Cal said, looking at Mirabelle. “Can you make one?”

She smiled at him. “Why? You want me to teach you how to shoot?”

Cal frowned. “Actually, yeah. But no. I mean yes but—”

“I know how to shoot,” Imogen said. “I’d fare much better with that than with a spear.”

Mirabelle smiled happily. “Of course. I’ll make you one. You probably want one a bit bigger than I have, since you’re taller than me.”

“I don’t know how to make them or how they work,” Eliza said. “Just how to shoot them.”

“No problem.” She looked at Cal. “And if I can find a stick big enough, I’ll make one for you too.” She looked at Eliza, raising an eyebrow.

Eliza shook her head. “I have way more experience with spears. There’s no way I can catch up and become even half as competent with a bow.”

“I’ll make you one anyway. Might as well. Even if you don’t use it, it can be a backup.”
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Cal looked around the base as they sat down to eat. “Damn.”

“What?” Mirabelle asked.

“I wanted to make a fire.”

“Why doughboy, you cold?” Imogen asked.

The other two women looked at her, surprised at her teasing tone.

“To cook the food.”

Mirabelle let out a moan of desire that made Rufus pop his head up and stare at her, head tilted. “Oh my God. Cooked food. French fries.” She held up a tuber. “These would make great french fries I bet.”

“Nothing to fry them in,” Imogen observed.

“I’m sure we could find a fatty fruit,” Eliza offered.

“I wish I could find a cow,” Cal said.

“There’s one right here,” Mirabelle said, looking at him.

“Me?”

“Yeah. Cow, Cal. They sound the same.”

“No they don’t.” He mouthed the words to himself, frowned.

Mirabelle laughed at the look on his face. “See, they totally do. Cow Cal. Like the same thing.”

“That doesn’t make any sense,” he said, still frowning. “They’re spelled totally differently.”

“It also kind of sounds like cowl,” Eliza said.

“How bout we stop making fun of my name and think about how we can start a fire?”

“I can start one if you want,” Imogen offered.

“Really?”

“We’ve got sticks, wood shavings, and plenty of kindling. It’s all we need.” She wasn’t the type of person to say ‘duh’, but it was implied by her tone. “Thought you were a Boy Scout?”

“In a movie.” Cal’s mind flashed back to the scene in Solitude where he’d had to start a fire.

But it’d only been that one scene where it’d shown him starting one. He remembered using a stick and something like a small bow to spin it, but it hadn’t actually worked, and in the end they’d just used a lighter.

Mirabelle set her partially eaten tuber back in the basket. “I’m waiting to cook it then.”

“All right.” Imogen got up and went over to Mirabelle’s bed.

“Hey,” Mirabelle objected. “What are you doing?”

“I need something for starter,” Imogen answered, taking some of Mirabelle’s bed.

“Why are you taking it from mine?” she whined.

“Don’t worry, I just need a handful.”

Mirabelle let out a small sigh, clearly dismayed at losing even a bit of cushioning from her bed.

Imogen next went over to where Mirabelle carved her arrows.

“Hey,” Mirabelle called, “don’t even think about it.”

“Just the shavings,” Imogen said, gathering them up.

Then she got some of the larger shavings from sharpening the spears and came back to join them. She glanced up at the tree canopy overhead, nodded once, then set up a little fire ring.

She piled some moss on one of the larger shavings, pressed the end of the spear against it, and began twisting, rubbing her hands down the shaft, shifting Cal’s mind to things other than starting fires.

And indirectly starting one in his loins.

Soon smoke began rising from it and she took the smoldering moss and put it in the fire pit, bending down to blow on it as the ember glowed bright red and caught fire.

Eliza and Mirabelle clapped, then Mirabelle got up and grabbed one of her arrows that didn’t yet have an arrowhead stuck on it and skewered the tuber on it, holding it out over the fire.

“Makes me want marshmallows,” Cal mused. “And a steak.”

“Going to take a long time to cook like that,” Imogen said. “Cut it into disks and it will cook faster.

Mirabelle’s face lit up. “Ooh, like french-fry disks.” Then it fell. “But we don’t have any oil.” She shrugged. “Oh well.” Then got to work sawing through them with a piece of sharpened flint from one of her arrows.

As they held their potato-disk skewers over the fire, Mirabelle kept casting glances at Eliza.

“What?” Eliza finally asked with a laugh.

Mirabelle shook her head.

“Go on.”

“It’s just, you’re still…”

“I’m still… What?”

“You know.” She motioned at her. “Like that.”

“Naked?”

She nodded.

“Putting clothes on over these bandages would just rub them off.”

Cal’s mind instantly went to another kind of rubbing off. Stupid man-mind.

“So you’ll get dressed again when you’re healed?” Mirabelle asked.

“If it bothers you so much.”

“I’m not from the future like you are.”

“You could be. Time travel.”

“I have to say,” Cal said, “even working with actors, I’ve never encountered someone as comfortable with being naked as you are.” He looked at Eliza’s nude body, her bared breasts and uncrossed legs, the fact that she made no attempt to cover herself and clearly didn’t feel the slightest bit embarrassed as the fire lit her sunkissed skin.

“Is everyone like that?” Mirabelle asked, twisting her skewer over the fire to evenly cook the disks. “In the future I mean.”

“I may be a bit less concerned than others. Been in a lot of commercials wearing not very much at all. Plus, I’ve never been self-conscious. We had a pool growing up and I always used to swim naked, then run around afterward until I dried off. And our backyard didn’t even have a fence.”

“I guess I’d be showing off too if I had a body like yours,” Mirabelle said.

“It’s not showing off, it’s being comfortable with myself. And body like mine? What about you? You look like a goddess.”

“Whatever,” Mirabelle muttered, staring at her roasting tuber.

Eliza scooted over next to her, placing an arm around her shoulder. “You do.” She looked up at Cal. “What do you think?”

“I think everyone here knows how I feel about how she looks.”

“Yes,” Imogen said dryly, “we’ve all heard you two.”

Even in the firelight Cal could see Mirabelle’s cheeks flush. “Can we talk about something else?”

“Let’s play a game,” Eliza suggested.

Mirabelle shrugged. “Sure, whatever.”

“I’ll start. Truth or dare?”

“Whoa,” Mirabelle said, looking up. “We’re not playing truth or dare.”

“Why not?”

“Because it always turns…” She trailed off, too embarrassed to finish.

“Sexual?” Eliza asked, an eyebrow arched.

“Yes.”

“I don’t have a problem with that.” She looked to Cal. “You have a problem with that?”

“None whatsoever.”

She looked at Imogen. “What about you?”

“I’m not playing.”

“Great, spoilsport. Don’t have any fun.” She looked at Mirabelle. “So, Mirabelle, truth or dare?”

“I’m not playing either.”

Eliza sighed. “Fine. Cal, truth or dare?”

He looked around, settling on Rufus for some reason.

“He’s not going to help you,” Eliza chuckled. “Now come on. Truth or dare?”

He sighed. “Dare, I guess.”

“You guess? You aren’t sounding very much like a superhero.”

He shrugged.

“Fine. Dare.” She tapped her lip, thinking. Her eyes lit up, a mischievous grin crossing her face. “Let’s start easy. I dare you to kiss Mirabelle.”

“I said I’m not playing.”

“Come on, don’t be a bad sport. Besides, not like you haven’t kissed him before. We all know just how much you have and have enjoyed it.”

“In private.”

“Oh, honey, it’s not private at all.”

Mirabelle set down her skewer and threw up her hands. “Whatever, fine. Go ahead, kiss me. Not like I can be any more embarrassed.”

Eliza laughed. “You are so cute.”

“Thanks,” Mirabelle said, half grudgingly, but also half appreciative.

Cal moved over to her and gave her a quick kiss.

“What is she, your sister? Give her a real kiss.”

Both Cal and Mirabelle groaned, but they did, starting to giggle as they made out.

They finally broke apart and Cal went to sit back down.

“All right, my turn,” he said.

“I bet I can guess what yours is going to be,” Imogen muttered.

Cal paid her no heed. “Eliza, I dare you to make out with Mirabelle.”

“That’s not how it works. You have to ask truth or dare.”

“Damn. Was hoping you wouldn’t notice. Fine, truth or dare?”

Eliza grinned wide. “Dare.”
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They all sat around the fire, silently cooking their potatoes.

Eliza and Mirabelle had at first kissed quickly, but then Cal had used the same line Eliza had used on him about them being sisters.

So they’d started really making out, both giggling uncontrollably at first.

But slowly the giggles subsided and it turned into something more, perhaps because Eliza was already naked.

Eliza’s hands had gone to Mirabelle’s face, but Mirabelle’s had sought out other parts, settling on Eliza’s bare buttocks as Eliza settled atop Mirabelle’s lap.

Soon Cal and Imogen were just staring as the two women made out for several minutes, hands moving over bodies, groping and squeezing.

When they finally pulled away, both were breathing hard, their cheeks and chests flushed.

Now they all sat staring at each other.

“Wow,” Mirabelle said. “That was…”

“You kissed a girl and you liked it,” Cal said.

They all looked at him and he realized none of them were from a time period where they would get the reference.

Back when he was just starting out as an actor, he’d gone to some big producer’s house for a party. Somehow, he’d ended up the only one left at the end of the night. The producer sat with him on a sofa, drunkenly relaying his life story. At one point, he’d spent a good twenty minutes lamenting about his new wife’s—who at thirty had been a good twenty years younger than him—lack of awareness of pop culture from when he had been growing up.

Now Cal knew how he had felt. Though instead of it being from a large age gap, it was due to circumstances more out of his control—namely time travel, even though that explanation still felt wrong to him.

Mirabelle’s eyes flicked down to Cal’s crotch, then back up to his face.

He looked down and realized Richard had poked his head out for some fresh air.

He quickly covered himself, saw Imogen looking, then looked at Eliza, but she was just staring at Mirabelle.

“I think I like you,” Eliza said to Mirabelle.

Mirabelle covered her face with her hands. “Oh my God. This is so awkward.”

“So,” Imogen said, trying not to grin. “Who’s next?”
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Cal couldn’t get his mind off Eliza and Mirabelle’s kiss, and thus had to keep one hand in his lap to keep things covered.

When they finished and the time came to decide on who would keep watch, Cal was happy to let Imogen do it.

He and Mirabelle went to their moss bed on the other side of the tree, out of sight and also not lit by the fire.

Cal moved to get on top of her.

She pushed him away. “What are you doing?”

He grinned at her and pulled off his loincloth.

She shook her head. “I don’t feel like it.”

He raised an eyebrow. “Are you kidding? After that?”

“I know you’re all from the future and it sounds like it’s different, but that was weird and uncomfortable for me.”

“Uncomfortable? Didn’t seem uncomfortable.”

She sighed. “I know. That’s the problem.”

“What’s the problem?”

“I liked it.”

“So?”

“So that makes me uncomfortable.”

Cal moved off of her. “All right.” He rolled onto his back and looked up at the tree canopy, trying to ignore his erection.

“You can still hold me,” she said imploringly after several moments.

Cal almost didn’t, but that would be petty and childish, so he rolled onto his side and draped an arm over her. He pressed his nose into her neck and inhaled.

She giggled. “That tickles.”

He kissed the back of her neck and she pressed herself against him.

They spooned together, Mirabelle not saying anything about his erection pressing into her.

And though he really wanted to have sex, he soon drifted off to sleep, comforted by her warmth against his body, the rise and fall of her chest, and the quiet sounds of her breath.
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Cal woke suddenly, his heart racing, adrenaline coursing through his body, but at first he didn’t know why.

Then he realized Imogen was screaming something.

He shot up from bed, Mirabelle blearily getting up as well, and moved around the tree to see Imogen fending off one of those monsters.

“Get your bow and arrows,” he told Mirabelle, then dashed over to the spears and grabbed one, saw Eliza getting up and going for a spear as well.

He rushed over to help Imogen and roared as he rammed the spear at the monster, but it leapt away, jumping high into the air.

Then kept going.

His mouth dropped open as he realized what he was seeing.

This creature looked just like the other monsters, except for one key difference: In place of those long talon-tipped limbs jutting up from their backs, this one had wings.

“Oh shit.”

Something whizzed by overhead and an arrow bounced off of the monster’s carapace. It screeched, but was uninjured, the arrow falling harmlessly to the ground.

Mirabelle came up beside them, nocking another arrow, but the monster flew away, ducking out of sight behind the gate and palisade before she could get a shot off.

“What the hell?” Cal said. “Where’d that come from?”

“I don’t know,” Imogen answered.

Cal saw Eliza had joined them, looking half-asleep. “Do either of you have a message in your interface?”

Both Mirabelle and Eliza shook their heads.

“There might have been one,” Eliza said, “but they go away after a bit, so we wouldn’t have seen it. It’s never happened while we’ve been sleeping. Not that I know of.”

Cal rushed over to the gate and peered over it, but didn’t see anything.

He turned to look back at the women. “Looks like it was just that one.”

“Makes sense,” Mirabelle said. “Whatever that was, could fly. The others—”

She stopped, her eyes widening, and Cal turned to see now not one, but four of this new type of monster flying toward them.

Another arrow flew into the pack but as one they split apart and it passed through the group without hitting.

Mirabelle cursed. “This bow’s not powerful enough.”

Cal looked over the gate again and now saw monsters coming up the path. “Incoming!” he shouted. “Get ready. I’m going to check the other side.”

They formed a defensive line as he ran to the front path, dodging around an impossibly still-sleeping Rufus, and peered over the gate.

Nothing there. At least this time they’d put their defenses on the rear path. So far that was the only way the monsters had come up, even though it was the steeper of the two ways to get to the hilltop.

Cal ran back as Mirabelle launched arrows at the incoming flying monsters. It was slowing them down, but none were piercing their carapaces.

“Aim for the wings,” Imogen suggested.

Mirabelle nodded firmly, adjusted aim, and let loose.

The arrow pierced one of the creature’s wings and it let out that metal on metal screech as it began losing altitude, chaotically spiraling down.

Right toward the four humans.
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The other flying monsters let out screeches of sympathy and dove, but these were controlled descents, unlike the first.

“Look out!” Cal shouted and dove out of the way as the creatures divebombed them.

The three uninjured monsters pulled up at the last moment and went to either side around the big tree, but the fourth with the damaged wing collided into the ground.

Cal pushed himself up and ran over to it, hopping back as the thing lashed out, scrabbling to get to its feet.

But with the spear, his reach was longer, and he jabbed it down at the monster’s head.

It skittered off of its hard carapace and went into the dirt.

He cursed and stabbed at it again, this time aiming carefully for its eye.

He hit his mark and the monster screamed out.

Cal grunted and put all his considerable and upgraded strength into forcing the spear all the way through, feeling, as well as hearing, the crack as it pierced the other side and sunk into the soft soil of the hilltop.

The spear snapped from the force, but the creature now lay still and silent.

Dead.

He turned to go grab another spear, but Eliza had already gotten one. “Catch.”

He caught it and turned, scanning the sky for the others, but didn’t see them. “Keep an eye out for the flying ones,” he said, moving to the gate to check on the ones that had been coming up the path.

He cursed at what he saw. The monsters were prevented from trying to climb the gate by the spikes they had added, but they wouldn’t be for long: they were using their talons to hack the spikes away.

So these things weren’t entirely stupid then.

He got on the steps beside the gate to give him a longer reach and stabbed his spear down at the nearest of the monsters, aiming at a gap around a joint.

He felt a satisfying pop as the spear sunk in and the creature screeched and pulled back, yanking the spear from his grasp as it lost its footing and tumbled back down the steep path.

They could only fit two abreast, and so this caused it to smash into the ones waiting behind it, knocking them to the sides.

He had a brief glimmer of hope that they would fall off the sides, but they dug in their talons, catching themselves before they could.

Even the one he’d stabbed righted itself, shook its head, knocked the spear out from where it was stuck near its shoulder, then charged back up to the gate to join the one still left, as behind it the others came back as well.

Then he frowned. There were only five monsters here. Where were the others?

Four flying ones… So if this wave had again doubled and there were sixteen total, then with the five here, that left seven unaccounted for.

He stared down at the monsters as they grew closer to the gate, now having cut almost all the spikes down or yanked them out.

Were the others flying ones as well? he wondered, and started to look up.

Then someone screamed.
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That answered where the other seven were.

They had come around the front.

Two were now climbing over that gate as Eliza shouted and threw her spear at one of them.

Her aim was true and the spear thumped into the thing’s chest just as it was about to make it over.

It was knocked back and twisted into the second one that was climbing over, causing them both to fall off.

But another quickly took their place.

Imogen cursed and both she and Cal launched their own spears, but they were no Eliza when it came to throwing and only Imogen’s hit, and even then only grazed the creature.

Still, it was enough to cause it to stumble as it fell into their base.

Its momentum carried right into Rufus, who until this point had been asleep despite the commotion, his own snoring possibly drowning it out.

He popped his head up sleepily, eyes barely open, a thick string of drool trailing down from his closed mouth, his tongue poking out the side.

He huffed, then realized what had just hit him and instantly leapt to his feet and pounced.

“Rufus!” Eliza shouted, her voice laced with fear.

The alien dog sunk its huge jaws into the monster’s chest. There was a loud crack and an explosion of ichor splattered his blue fur and the ground around them as he easily pierced through its hard carapace.

“They’re back!” Mirabelle shouted and Cal turned to see the flying ones divebombing again.

Imogen knocked into Cal. He was big and strong, and so the move didn’t knock him far, but it was enough that they avoided being taken out by one of the divebombing flying creatures.

Mirabelle—having herself gone to the ground and now lying on her back—took aim with her still-loaded bow, leading the creature as it pulled up, then let loose just as it slowed to change direction.

The arrow flew true, landing in what looked like the thing’s ass.

By the screech it let out, Cal thought that this might just be where it had landed.

The creature screamed as it fell from the sky, disappearing beyond the edge of the hilltop, and a moment later a thud echoed up to them from it crashing to the ground below.

Two flying ones down, two left. With the one Rufus had killed, that left thirteen total remaining.

He popped to his feet and saw Rufus had moved to the second alien that had made it into the base and was now facing off with it as it lashed out at him.

It was fast, but so was Rufus, and every time it slashed at him, he dodged back, growling that diesel-engine rumble the whole time.

Eliza stood ready with her spear raised, waiting for an opening to throw it at the monster where she wouldn’t risk hitting Rufus. Most of her leaves had fallen off, and Cal saw blood running from the wound on her lower abdomen.

“What the hell,” Imogen said in confusion and annoyance.

Cal turned to see monsters now climbing the rear gate.

“They chopped the spikes away,” Cal explained, then rushed forward to the currently unguarded rear gate to keep out the newcomers.

“Eliza,” Imogen said, “you guard the front gate with Rufus. Mirabelle, take out the flying ones. We’ll take care of the rest.”

“Got it.”

Imogen moved to join Cal as he fended off the ones trying to climb over the rear gate.

They managed to take out two, but then a third one leapt over their heads and for a moment Cal thought it could fly, but no, it just had strong legs.

He didn’t understand. The ones that had trapped him and Mirabelle in the tree on his first day here couldn’t even jump far enough to leap up the seven or so feet at the lowest branch.

These looked exactly the same, but had they perhaps gotten stronger too?

No time to dwell on it now. He turned to deal with the intruder only to find it already leaping at him.

He screamed and dodged to the side as it lashed out at him. It missed by bare inches and slammed into the gate.

Imogen was busy keeping more from climbing over and so couldn’t help, while Eliza and Rufus were dealing with the one at the front gate, and Mirabelle scanning the sky.

Cal quickly rolled to his feet and faced off with the thing.

Its mouthparts moved slowly as its alien eyes locked onto him, the rest of it completely still now, like a spider ready to pounce.

Cal struck first, jabbing out with his long spear, using the advantage of his longer reach.

But it parried the attack with one of its upper limbs—the ones which were wings on the flying versions—knocking it aside and almost out of his grip, and jumped for him.

He again dodged to the side but this time wasn’t quick enough and felt a burning slash across his bicep.

He ignored the pain and spun around, quickly stabbing again. He connected, but not hard enough and it skidded off the thing’s hard carapace.

He leapt back, ready to stab once more, and only then noticed his spear felt lighter.

He looked at the end, saw the asshole had chopped off part of it, the sharp end now lying at its feet.

It paid no mind to this, its alien eyes locked onto him, once again having gone still save for its slowly moving mouthparts.

Beyond it, Mirabelle was shooting arrows at the two remaining flying ones, keeping them from divebombing again. How many arrows did she have left?

Eliza and Rufus were still fighting off ones at the front gate. Two more had made it in, but the one they’d been facing off with now lay dead with a spear sticking out of its chest.

He flicked his eyes back to the one in front of him, having looked away for no longer than a second.

As soon as he did the thing moved for him again, but this time it did something strange, propelling itself forward but staying low.

Cal realized it was going for his legs and tried to jerk away, but it lashed out, cutting open his ankle.

He screamed and went down, unable to ignore this pain, rolling over onto his back quickly as the monster came for him again.

He braced the broken spear against the ground and angled the shattered tip at it.

And as the creature flew toward him on its now inalterable path, he could’ve sworn he saw recognition in its alien eyes.
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Ichor dripped on Cal’s bare stomach and he pushed the alien corpse off of himself.

It had landed with enough force that the broken spear had pierced through its unarmored, though still tough, abdomen.

He tried to pull the spear free but it wouldn’t come. He decided to leave it. It was broken anyway.

His ankle burned where the monster had slashed him and when he looked down he saw it was bleeding profusely.

Shit, he thought. Had it hit an artery?

He knew there were some leg wounds that were dangerous, that a person could bleed out from, but he wasn’t sure if there were any arteries in the ankle. The only one that came to mind was that one on the inner thigh, the femoral artery.

But it wasn’t gushing or spurting, so he hoped it would be fine.

He saw Imogen still fending off more at the gate, grabbed another spear, thought about using the alien talon-spear Eliza had made for him, but the wooden ones were longer and more suited to this task, and went to help her.

She was bleeding from slashes on her arms, but she wasn’t letting that slow her down.

“You okay?” he asked as he joined her.

She nodded firmly, not saying anything, just stabbing her spear at the ones trying to come over.

There were only two left on this side, but they weren’t giving up.

He quickly checked on Eliza and Rufus. They were having a worse time keeping them out, but an easier time killing them, as now four lay dead around them.

Mirabelle was still scanning the skies.

“How many flying ones left, Mirabelle?” he asked her.

“Still two,” she said, not looking at him, not taking her eyes off the sky, her bow up, arrow drawn back, ready to fire.

The two trying to get over the gate were determined, and even with both he and Imogen fending them off, one still made it past them by again leaping over their heads.

Cal cursed as he turned once more to face it.

Again, that stillness, that anticipation.

Then it made its move, even faster than the others.

He jabbed out for it but it dodged and kept coming, now inside his defenses.

Before he could react it slashed across his chest and then was behind him.

The cut wasn’t deep as he had already started spinning away, but it still stung like a bastard.

“Look out!” Mirabelle, who had her bow trained right above his head, shouted. “Down!”

He dropped and rolled as the monster who had just slashed his chest came for him again.

Above him, another of the flying ones was diving right for him.

Mirabelle would have to deal with it, as he had other problems.

Like the monster leaping for him.

He tried to do the same thing he’d done before, getting his spear up and impaling it, but this time the alien just batted it away.

Cal put his arms up as the thing landed atop him heavily, one of its talons slicing across his shoulder, just barely missing stabbing through it.

Its mouthparts moved excitedly as it pressed its advantage, pressed closer and closer to his face.

“You son of a…” he braced his back then pressed his legs down, lifting them both up, “bitch!” he finished in a primal roar as he flipped the thing over his head.

He rolled onto his stomach and popped up to his feet, only to have his stomach drop.

He was so close to the edge of the hilltop that he’d nearly tossed the alien off—and almost gone off himself.

He stood three feet from the edge, watching the alien as it scrambled for purchase, trying to pull itself up.

He still had his spear and now jabbed the weapon at its face.

It lashed it away before it could connect, but this was a fatal mistake. It lost its tenuous grip on the hilltop and plummeted off to the ground two-hundred feet below.

Cal took a second to stare over the edge where the monster lay splattered in pieces, feeling uneasy, thinking how close he’d just come to rolling off the edge himself.

They needed to get some kind of fence up here.

Then he turned to check on Mirabelle. “You get it?”

“No.”

He scanned the skies, making sure nothing was immediately coming for them. “How many arrows you have left?”

“Three.”

“Fuck.”

He saw Imogen running away from the front gate. “What’s wrong?”

“Just killed the last one.”

Cal nodded, looked to the front gate where Rufus and Eliza were, Rufus rumble-growling.

“Eliza, how many left?”

“Two outside.”

“What are you doing?” She was standing with her spear up, but not making a move.

“They’re not coming over anymore,” she answered, not taking her eyes from the gate.

He moved to the gate and peered over.

Two of the alien monsters stared back up at him.

He glanced down at Rufus, then back to the aliens. “I wonder if they’re afraid of him.”

“They should be,” Eliza said, patting his head proudly.

“You two stay here,” he told her. “Kill anything that comes over. Imogen, guard the rear gate just in case. If you stick close to the palisade the flying ones won’t be able to dive at you as easily.”

Mirabelle was still scanning the skies.

“Mirabelle, you said there’s two of the flying ones left?”

She nodded.

“Don’t fire again unless you’re certain you can take them out.”

“Okay.”

They waited, Eliza and Rufus guarding the front gate, Imogen the rear, and Cal and Mirabelle looking up at the star-filled sky, watching for signs of movement against the dark backdrop.

“They’re leaving,” Eliza called.

Cal rushed to the front gate and peered over.

The two remaining aliens were running down the front path.

“What the hell?”

“Maybe they’re scared of us.”

“They damn well should be,” Imogen said.

“Anything?” Cal asked Mirabelle.

“Nothing.”

They waited for one minute, two.

Two turned into ten and still, nothing attacked.

Mirabelle reluctantly lowered her bow, shaking out her hand. “I think they’re gone.”

“Yeah,” Cal reluctantly agreed. “Maybe. Stay alert anyway.”

She looked over at him, then down. She rolled her eyes. “Oh great, now there’s two of you.”

“Huh?” Cal looked down at himself.

And felt his stomach drop when he saw that he was naked, his jewels blowing in the breeze.
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Cal, not being from the future as Eliza was, put on his loincloth.

Not so much because he was embarrassed or even uncomfortable, but more because the idea that he had been fighting aliens with sharp talons and oversized mouthparts with Richard and the twins slapping about made him very uneasy.

A loincloth wasn’t much in the way of armor, but at least it was something.

He looked at the alien corpses, of which they now had even more of, and thought about making something like a cup from their carapaces.

The thought of having bits of dead alien corpses so close to his privates bordered on revolting, but the idea of having one of them bite into his dangling bait was worse. Besides, he could use his loincloth to line it.

Eliza was ruffling Rufus’s head, who was relaxed now, perhaps sensing there were no more monsters nearby. “What a good boy you are,” she told him as he let his tongue loll out and looked obscenely happy with the attention he was receiving.

Cal had to agree though, he had been a lot of help. They might not have won if it hadn’t been for him—even if he had been sleeping on the job for the beginning of it. He was a great guard dog.

When he was awake.

“That was too soon,” Cal said. “It’s only been a few days since the last one.”

“And our spikes didn’t stop them,” Imogen said. “Barely slowed them.”

He nodded, noting with some pride that the outfit of leaves he’d made for her had held up remarkably well. “I think what you said earlier is right. We need to make the gates taller.”

“Won’t much matter with the ones that can fly,” Mirabelle said, shaking her head. “As if non-flying ones weren’t bad enough.”

“We definitely need to make more bows and more arrows,” Cal agreed.

“Even the ones that couldn’t fly seemed different.” Eliza said “Stronger.”

Cal nodded. “Yeah, I noticed that. They could jump better than the old ones and were more aggressive.”

“It’s all my fault,” Imogen said.

The three looked at her in confusion.

She was looking down, looking not so confident for once. But she made herself look up to meet their eyes.

“I don’t think they’re stronger because of you,” Cal said doubtfully. “We had four before and—”

“No,” Imogen interrupted. “I mean getting ambushed. I was the one on watch and I didn’t know they were coming because I don’t have one of those things in my head that you all do.”

“No,” Cal said, “it’s not your—”

“Don’t. It is. If I’d had one I would have gotten a warning, could have woken you all up before they got a chance to ambush us.”

Cal wasn’t so sure about this. The last warning had come only moments before they had appeared. “Imogen—” he began.

“No, Cal,” she interrupted again, staring hard at him. “I’m ready. You can activate me.”

“We don’t even know what it will really do,” Eliza said. “It might do something besides give you a display.”

“There’s one way to find out. It’s either that, or I don’t keep watch, which isn’t fair. We all need to do our part.”

Cal sighed. “Imogen, you don’t have to—”

“I want to.”

He sighed again, holding out his hands and letting them drop. “All right. It’s your choice.” He looked around at the alien corpses. “Let’s get this place cleaned up first.”

Mirabelle nodded at the dead winged one. “I think I can use those to make fletching. They look sturdy and should work better than the leaves I’m using.”

She looked between Imogen and Cal. “First we need to clean up your wounds.” She, Eliza, and Rufus were unscathed—though a few of Eliza’s old wounds had opened and two had blood trailing down from them, though no longer seemed to be actively bleeding—but Imogen and Cal had several cuts on their bodies, Imogen’s mostly limited to her arms.

Thankfully the gash on his ankle had clotted and stopped bleeding, and his other wounds had barely bled at all.

And so they dragged the alien corpses to a pile next to the other already dismembered ones, Rufus even getting in on the action and dragging one all by himself.

Cal at first thought he was going to play with it or destroy it or—God forbid—eat it, but he only walked backwards, dragging it in his jaws and then jerking his head to hoist it onto the pile with a sigh.

Eliza patted his head and fawned over him. “Such a smart boy.”

Once this was done, Eliza cleaned Imogen’s wounds while Mirabelle cleaned Cal’s, then got them bandaged up with the few bandage-leaves they had left.

“We need to get more of these,” Eliza said. “Only one Tylenol flower left.”

“Give it to her,” Cal said, motioning at Imogen.

“You’ll split it,” Eliza said, tearing it in half and holding a half out to each.

Cal shook his head, pushing it away. “No, I—”

“Just eat the damn flower,” Imogen said, taking her own and chewing it.

“I’m not in pain.”

“They might fight infection or help you heal faster. Just eat the freaking flower.”

Cal sighed and took the flower, was about to protest again, but then saw the look all three women were giving him and dutifully put the flower in his mouth and chewed.

He swallowed then said, “Happy?”

Mirabelle nodded. “Very.”

Eliza nodded as well. “Yes.”

Imogen pushed herself to her feet, looking up at the sky, which was beginning to lighten. “I don’t know about the rest of you, but I’m too amped up to sleep.” She looked at Cal. “I’m ready to be activated.”

“I don’t have any upgrade tokens.”

“I’ll do it,” Mirabelle said. She absently ran her index and middle finger over one of her horns.

Given the horns, she probably wasn’t too eager to find out what either the LIFE or DEATH upgrades would do to her.

“You sure?” Cal asked Imogen. “We can’t know for certain what effect this will have.”

“I already said I am. Let’s just get it over with.”

Mirabelle looked a question at Cal.

He sighed and nodded at her.

She nodded back, then focused on Imogen. “Here goes nothing.”
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Cal blinked, his eyes doing that weird focusing thing that had happened when he’d woken up from his concussion.

He’d been looking at Imogen, now he wasn’t. Instead he was staring up at the sky.

He sat up—how had he ended up on the ground?

He looked around for Imogen, but didn’t see her anywhere.

Eliza and Mirabelle were both sitting up as well, Rufus whining as he licked Eliza’s face.

“What happened?” Eliza asked, absently pushing the alien dog away.

“Imogen’s gone,” Cal said, getting to his feet.

Mirabelle put her hand to her mouth, her eyes growing watery. “Oh no. What did I do?”

“It wasn’t—” he began, then an alert from his interface drew his attention.

 

NEW ARRIVAL INCOMING

 

The message faded and was replaced with a countdown.

There was also a dot indicating which way to go, just like there had been to the door that had led them to Earth.

“Did you two both—”

“Yeah,” Eliza said. “She might be at the clearing we all first appeared in. Dot is in the right direction for that.”

“Damn,” Cal swore. He hoped she was all right. “Gear up and let’s go get her.”

“All of us?” Mirabelle asked.

He nodded. “Yeah. We should stick together. Four of those things ran away and might still be out there. Which is why we need to hurry.”

“Okay,” Mirabelle said and went to get her bow and arrows.

Cal looked at Eliza, “Want to put your clothes on now? Most of the leaves have fallen off anyway and you’re not bleeding anymore.”

She smiled at him. “Why bother? It’s not like there’s anyone that’s going to see my nudity.”

He stared at her. “Uhh…”

She laughed. “I’m just kidding. Obviously me being like this distracts you far too much. We can’t have that.”

Rufus sat under the tree watching as she walked over to the gate where her clothes had been knocked to the ground by the attacking monsters.

She put them on, and though they were even more ragged than before, it was true that Cal was able to focus a bit better with her covered.

He briefly wondered if that was why people had invented clothes: so men wouldn’t be distracted all the time.

“Are we going to have enough time to make it there before she arrives?” Cal asked Eliza, trying not to stare at the way her loincloth didn’t quite cover her as she walked back toward him. He’d just seen her completely naked, why was this turning him on?

“It’ll be close,” she answered, giving him a knowing grin.

“And she doesn’t know the area.” He shook his head, growing serious. “We should have told her more.”

Eliza’s grin fell. “She wasn’t exactly talking to us much.”

“Did you mention anything to her while you two were out? She said she listened even if she didn’t respond.”

Eliza shrugged. “I said a lot of things. Can’t remember if I told her anything about what happened when we arrived here.”

“Let’s hurry then. If she wanders off, we might not be able to find her again. The forest is vast.” He looked at Mirabelle, who had her quiver over her shoulder, bow in hand. “Ready?”

She gave a firm nod.

He grabbed two wooden spears as well as the one made from the alien’s talon.

“You bringing that?” Eliza asked, taking the wooden spears from him.

He hefted it, nodding. “It should be stronger, easier to pierce their shells with. I didn’t use it earlier because its range isn’t as good.” He held it out, judging the length. “But I misjudged I think. Should be long enough.”

Eliza raised an eyebrow. “And if it’s not?”

He motioned at the spears she held. “That’s why you have two.”

“Oh, so I’m your caddy again. Shades of when we were back on Earth.”

Cal smiled at the beautiful redhead. “I’ll make it up to you.”

“Oh yeah? How’s that?”

Cal glanced at Mirabelle. “She is mine to give.”

“What!” Mirabelle snapped.

Cal patted her head. “We can talk about this later. For now, we need to go get Imogen.”
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“Shh,” Cal said.

“What is it?” Eliza whispered.

He held up his finger, cocked his head, listening. “I hear something. Footsteps.”

They’d gone out the rear path and followed the stream along its winding bank. Even though there was a dot indicating the direction to head, Cal had let Eliza lead the way, as she’d been to the clearing before, more than once, and the dot didn’t seem to take into account obstacles, acting like a compass rather than a GPS.

Cal had been once, but he’d been unconscious for most of the way back to their base, and also they were taking a different route than the waterslide one they’d taken on the way back that first day.

Now they were in the clearing he’d appeared in that same day. But there was no sign of Imogen.

Except that sound.

“Footsteps?” Mirabelle asked. “Imogen’s?”

Cal frowned, listening intently. “It sounds like multiple people.” He looked around at the other two. “Neither of you hear that?”

They shook their heads.

He looked down at Rufus.

The alien dog had his head tilted and ears pricked.

So he heard it too.

Cal idly wondered if they could train the dog to track.

Returning his attention to the others, he gestured in the direction of the sound. “Let’s go see what it is.”

They moved as quietly as they could through the forest, following the sound.

Whatever was creating it wasn’t moving in any particular hurry and they soon got close enough for both Mirabelle and Eliza to hear as well.

Huh, Cal thought, my hearing is surprisingly good. Strange.

They occasionally heard grunts and what sounded like voices, but none of them could make out any words.

“Sounds like another language,” Mirabelle observed.

The sound-trail of the mystery group led Cal and the others in a direction none had ever been before.

At least it was away from the valley which still even now gave Cal a sense of unease.

He remembered looking upon it when he’d first arrived here. Feeling a sense of all-encompassing dread, but not knowing why.

And now, as he looked over that valley as they headed down into the forest to parts unknown, he felt it again, and still didn’t know why.

He wanted to ask the others about it, but found himself remaining silent.

He told himself it was because he didn’t want to alert those they were following, but really it was that he was afraid to give voice to his fear, to speak it out loud, to draw attention to it.

Or draw its attention to them.
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A few minutes later they caught their first sight of their quarry through the dense trees.

It was a group of nine people, both male and female. 

Except, “people” wasn’t quite accurate.

Humanoid, but not human.

They were blue, the same shade as Rufus, and had short, shiny fur covering the outside edges of their arms, torsos, and legs. This gave way to smooth, slightly paler blue skin toward their centers, leaving their chests, stomachs, crotches, and inner thighs exposed.

Their ears were on the tops of their heads instead of the sides, and they were large and triangular. Again like Rufus’s.

They wore no clothing, but even if they had been, Cal would have easily been able to tell the males and females apart.

The males were incredibly thick and muscular, while the females were slender, almost delicately so.

Both males and females didn’t seem to have any fur on their faces, but they all had long hair—manes?—of varying shades of blue or purple.

And what really drew Cal’s attention, was that held between two of the males, bound up with rope and apparently unconscious, was Imogen, her leaf outfit gone, now replaced with a loincloth and cloth top just like Mirabelle’s and Eliza’s.

Cal didn’t see any blood on her, but they had her wrapped nearly completely in cordage. She wouldn’t be escaping on her own.

“Shit,” he hissed.

“Is it just me,” Mirabelle said, “or are those not human?”

Cal shook his head. “It’s not just you.”

“They look like human versions of Rufus,” Eliza observed.

“Are those the aliens that took us?” Mirabelle wondered.

“Doubt it,” Cal said. “Come on. Keep quiet. Let’s see what they’re doing.”

“You don’t want to take them out from here?”

An ambush could work to their advantage since they were outnumbered, but it would still be risky. He shook his head. “Not yet. We need more information. Imogen isn’t in any immediate danger.”

“She’s tied up like a hog.”

“Like I said, not in immediate danger.”

They kept their distance, following the larger group until they reached what was clearly their camp.

For some reason Cal had expected to see a fire here, but there was none, just several stacks of huge leaves that looked like they might be bedding, set up in a circle around a large stash of food.

He noted with some relief that the food all appeared to be of a plant origin, hopefully indicating they didn’t intend to eat Imogen.

That, or she was the main course.

He, Mirabelle, and Eliza crouched in the trees several hundred yards uphill from these newcomers’ camp, watching as they settled in.

Rufus was at their feet, staring at the camp as well. For once he wasn’t drooling.

Cal wondered if Rufus had ever seen these aliens before. The similarities between him and them were too great to ignore. Were these this planet’s natives?

“We need to get her out of there,” Eliza said. “We have no idea what they’re going to do to her.”

They’d set Imogen down near the center of the camp then split off into groups of twos and threes, eating and apparently conversing, though from all the way up here, Cal couldn’t hear more than faint whispers of speech.

Even if they had been speaking English, he wouldn’t have been able to make out the words from this distance. And judging by their alien appearance, he was pretty sure it wasn’t English.

But they were talking, which meant they weren’t just animals. He could see their faces clearly now, and their features were surprisingly human. A bit smoother and flatter, the eyes wider-set, but if it weren’t for the fur, blue skin, and ears, they likely could have walked around any major city without drawing unwanted attention.

“How are we going to get her?” Eliza asked. “I count nine of them.”

Mirabelle glanced down at Rufus. “We have him. We saw what he did to the monsters.”

“Look at the males,” Eliza said. “More muscular than Cal and just as tall. It’s too dangerous. I don’t want him to get hurt.”

“Aww,” Cal said, “thanks.”

“Huh?”

“It’s sweet you don’t want me to get hurt.”

“No, not you. Rufus.”

“We could wait till nightfall and sneak in,” Mirabelle offered.

“It’s a long way until nightfall,” Cal countered. “And what if they keep watch like we do?”

“Why do you think they took her?” Eliza asked.

“Not sure I want to know the answer to that.” Even if they weren’t planning on eating her, there were plenty of other unsavory things a primitive tribe of humanoids could have in store for her.

“At least we know we’re not the only ones here now,” Eliza said. “Do you think they have a display?”

“If so,” Mirabelle mused, “I wonder why they didn’t come looking for us when we arrived.”

“Maybe they don’t have them,” Cal said. “They might have simply stumbled upon her. Who knows.” He looked at Eliza. “I guess you would’ve told us if you had seen them before.”

She nodded. “I’ve never seen a hint of anyone. No hint of life at all other than the monsters, the snake, and Rufus.” She reached down and absently patted the alien dog’s head.

“You think they’ve had to fight monsters too?” Mirabelle asked.

“Too bad we can’t summon some to distract them,” Eliza mused.

Cal thought back to the four monsters that had fled. Depending on which direction they’d gone, and assuming they didn’t just disappear like they appeared, there might be some wandering about the area.

But hypotheticals didn’t help them right now.

He glanced down at Mirabelle’s bow. “Do you think you could take them out from here?”

Mirabelle looked at him with a look of horror. “Are you joking? Those aren’t monsters.”

“No, but they kidnapped Imogen.”

“We don’t know that,” she protested.

“They tied her up.”

“Maybe they don’t know if she’s dangerous yet. They’re just playing it safe.”

Cal gave her a look.

“It’s possible,” she persisted, not being cowed.

“And what if you’re wrong?”

Instead of answering, she said, “We can go down there and talk to them. Maybe they’ll give her back.”

“We don’t even know they speak English. Or how friendly they’ll be. I mean, look at them. They can talk, yes, but they don’t even wear clothes.”

“Just because they’re aliens doesn’t mean they’re savages.”

“Have you seen those videos of uncontacted tribes? They shoot arrows and throw spears at anyone who tries to go near them.”

Mirabelle frowned. “What are you talking about?”

Cal sighed, remembering that Mirabelle was from the eighties and that she wouldn’t have had the internet and billions of hours of instantly accessible video at her fingertips. So she probably hadn’t seen anything like that. “Ever read National Geographic?”

She shook her head. “I’ve seen them. Maybe flipped through some when I was a kid.”

“Well in my time we have the internet—have we told you about that?”

“You mentioned it before. A place where anyone in the world can talk through computers.”

“Not just talk. There’s lots of videos there. And some of those are of people trying to contact uncontacted tribes like these. It’s gone okay a few times, but just as often they get a spear in the gut for their troubles.” He shook his head. “I’m not taking that risk.”

“I’m not going to shoot them without knowing that they’re dangerous and want to kill us. Besides, it seems silly to make enemies for no reason. Especially in a place like this.”

Cal couldn’t disagree with her sentiment, but that didn’t mean he was going to risk it, not with them having Imogen.

He studied them. They didn’t seem particularly concerned about her; they weren’t guarding her or anything like that. She was just left there, unconscious in the middle of their camp while they sat around eating and talking.

“What if you don’t have to kill them, but only create a diversion? Draw them away so one of us can slip in and get Imogen.”

“That probably should be you,” Eliza told him. “You’re the strongest, especially with that upgrade. I’m fast and in shape, faster than you even, but—” She shook her head. “With carrying her I’d be much slower.”

“Rufus is big enough,” Mirabelle said. “She could ride him like a horse.”

“We still need to get her first,” Cal pointed out.

“Right.”

“Okay,” Eliza said, “so how do we do that?”
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Cal crouched alone with Rufus, now farther down in the forest, at the edge of the treeline, a hundred yards away from where the natives had their camp set up.

He glanced to his right, out across the clearing into the trees on the other side, his pulse ramping up, adrenaline filling his body making his legs tremble.

He would have to do this quickly. He just hoped it worked.

If they didn’t follow Eliza, he’d be screwed, because if they came after him, wasn’t sure he’d be able to outrun them.

Something he hadn’t noticed at first but which he saw now that he was closer was that their lower legs weren’t quite human, their feet something between a paw and a human foot. They looked fast.

Cal glanced down at Rufus. “You might just end up being a mini horse after all.”

Of course, there was no guarantee Rufus wouldn’t try to attack the natives if they followed, so putting Imogen on his back would be the absolute last resort.

He stared hard at the treeline to his right, waiting for Eliza and Mirabelle to make their move. If this didn’t work out, he might get Imogen back only to lose the two of them.

But Eliza was fast, and she would be the one leading them away.

Was she faster than these natives though?

There was a thunk and an arrow landed just outside their little camp.

Cal got ready to dart forward, but none of them had noticed the arrow.

He cursed.

There was another sound, and Cal saw it was a rock landing.

That wasn’t part of the plan.

It got their attention however, and a few looked up and around at this louder noise.

One of them spotted the arrow and shouted something. Definitely not English.

They all rose to their inhuman feet, dropping their meals, conversations instantly halting as they took up their spears—which were more elaborate than the plain wooden ones the humans used—and scanned the area.

Cal had a heart-stopping moment as one of them looked directly at him.

He sighed when her gaze moved past him. He hadn’t been spotted. She was just scanning the area. He was glad he hadn’t gotten up and run. She would have seen that.

Another arrow landed right next to the woman that had been looking in his direction and she jumped back with a quickness that didn’t bode well for their plan.

A nearby male saw this and let out a roar—an actual roar—and threw his spear in the direction the arrow had come from.

“Holy shit,” Cal gasped in amazement as he watched the spear fly all the way into the woods.

There came a yelp of pain or surprise, he couldn’t tell which, and he felt his blood boil.

If they’d just hit Mirabelle or Eliza…

The natives heard it too and this finally got them moving, all of them taking off toward the treeline.

“Get the hell out of there Eliza,” he muttered to himself, and got ready to take off.

As soon as the last of them disappeared into the forest he launched himself forward, covering the hundred yards to their camp in what seemed like an instant, Rufus easily keeping pace.

He skidded down beside Imogen and tried to wake her up.

Her eyes opened slightly, but were unfocused, and closed again almost at once.

He was expecting to see blood on her head from this close, but he didn’t, and with her bright blonde hair it would have been obvious.

Since he’d left his talon-spear back in the forest, he had nothing to cut the ropes with, so he slung her over his shoulder and got moving.

He saw Rufus staring at where the natives had disappeared into the forest.

“Come on boy,” he called back, and the dog looked at him, the treeline, then him again before finally following reluctantly.

They ran into the forest, toward the ridge several hundred yards away where they had originally been watching from, which was where the other two were going to meet him.

In the distance he detected faint shouts and yells and hoped Eliza was getting away.

Run like the wind, he mentally urged.

Given that Eliza was the fastest, the plan had been for Mirabelle to shoot arrows to get the natives’ attention, then hide and meet him back here once Eliza had led them away.

Once Eliza had lost them, she’d double back and meet Cal and Mirabelle here and they’d head back to base.

That was before he’d seen how well those natives could throw a spear.

Eliza was fast, but not fast enough to outrun what amounted to a rocket-propelled spear.

Cal stopped when they reached the top of the crest, but Rufus continued past.

“Rufus,” he called.

At hearing his name the dog skidded to a halt, turning around to look at him.

When he saw Cal had stopped and was setting Imogen down, he huffed, as though to get Cal to keep moving.

“Come on. We’re waiting here. For Eliza,” he added.

Rufus huffed again, but came back over. He looked anxious, his long blue ears pricked, moving like satellite dishes scanning for alien signals.

Cal was anxious too, but he got to work using the talon-spear he’d left behind to free Imogen from her bonds.

He was about to cut through it when he realized how good of quality of cordage it was. He wasn’t sure what kind of plant it was from, but it was soft and thick, with a tight weave that nearly looked machine-made.

Instead of cutting it, he searched for the knot.

There were several, and they were more loops than knots.

He undid them, then freed her.

He was left with about fifty feet of high-quality cordage. Less than he’d like, but anything helped.

Now that she was untied, he gave her a more thorough inspection while Rufus sat observing, letting out quiet little low whines.

“I know buddy,” Cal told him, “I’m anxious for them to get back too.”

Imogen looked uninjured. She had indents in her skin from the rope, but that was all.

He tried waking her, but this time her eyes didn’t even briefly open.

So he sat, now with nothing but worry to occupy his mind as he waited.

He tried petting Rufus, but the alien dog was too agitated and kept moving away, listening to the forest.

He drummed his fingers on the ground as he sat with Imogen’s head in his lap, his nerves fraying as he waited for Mirabelle and Eliza to arrive.

If Eliza couldn’t make it back here, the plan was to run back to the base, lose the natives over the longer distance.

But Mirabelle should have been here by now.

How long should he wait?

Cal sat, joining Rufus in listening for the sound of anyone approaching.

A couple minutes later Rufus lifted his head and started sniffing the air.

Half a minute after that Cal heard the sounds of feet approaching, and a quiet rattle.

Rufus increased his sniffing of the air, but didn’t seem alarmed, which put Cal at ease. Somewhat.

Then his heart rose as he saw Mirabelle running up through the trees toward them, drenched in sweat and pulling in shallow, ragged breaths.

The rattling sound he’d heard had been her arrows clattering together in her quiver. It was a quiet sound, but one they should do something about.

“You okay?” he asked, carefully sliding Imogen’s head out of his lap and to the ground and quickly getting to his feet.

She was too out of breath to answer, but managed to nod.

She closed the ten remaining feet between them, dropped her bow, and collapsed against him.

He wrapped his arms around her, hugging her burning, slick body to him, lifting his head so her arrows didn’t poke him in the face.

He chuckled as she nearly slid out of his arms.

“You really worked up a sweat. Eliza?”

She was still too out of breath to answer, so instead shook her head against his chest.

“What happened?”

She pulled away, held up her hand, took several deep gasps of air.

Rufus came up and nuzzled her hand, pushing his head under it and whining softly.

She smiled and scratched his head, used her other hand to fan herself, took a few more breaths, then said, “Started throwing spears at her. Trees too dense though, so they stopped. She—” Mirabelle stopped to take several shallow breaths before continuing. “She was pulling away though, last I saw.”

“Good,” Cal said, though he was still nervous, still worried about her. She was fast, but was she fast enough? She might have tripped, lost her lead. They might have caught up to her. “We wait then.”

Mirabelle shook her head. “I don’t think she’s going to be able to make it back here. I saw her cutting around the other way toward the stream.”

He cursed. “All right. Let’s get back to base. I’ll carry Imogen.” He gestured at the alien talon. “You grab that spear.”

She nodded, still breathing heavily, then looked at Imogen. “She’s still out? Is she okay?”

“I didn’t see any wounds or feel any bumps on her head.” Cal bent to pick up the coil of rope, slung it over his shoulder, then easily lifted Imogen into his arms. With his strength enhancement, she felt like she weighed nothing at all. “Maybe they have interfaces too. ID’d something to drug her with.”

“That what they tied her with?” she asked, motioning at the rope.

“Yeah. Nice, huh?”

She nodded.

They waited another minute to give Mirabelle a chance to catch her breath, then she picked up her bow and Cal’s spear and they headed back toward the stream, and their camp it would lead them to.

“I was thinking—while I was watching and waiting for Eliza to lead them away—what if they weren’t put here?”

Cal glanced over at her as they carefully picked their way through the forest. “Not put here? You mean by the aliens?”

She nodded. “I mean, they do look kinda like him.” She motioned at Rufus with the bow she held in one hand, the talon-spear occupying her other. “And if they’re from here, there have to be more, don’t there? Like a lot more?”

“I don’t know.”

“I mean… what if there’s more than that camp, and they’re going to go back and tell the others.” She looked at him, fear and exhaustion plainly on her face. “And then what if they come for us?”
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Without Eliza, they weren’t exactly sure where they were, and without either consciously realizing it, they had defaulted to following Rufus.

“Wow,” Mirabelle said as they came out of the forest and saw the stream in the distance. “I think Rufus led us here.”

Cal nodded, wondering if dogs could smell water. Wondering if this specific alien dog could.

They followed the stream back towards their base and Cal felt a surge of dread and anticipation as the rear path came into view.

The gate was closed, but that didn’t tell him anything. They had shut it when they’d left.

He wanted to call out to see if Eliza was here, but didn’t dare risk it for fear something else would hear them coming.

Given how long Cal had waited for Mirabelle, and then the extra few minutes they had talked and waited for her to catch her breath, it was conceivable someone—or something—had beaten them back here.

Cal hoped it was Eliza, but wasn’t going to be careless and assume it was.

As they reached the bottom of the path he saw movement near the gate and tensed, then there was a grunt and the gate swung open and his heart filled with relief as he saw Eliza standing there—naked once more—grinning at him.
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Eliza laughed as Rufus wagged his two tails furiously, whining and licking her face.

Cal set Imogen down in the shade of the tree on her bed of moss, a wave of exhaustion washing over him. What he wouldn’t give to join her. But there’d be no sleeping right now. Not for a long while yet, likely.

He tossed the rope down with their other cordage, then grinned as he watched Mirabelle drop his spear, her bow, then carelessly remove her quiver, letting it too drop, before finally herself dropping against the tree, eyes drooping closed.

He had to stay up and alert, but he could let her get some rest.

She was so tired he didn’t think she even noticed that Eliza was once again nude.

Cal shut and braced the gate, then turned to Eliza, who had gotten Rufus somewhat calmed down and was now petting him and kissing his head.

“So?” Cal asked her. “What happened?”

She looked up at him.

“With the natives.”

“Oh!” She smiled proudly. “I outran them. It was hard. They are really fast. But being chased by alien wolf-cat-people throwing spears at me was quite motivating.”

“And they didn’t follow you back here?”

She shook her head, Rufus rolling onto his back so she could rub his belly. “Once I was sure I lost them, I stopped for several minutes, waiting and listening. They weren’t there. Then once I’d made it back to the stream I went into the water just in case they could somehow track me.” She nodded. “We’re good.”

He nodded too. “Good.” Then he frowned as his eyes drifted over her body. “Are those new?” He gestured at her legs, which were full of scrapes. He was pretty sure they were.

“Yeah. Running through the forest barefoot and without any leg covering can be quite painful. I don’t have fur to protect me like this guy here.” She leaned down and kissed Rufus’s head again, ruffing his jowls.

Cal nodded, looking around. He saw her clothes laid out on a banana-leaf in the sun. She’d barely just got back and was already naked again.

“Not that I mind, but, why’d you take those off?”

“I was too warm and covered in sweat.”

“You? Sweat? No.”

“Hey, even someone as amazing as I am sweats when it’s like ninety degrees and a hundred-percent humid and on the run from aliens trying to kill you.”

“Yet you still got back here with enough time to take a bath.”

She shrugged nonchalantly. “I am amazing.”

“Those cuts need to be cleaned?”

She grinned at him. “You volunteering?”

“I’ll do what needs to be done.”

She snorted.

“Really though,” he said seriously, “we need to make some clothes for protection if not modesty. At least some kind of shoes and shin and arm guards.”

“Add it to the list of things we need to get done.”

“That reminds me,” Cal said. “We also need something to write with.”
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While the others slept, Cal and Eliza kept watch, looking out for any natives coming their way, but didn’t see them.

Eventually Imogen awoke, as soon as she did another dot appearing in Cal’s interface. She was part of their group now.

At least it all hadn’t been for nothing.

Getting the attention of a group of nine—or possibly a whole hell of a lot more if Mirabelle’s theory were true—strong and fast alien natives was a high price to pay if all they’d gotten out of it was a loincloth, a shoddy cloth top, and a few extra feet of—admittedly really good—rope.

“Do you remember what happened?” Cal asked her. “How they took you?”

She shook her head, frowning, looking mad. Mad at herself for getting captured. “I remember waking up in a clearing and then them coming for me.” She shook her head again. “I don’t remember how though. They must’ve drugged me. Or knocked me out.” She reached up and touched her head.

“You’re not injured that I could see.”

“I don’t feel hurt.” She looked down at herself. “Did you change me?” Her tone suggested she wouldn’t be bothered if he had.

“No. You probably appeared like that.”

“What happened? I was standing here, then waking up somewhere else.”

“We got knocked out too.”

“Do you have a display now?” Eliza asked her. “I see four dots, so I think that means you should.”

“Um, how would I know?”

Eliza explained to her how to use it.

“Yeah. I see it.” She frowned. “Those things, the ones that took me…”

Cal nodded. “Yeah. Aliens or something.”

“So we’re not alone here.” She looked around the base, life coming back into her eyes. “Where are they?”

“We created a distraction,” Eliza explained. “Got you out, then I led them away before coming back here.”

“We should assume there are more, that they can track you.”

Eliza shook her head. “I made sure they didn’t. Walked back in the stream so I didn’t leave any tracks.”

Imogen didn’t look convinced. “Where’s Mirabelle? Is she—”

“No,” Cal interrupted, allaying her fear. “She’s sleeping.” He motioned behind Imogen.

She turned, saw Mirabelle passed out against the tree.

She rubbed her eyes. “Still out of it I guess. I’m usually more observant.”

He put a hand on her shoulder. “You’ll be fine.”

“You know you’re quite often overconfident about things you can’t know.”

“I know.”

She snorted.

He was glad she was coming around, becoming a part of their group. Officially, now that she had an interface.

“We need to get our defenses up here more,” she said.

“I agree.” Cal looked around at the base, the partially completed palisade, the still too-short gates, their meager weapon and food stores. It wasn’t just monsters that they had to face off against now, it was other humans. Or something like them, something more intelligent than the monsters they’d so far faced.

He didn’t know for certain that these natives were enemies, but taking Imogen and tying her up didn’t bode well for them being friendly.

“No more taking it easy. We need to work hard from now on until we’ve got the palisade completed and a roof to shield us from the flying ones.”

Surprising them all—except Rufus, who was passed out in the shade of the front palisade, snoring—Mirabelle muttered something.

Cal turned to see her waking up, rubbing her eyes and yawning.

“Hey sleepy,” he said. “Feel better?”

She nodded, smiled at him. “How are you?” she asked Imogen.

“I’ll be fine.”

“What were you saying?” Cal asked. “Didn’t quite catch it.”

“I said it’s too bad we don’t have nets. For the flying ones.”

“That’s actually a really good idea. We could build nets instead of a roof. It would be much quicker, and they wouldn’t even have to be particularly strong, just enough to get the flying ones tangled up in.”

He looked at the gate. “And if we ran them up from the gate to the tree, that would stop or at least slow down ones trying to climb over, while still allowing us to shoot out at them.” He smiled at her. “You’re a genius.”

She grinned, her cheeks flushing slightly.

He moved over to her, lifting her up and giving her a big hug and kiss as she giggled and squealed.

She kicked her legs. “Put me down!” she howled, still giggling.

Cal finally did and she punched his chest. “Asshole.”

But she was smiling.

Then she did a double-take at Eliza.

“Um,” she said skeptically, as she uncomfortably—though not without a bit of prurient interest—looked the naked redhead up and down, “why are you naked again?”
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They didn’t have enough cordage left to make nets as large as they’d need, and Cal didn’t want to go looking for nettle plants with their huge root systems—not with four monsters unaccounted for and at least nine but possibly an unknown number more of alien natives—so instead he went out and scavenged around the front path for all the types of plants they’d found so far that made acceptable cordage, while the others worked on weaving what they did have into a net.

Right now he didn’t care about it being strong in the longterm. They just needed to get something up temporarily. They could worry later about figuring out a permanent solution for when the cordage dried out and became brittle.

With the humidity, that would take at least a week in any case.

As he gathered, identifying plants as he went to make sure they weren’t going to give him a rash—or worse—he wondered why they hadn’t identified more.

They’d basically not strayed from around a dozen plants, things that they’d identified in their first few days here.

Can’t let ourselves get stuck in a rut, he thought to himself. It was too easy to stick with what you knew.

He remembered he’d wanted to look for antibacterial plants, but had never gotten around to it, so did this now, making a point of identifying every plant he came across.

He had plenty of points, and they weren’t good for anything else he’d found so far.

And besides that, most things cost less than a full point to identify.

With the amount of points he had, he could identify hundreds of plants.

When the basket was overflowing, and not having found any interesting new plants—probably have to range farther out from their base for that—he headed back up to base.

The women had constructed a fourish-foot section of net with what they had, but they were already running low on cordage. The gaps had to be large with as big of a net as they’d need, but they weren’t large enough that any of the monsters could fit through.

And it was better to have them wide so Mirabelle could shoot her arrows, and Eliza could throw her spears.

Cal got to work stripping what he’d gathered to turn it into usable cordage.

They worked all throughout the day and into the night, Imogen briefly pausing her weaving to light another fire with which to work by.

By the time the air started to cool in the full dark of night, and by the time their hands were sore and calloused from the day’s work, Cal finally looked up to take a break, and realized how long they’d been going for.

He looked around at the others, dutifully working, and smiled. They were all hard workers. Even Mirabelle, despite her softness.

“I think that’s good for tonight.”

They all stopped to look at him.

“We’ve made good progress,” he explained. “And I’m starving.”

“Oh God,” Mirabelle said. “Now that you mention it, so am I.”

“That’s because we haven’t stopped to take a break to eat,” Imogen said, looking not quite lucid, though he thought that was probably from exhaustion rather than any lingering effects of however the alien natives had knocked her out.

“Not only that,” Eliza said, moving her tongue around her mouth, “I don’t think we’ve drank anything either.”

Cal realized she was right, and with this realization an intense thirst struck him, the likes of which he’d only felt after a rare few hangovers.

He got up and went to the trough, glancing over at Rufus, who was passed out as usual, on his back, legs kicking at the air as he dreamt.

Cal shook his head. That dog didn’t do much other than sleep.

He wondered again if he really was just a puppy. Something about his manner and his look, the way his head and ears were oversized for his body, made Cal think he was.

Of course, Cal could be completely off about that, given that Rufus was an alien dog. Though for that, he did act quite a lot like Cal would expect an Earth dog to.

Cal saw the trough was nearly empty. “You girls drink, I’ll get some more from the stream.”

“Using your brilliant contraption?” Mirabelle asked, coming over to the trough.

“Of course.”

Once they’d all slaked their thirst, and Cal had refilled Rufus’s trough, they sat down for a quiet dinner.

“Tomorrow we’ll get more supplies. Gather up foodstores to keep here. We also need to make more baskets.” He glanced at the work they’d done so far, a section of netting about twenty feet square.

Even with the wide spacing, it had taken them a lot longer to make than he’d expected it to. A lot of that was having to weave the new cordage into rope, then attach it to the old.

“How are the extra bows coming?” he asked Mirabelle.

She nodded. “Good. I would have been able to finish today, but…” She nodded at the netting.

“Work on that tomorrow. We’re almost done with the net anyway, and I want more weapons. We need more arrows as well.”

“As long as I can sleep first.” She sleepily took a bite of one of the few remaining prickly green fruits.

Cal nodded and took a bite of his tuber. They hadn’t bothered to cook them tonight: they were too hungry. “We also need to practice with the bow and arrow. We won’t get as good as you are, but it’s better than nothing.”

“It’s been a while since I’ve shot one,” Imogen agreed.

Mirabelle yawned. “Who’s taking first watch?”

They all looked at each other.

They’d worked hard and were all exhausted. First the monster attack early this morning, then Imogen disappearing and having to go on a track-and-rescue mission to bring her back, then finally spending the rest of the day building up their defenses. Or rather, building what they needed to build up their defenses.

Not to mention Eliza exhausting herself running away from the kidnapping aliens, and the hike back here for Cal and Mirabelle.

“Too bad Rufus can’t be our guard dog,” Cal mused, looking at the sleeping animal.

“He didn’t even wake up right away when we got attacked,” Imogen observed.

Cal sighed. “I’ll do it. Imogen needs sleep. She didn’t get enough since we got attacked.”

“I can do it,” Mirabelle said, her eyes drooping. “I took a nap earlier.”

Cal chuckled. “It’s fine. I’ll wake one of you up in a few hours.”

None of them protested this. They all finished their meal and the three women went to their beds of moss, falling asleep at once.
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About an hour later Rufus woke up, urinated off the side of the hilltop, rolled around in the dirt, then came to join Cal as he stood looking over the rear gate, peering out into the dark forest, wondering what other trials and tribulations were out there waiting for them.

At least the natives hadn’t followed them back.

He reached down and absently scratched behind one of Rufus’s large ears.

The dog’s mouth did that thing it sometimes did, where it looked like he was grinning even wider than usual.

Cal scanned the forest, looking for any signs of movement.

He was still amazed at how good his vision was on this planet.

He wasn’t sure if it was something about the light, or what, but he could see much better than he’d expect to in this low light. Everything was sharp and clear.

At least in his vision. His mind was growing hazy from a lack of sleep.

But he had a while to go yet before he woke up one of the girls. He wanted to let them sleep. They needed it.

He patrolled with Rufus, going from the front gate to the back, to standing on the sides of the hilltop and looking out, again lamenting a lack of fencing. But it didn’t make much sense to build a fence if they were just going to put a palisade up.

He thought back to almost falling off the cliff when the monsters attacked this morning and reconsidered. If he or one of the girls—or even Rufus—were to fall off, he’d certainly think fencing would have been worthwhile.

He looked at their netting.

Maybe they could string some along the edge as a temporary measure.

Of course, first priority was getting one up above them to prevent the flying monsters from divebombing them, and to slow the other ones getting in.

But after that they could stretch a couple between the two sides of the incomplete palisade they had up, forming a rope guardrail on the edges. It would cut into their usable space on the hilltop due to its curve, but at least it would be something.

He spent the next hour walking the perimeter and running through all the things they needed to get done: Tie ropes around the palisade to make what they did have of it up stronger, gather more food, make more netting, practice with the bow and arrow. Make more bows and arrows. Finish making armor from the alien carapaces.

Cal wondered if the aliens had guts Mirabelle could use as a bowstring.

They also needed to make way more baskets. Or backpacks. Things to carry other things in.

And there was still the tree house which he’d promised Eliza. Though he had a feeling that would come much later. It would be nice not to sleep on the ground.

Finally he grew tired enough that he was more of a danger than a lookout and decided to wake one of the girls.

He looked at them all sleeping, deciding which to wake.

Not Imogen, she needed her sleep after having her shift interrupted and then being kidnapped.

Mirabelle was the one who had gotten the most sleep recently, Eliza’s sleep having been interrupted after her first shift when the monsters attacked, so he went over and knelt beside her.

She was on her stomach, moss wadded up under her head, her loincloth hiked up to reveal the smooth curve of her bottom and her shapely thighs.

He trailed his finger up the bare, smooth skin, traced his finger up her spine to her neck, stroked her hair as he leaned down and kissed her cheek, pressed his lips against her ear. “Mirabelle,” he whispered softly, and despite his tiredness felt himself growing hard.

He brushed the hair away from her face, his fingers scraping against one of her little horns, kissed her again. “Wake up beautiful.”

She licked her lips, swallowed, and fluttered open her eyes, rolling over onto her back and looking up at him sleepily.

Upon seeing him she smiled, then let her eyes drift shut.

“It’s time for your shift.”

She let out a quiet little groan. It was adorable.

“Come on,” he gently urged, taking her hands and leaning back to pull her up.

She groaned a little louder, this time opening her eyes. “Do I have to?”

“I’m about to pass out.”

She stretched and yawned, and Cal’s eyes were drawn to her heavy breasts under the thin fabric top she wore. He wanted to reach out and touch them, free them from their covering.

Desire warred with sleep in his brain, but ultimately he was too tired to act on the impulse.

She nodded when she was done yawning. “All right.” She blinked several times and wiped her eyes, looking around, spotting Rufus sitting a few feet away, staring at them. “At least I’ve got him for company.”

She got up and Cal took her place immediately falling back onto their double-wide bed of moss.

“Haven’t even slept yet and you’re already like that?” he heard her say with a grin in her voice.

He popped open one eye to look at her. “What?” he asked groggily.

She pointed and he looked down to see his erection poking up in the air past his loincloth.

“Morning wood and it’s not even morning.”

He let his eyes shut. “What can I say? You have that effect on me.”

He heard her move, felt her plant a kiss on his forehead, then on his lips. “Sleep tight. Don’t let the bedbugs bite.”

He grinned a closed-mouth grin, but was too tired to make a response.

He felt her move away, and then he was pulled down from the waking world and into sleep.
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When he woke again it was daytime and hot, and it was to the sounds of the others talking.

He sat up and saw that they were already at work, Imogen and Eliza on the net, while Mirabelle worked on making more arrows.

“How long did you let me sleep?” he asked.

They all paused their work to look at him.

“As long as you needed,” Mirabelle said.

“Good morning Sleeping Beauty,” Eliza said. “Feeling rested?”

He nodded and stood, adjusting his loincloth so nothing poked out. At this point they’d all seen everything there was to see of each other, but that was no reason to flaunt it.

Well, maybe to Mirabelle.

He went over to the trough and splashed some water on his face, then grabbed his “toothbrush”. It wasn’t actually a toothbrush, but something Mirabelle had made from a soft wood by peeling the bark off the end, slicing into it with flint, then grinding it against a rock until something like bristles formed. It was soft for wood, but not exactly soft, and had made Cal’s gums bleed the first time he’d used it.

They’d toughened up now, and he actually looked forward to the twice-daily habit.

He brushed for a few minutes, standing on the edge of the hilltop and looking out over the vast forest.

This done he rinsed, spit it out over the edge, then took a long, refreshing gulp of water before heading over to what he saw was a now-full basket of fruit.

He grabbed a banana-apple. “You guys went out and got more fruit?”

“Don’t worry,” Mirabelle said, “we were safe.”

“I’m not worried. I know you know what you’re doing.” He looked at the net Imogen and Eliza were working on. “Made good progress while I was out. How long did you let me sleep?”

“Few hours extra,” Imogen answered. She glanced at him, giving him a once-over. “Your wounds are healing really fast.”

He looked down at himself. “Yeah, guess they are.”

He shoved the rest of the banana-apple in his mouth and joined them in weaving the cords together into a net.

It took several hours, but they finally got the net large enough that they could stretch it from the rear gate to the tree.

Cal stood in the tree along with Imogen while the other two threw up the ends so they could fasten them to the branches.

This done, they secured the other ends to the palisade, then pulled it taut.

This still left a gap between the taller logs of the palisade and the shorter gate. It was only about two feet, but that would be enough for one of those monsters to squeeze through. They would have to make another, smaller net that they could attach to the larger one and secure on the inside of the gate, for when they were inside their base.

They stood under the net, looking up at their handiwork.

At its lowest point it was about eight feet off the ground, which was the height of the palisade, and stretched back and up to the tree and a maximum height of maybe twelve feet.

“Good,” Cal said. “This’ll make it harder for them to attack us while still allowing us to shoot at them.

“Speaking of, Mirabelle, I was thinking, can you use the aliens’ guts to make a bowstring? Would that be better than cordage?”

She wrinkled her nose. “Do they even have intestines?”

They all looked to Eliza.

“Really?” she asked. “I’m the only one who’s looked? Yes, they do. In fact, their insides are disturbingly similar to what you’d find in a human or animal, just with a lot of hemolymph everywhere.”

“Okay teacher,” Mirabelle said slowly, her look of disgust not abated, “thanks for that.”

“Will that work?” Cal asked.

Mirabelle shrugged. “I have no idea. When would I have ever made a bow from something’s intestines?”

“Do you want to try?”

Her face scrunched up even more. “Not really.”

He chuckled. “Okay. It was just a suggestion.”

“A truly gross one.”

“Now that you bring it up,” Eliza said, “I could probably use that instead of cordage to attach the armor with.”

“Good.” Cal nodded.

“Do you have to?” Mirabelle asked.

“It will save us cordage,” Cal said. “We might as well not let it go to waste. I wonder how long we have before it starts to rot.”

Mirabelle looked vaguely ill. “Can we like, not test that out?”
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Cal wanted to get himself and Imogen up to speed on using a bow and arrow, so he had Mirabelle teach her while he and Eliza worked on the smaller net for the gap above the rear gate.

Mirabelle had carved some target circles on the tree and while Imogen hit the tree itself on her first try, it was far from a bullseye.

But after a few tries she was soon hitting at least near the bullseye every time.

“Well,” Mirabelle said, “I think you’re ready. You weren’t kidding about being good. You were downplaying how good you were, actually.”

Imogen shrugged noncommittally.

Mirabelle looked at Cal and smiled. “Looks like it’s your turn.”

“Looks like it.”

He and Imogen switched places while Mirabelle instructed him on how to shoot.

It was rather comical to him. She stood behind him and put her arms on his, like any number of scenes in romantic comedies, though usually with the roles reversed.

Cal had only been in one romantic comedy—during a break between the Leviathan movies. He’d only agreed because the studio, his agent, and Bradley all thought it would boost his star power among a key demographic.

But in it, there had been a scene much like this where he was teaching a girl how to sculpt clay.

He was pretty sure the scene was cribbed from Ghost, but that didn’t stop people from liking it. There were numerous gifs of the scene floating around with #relationshipgoals or any number of breathless expressions of longing and desire for a relationship like theirs.

But now Mirabelle, who was a good foot shorter than Cal, was behind him, barely able to wrap her arms around to reach the bow and still see, trying to guide him on how to shoot.

Finally she gave up, breaking down in laughter as she moved away. “Just go ahead and shoot. I’ll correct you if you do anything wrong.”

Cal’s first shot missed entirely and the arrow sailed past the tree.

It would have gone off the edge had it not been for the palisade which it thunked solidly into.

Mirabelle whistled. “Wow,” she said appreciatively. She walked over to get it. “You have bad aim, but you’re incredibly strong.”

“I like the way you say that.”

“Don’t get cocky.”

“I thought you liked cocky?”

Her eyes flicked down to his crotch. When she caught herself and looked up again, she couldn’t stop the faint blush from coming into her cheeks.

He smiled at her.

“Ass,” she muttered as she yanked on the arrow. “Stupid… thing.” Her hand slipped off and she cursed, shaking it out.

“You okay?”

She glared at him.

He chuckled, walked up to the palisade, wrapped one hand around the arrow, and pulled.

At first it wouldn’t come and Mirabelle grinned, but then he pulled harder and it came free.

She rolled her eyes. “Showoff.” She grabbed the arrow from him. “Come on, we’ve got a lot of work to do. You’re a terrible shot.”
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It wasn’t something that came naturally to him, but after a while he was able to at least hit the tree and land his shots in the outer ring of the target most of the time.

Getting an idea, he altered his aim for the very edge of the tree and in so doing managed to land a bullseye.

“Yes!” he exclaimed in joy, grinning confidently at Mirabelle.

She rolled her eyes. “Okay, let’s see you do it again.”

“No problem.” This would be easy now that he’d figured it out.

It was just like adjusting your aim sideways to hit the toilet the morning after sex.

Still grinning, he nocked another arrow, drew back, and took aim once more at the side of the tree, and let loose.

The arrow soared through the air and… right past the tree, just missing the palisade, and flew off into the forest below.

“Oh,” he said, lowering the bow. “Damn. Thought I’d got it figured out.”

“Thanks Buster. Each of those takes me like a half-hour to make. So you owe me a half-hour of your time.”

Cal grinned at her, looked up and down her gorgeous, mostly exposed body. “I’m happy to give you a half-hour anytime you like.”

She rolled her eyes again. “Focus.”

He did, and she drilled him on shooting like a hardcore drill instructor.

At one point Rufus woke up from one of his countless naps, watching the arrows fly into the tree with great interest.

Eventually one of the countless arrows Cal sent at the tree bounced off and Rufus dashed for it grabbing it with manic glee before he could be stopped.

Eliza chased him around the hilltop, scolding him and telling him to drop it, while he seemed to be having the time of his life.

When she finally did wrest it from him, it wasn’t quite broken in half.

“Guess he owes you a half-hour too,” Cal said to Mirabelle.

She punched his arm. “Show’s over. Get back to practicing. You need it.”
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A little while later, as Cal’s hands and fingers began to ache, the skin on his wrist practically rubbed raw from where the bowstring had repeatedly scraped over it, Mirabelle finally relented. “I guess we’re done for today.”

“Really?” he asked, and felt like slapping himself. You took a gift horse, not questioned it.

But luckily she didn’t change her mind. “Yeah. You look beat. And I’m starving.”

Later, after they’d eaten, Cal took the first shift again.

It made more sense to have fixed shifts now that they were working harder.

Before, they had been lax about it, switched off on shifts depending on how they felt, but they had overall been getting plenty of sleep.

Now with working all day, they needed to keep to a schedule, and it made sense for the person who last woke up to do the first shift.

Not a single one of the women objected to this reasoning when Cal presented it, instead heading straight for bed.

Several hours into his shift—which he’d spent alone, Rufus having decided to sleep this one out, using Eliza’s face as a pillow, or trying to—Imogen got up.

“Help me with this,” she said, gesturing at the front gate.

“Where are you going?”

“Need to pee.”

“You could do like me and Rufus.”

She glared at him.

He helped her open the gate then stood and watched her walk down the path.

Partway down she turned to look back at him. “Planning on watching me?”

“Uh, sorry. I’ll just turn away and wait here.”

She raised an eyebrow. “I’ll call out if I need help.”

He nodded, and turned away, but didn’t move from the gate.

He watched Rufus kick at the air, the dog’s snores so ever-present as to have become background noise, something Cal didn’t notice unless he was actively reminded of it.

Like now, watching a string of drool blow in and out with each snore.

A couple minutes later Imogen came back up.

Cal closed and braced the gate, turned to watch her pour water into her hands from the trough they used to wash up with, splash some on her face.

She looked at over at him. “You can go to sleep if you want. I’m not going to be able to fall back again.”

“If you’d asked me that an hour ago I would’ve taken you up on it. Got a second wind now.”

“You should try to sleep anyway. You may think you have a second wind, but you will still be able to fall asleep.”

“That your military training talking?”

She shrugged. “We did get trained to sleep anywhere. But I think you already know, I’m not—wasn’t—military.”

“It’s Eliza’s turn next. We should keep to the schedule. Isn’t that what the not-military you were a part of would do?”

She gave the hint of a smile. “That’s not what we’d do. In a lot of ways, we’re opposite to them. Not as structured and rule-bound.”

“Since you’re no longer a mercenary we—”

“I wasn’t a mercenary.”

“Sure. Since you’re not… what you were, we should keep to the schedule. And Eliza’s next.”

“No. I can’t fall asleep again anyway.”

“But then she’s going to have to be woken up later and the whole schedule will be thrown out of whack.”

“I’ll do a double then.”

“You’re impossible.”

“I know. That’s why you lov—” She stopped herself, and after an awkward pause they, by unspoken agreement, both moved to the rear gate, Cal looking out over it while she stood on the steps to the side of it to look over, leaning against the top of the gate.

She reached up and ran her fingers along the underside of the net. “This was a good idea.”

Cal grinned. “Yeah. Mirabelle is pretty smart.”

Imogen glanced at him, giving him a look he couldn’t read. “We don’t know how well it’ll keep them out yet, how smart they are. They cut through the spikes. They might cut through these.”

“You’re a downer.”

She shrugged.

“It will still stop them from diving at us. I guess they might hover there and slice through it, but I’m hoping they won’t see it. Hoping they’re not that smart.”

She nodded, looking back out over the night forest. “Pretty much screwed if they are. Unless those upgrades are more.”

“More?”

She glanced at Eliza, who was still sound asleep, just like Mirabelle. And Rufus. But he was always asleep. “She’s the only one with an upgrade token left. I think she needs to use it. I know she’s afraid to for some reason—”

“For some reason?” Cal interrupted. “It makes sense. We don’t really know what they do at all, or why we have them. And Mirabelle’s growing horns. I mean they’re cute, but… Horns.”

She nodded noncommittally. “Your upgrade made you stronger. Is there a way for you to use another one?”

He shook his head. “I don’t have any more. I’d like to. I’m anxious to see what the next ones do.”

“There’s more than one?”

“Yeah. What, that not something you overheard us talking about?”

She shook her head. “What are they?”

“Don’t know. I think I need to get another token to be able to see what they are.”

“How do you know you have more then?”

“There’s icons I can see, but I don’t know what the symbols mean. The first two showed strength and speed when I focused on them, but these new ones don’t show anything, which is why I think I need a token to be shown what they do.”

She nodded thoughtfully. “I wonder what my options will be. If I get any at all.”

“We only got the new screen for them after coming back from Earth and getting the token.” He frowned. “I think it said something about mission complete. Don’t know what that means.”

“Seems pretty obvious to me.”

He raised an eyebrow at her. “Yeah?”

She nodded. “Yeah. It means you completed a mission.”

He snorted and rolled his eyes. “Genius. You are very smart.”

“I know.” She looked at him again and their eyes locked. With her on the steps, they were almost the same height, her eyes only an inch or so below his. She licked her lips, flicked her eyes down to his mouth, then quickly looked away.

He moved closer to her, their arms touching now.

She made no move, no reaction at all at this contact.

It almost made Cal move away, but there was something comforting about it. And he thought—or maybe this was just wishful thinking—she felt that way too.

They stood in easy silence, looking out on the night, until Cal’s second wind finally did fade.

“Night,” Imogen said as he headed to bed, and the way she said it made him want to stay with her.

Or for her to join him.

Instead, he asked, “You sure you’re going to be okay with two shifts?”

She smiled at him. “I’ve done much worse.”
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Cal joined Mirabelle in bed and before he realized what he was doing he’d taken off his loincloth and pressed his body into hers.

He didn’t usually sleep naked, but right now he wanted to be as close to her as possible. And even though the loincloth barely covered anything at all, he didn’t want even that much coming between them.

She wasn’t naked, but he wasn’t going to wake her up just so she could strip, and he didn’t quite know her well enough that he felt comfortable taking her clothes off while she slept.

Besides, it might wake her.

So he satisfied himself with pulling her body against his, breathing in her sweet scent, and pressing his now-hard cock against her bare thighs.

But despite not meaning to wake her, his prodding did just that.

She groaned and patted his thigh as though in search of something, moving her hand around until it landed on his crotch.

One of her pats caught the twins, and Cal tensed, waiting to see if any pain would come.

Getting hit in the balls didn’t always hurt right away, especially if it was only a light tap.

But if there was any pain, it was masked as her warm hand wrapped around his girth and she sleepily stroked him.

His breath grew ragged as she slowly worked him, rubbing his head against her bare thighs, using it to hike up her loincloth.

He reached around her and lifted her top up, baring her large breasts and squeezing them.

The sleepiness faded from her movements and her breath grew ragged to match his.

Soon she was pushing her butt back into him, moving it up and down while she continued to stroke him, pulling his hardness between her thighs, rubbing it against her heat, which was now wet.

Then she pressed herself down hard against him.

“Fuck,” he heard her quietly moan as his cock slipped inside her and he let out a breath as well, her heat and wetness feeling amazing.

She gasped as she moved her hand away and to his butt, urging him into her.

They made love slowly like that, spooning as he ran his hands over her breasts and stomach, down to her crotch, massaging her clit as they moved together.

He used his thumb, resting his fingers near her opening, feeling their connection, their shared motion, his cock sliding in and out of her.

She twisted her neck to look at him, moved her hand to the back of his head, pulled it so his ear was at her mouth.

Her warm breath tickled his ear as she spoke, giving him pleasant chills and pushing him closer to the edge.

But that was nothing compared to when his brain finally parsed what she’d said: “Come inside me.”

His breath hitched. “What?”

“It’s okay. I know my cycles. You can come inside me. I want you to come inside me. Please come inside me Cal, I want to feel you.”

That was all it took.

He orgasmed, the hand on her breast clenching tightly as intense pleasure washed through him and he spilled himself into her.

Then she let out a choked gasp and he felt her pussy tighten around him, her body convulsing as she grabbed his thigh and dug her fingers in hard.

They stayed like that, straining against each other, squeezing the other’s flesh, until her orgasm finally passed.

He breathed out, stroked her hair, kissed the back of her head, her neck, her ear, her jawline, her shoulder. Then he pulled her tight against him, maximizing the contact of their bodies, the cool night air evaporating the light sweat on their skin, and they drifted off to sleep, still joined together.
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The next morning as all four of them plus Rufus sat eating breakfast, Cal got the feeling that Imogen had known what they were doing last night, even though they had been on the other side of the tree from where she’d been keeping watch at that point.

When Cal and Mirabelle had woken up, they’d discovered, with lots of giggling, that they’d been still connected.

Separating was an experience.

Now they sat eating, grinning at each other like lovestruck teenagers.

Cal was happy. Yeah, there were monsters—and now native alien humanoids—who possibly might want to kill them. But they were together, they had each other, and that was enough.

“So what’s the agenda for today?” Mirabelle asked, happily eating her prickly green fruit and grinning like an idiot.

“You two,” Eliza said, shaking her head.

She and Mirabelle hadn’t talked much since their kiss, and while Eliza didn’t seem the least bit awkward about it, Mirabelle still did, so now she didn’t acknowledge Eliza’s comment.

Cal wanted to make a joke that they should just get a room and get it over with, but he didn’t think that would help.

“Well,” he said instead, “we’ve got the netting up. Next we should work on making another for the front side, and then, if we have time and materials, a rope fence for the sides so no one accidentally falls off.”

“Oh is that all?” Eliza asked.

“No, actually. After that we need to make another net to attach above the front gate, then ones for the sides. We’ll make it so nothing at all can get in without going through our netting.”

Mirabelle pursed her lips. “That sounds like a lot of work.”

Cal nodded. “But it’s gotta get done.”

“Can we go for a swim today? We haven’t had a real bath since before we got back from getting Imogen. And I’m tired of being cooped up in here.”

Cal nodded, imagining the amazing view he’d be treated with as the women bathed. “Yeah, we can spare twenty or thirty minutes for a bath.”

So when they finished eating they all went out the steep rear path to the stream.

Rufus was first in the water, diving in, splashing and rolling about with pure and utter joy.

The others watched him for several moments, laughing. Even Imogen.

“We’re going to have to start taking him for walks,” Eliza said.

“Is that an arrow?” Mirabelle asked as Rufus picked up something from the ground and began playing with it.

“Yep.” Cal nodded. “Must be some of the ones you shot at the fliers.”

“We can look for arrows later,” Eliza said. “Right now, I want a bath.” Having said this, she stripped off without the slightest hint of modesty and walked into the stream.

“Good idea.” Cal purposely locked eyes on Mirabelle as he pulled off his loincloth.

She giggled and covered her eyes, blushing.

Imogen stripped off with a brutal kind of professional efficiency that stripped along with it any eroticism from the action.

But she couldn’t remove the inherent sexiness of her hard, lean body, and Cal watched as she walked nude into the water.

She turned to face him once she was in the water, giving him a full-frontal view, looked him in the eyes, as if daring him to look away.

Cal didn’t, and after several seconds the corner of her lip twitched and she bit her lip.

She quickly got herself under control, forcing her face to neutral as she settled down in the water a few feet away from Eliza and dunked her blonde hair under the surface. It’d grown a bit now and almost reached her shoulders.

Blushing deeply, Mirabelle pulled off her clothes, putting one hand over her crotch and the other over her large, soft breasts, then ran into the water.

“Nothing to be embarrassed about,” Eliza said coolly. “He’s already seen you, and we’re women.”

“Yeah but you are, like…” She trailed off, blushing more deeply.

Eliza nodded. “Ah. I may be a woman, but I like looking at you. Dare I say am even turned on by it.” She bit her lip very unsubtly as she stared at Mirabelle, tracing one finger over her nipple until Mirabelle finally looked up, caught sight of what she was doing, squeaked, and looked away.

Eliza laughed and Rufus came over to lick her face.

This caused her to laugh more and she splashed water on him to shoo him away, which only made him want to play more.

They scrubbed off and played with the dog, and more or less acted like children. Even Imogen lightened up some.

There was something about being naked together when you weren’t having sex that made you feel wild and carefree like a little kid.

When they were done they washed their clothes in the water, then headed back up the path, Rufus reluctant to leave, and only coming after Eliza’s repeated prompting and the promise of a treat, a word which the dog had already learned the meaning of. Not surprisingly.

They all hung their clothes on the gate to dry while they sat around naked on big banana leaves, working on the netting for the front.

This was the first time Mirabelle had been naked around all of them—in the past always putting her clothes back on after washing them despite them being damp—and while she had been reluctant at first, now she seemed to almost be flaunting her exposed body.

Cal couldn’t blame her; she had an amazing one, which obviously he liked, but which Eliza appreciated maybe just as much.

With the hot sun, even despite the humidity, their clothes dried quickly, yet they didn’t get dressed.

They spent the next few hours working, then called it a day as it began to get dark.

Still naked, they had dinner around the fire, eating fruit while waiting for their tubers to cook.

The close proximity and the lack of distraction gave Cal an erection, which he tried to hide as they sat around enjoying their meal and each other’s company.

Not to mention the magnificent view: Mirabelle’s soft curves, Eliza’s athletic body, Imogen’s hard one. There was something sexy about each of them, and he found himself staring at the peach fuzz on Imogen’s upper thighs, found himself staring at what her crossed legs hid, the hint of blonde pubic hair they didn’t.

At least he had Rufus to distract him, chomping messily down on food, which sprayed everywhere.

He noticed that Imogen kept glancing at him. Was she flirting with him?

Probably. They had been growing closer recently, what with her opening up and sharing about herself. Even if some of the things she shared were weird, like thinking cockroaches were cute.

Finally, she let out an exasperated sigh and turned to Eliza. “Look, I know you’re weary and all, but it could be really helpful if you used your upgrade.”

Oh, Cal thought. Not flirting, then.
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“My upgrades?” Eliza asked, staring at Imogen in bewilderment at the sudden outburst.

“Cal’s made him stronger,” Imogen went on, undeterred. “We could certainly use the help. If the pattern holds, there’s going to be thirty-two of those things next time.”

Eliza sighed. “I know, but… Absorb and reject? What kind of options are those?”

“Better than mine,” Mirabelle said. “Mine are life and death.”

“Life doesn’t seem so bad.”

“Unless it means it’s going to take my life.”

“Then taking away death would mean, what, making you immortal?

“I don’t know that it would be consistent, and don’t feel like experimenting.”

“Yeah,” Eliza said, “I wouldn’t put that past whoever did this to us.”

“To play devil’s advocate,” Cal said, “mine was strength, and it didn’t take strength away, but gave it to me.”

“It doesn’t matter,” Mirabelle said, exasperated. “I don’t have a token anyway.”

“But she does,” Imogen said, looking at Eliza. “It’s your choice, obviously, but it might be something that really helps us out.”

Eliza didn’t respond, and they continued eating in silence.

After several minutes, Eliza set down her food and said, “All right. Here goes.”

“Whoa,” Cal said, “you’re going to do it now?”

“Should I not?”

“It seems… hasty. We should prepare.”

“You didn’t prepare,” Mirabelle countered. “Didn’t even tell us you were doing it.”

“Well yeah, but mine said strength.”

“Already done,” Eliza said.

They all turned to look at her.

“Really?” Mirabelle asked.

She nodded. “Yep.”

“Do you… feel any different?” Cal asked.

Eliza stood, looking around. “No.”

Cal was briefly distracted by her fully exposed body, the smooth fold between her thighs, but quickly reined in his arousal. “Which one did you choose?”

“Absorb.”

“Maybe it means you can absorb damage?” Cal guessed.

“Not too eager to test that theory out.”

“We should test it somehow,” Imogen said, “before we get attacked again.”

“I’m open to suggestions.”

Imogen leaned forward and grabbed a fruit from the basket and tossed it to her. “Absorb that. If it’s like, you absorb it into you, at least it’s edible.”

Eliza focused on it, and then her hand suddenly disappeared.

She stumbled back, dropping the fruit, staring at where her hand had just been.

Except now Cal saw it hadn’t actually disappeared, but instead taken on the texture and color of the fruit she’d held.

“Holy shit.” She shook her hand out, as if to rid it of the foreign color and texture.

She shook it so hard that a piece flew off.

Cal’s stomach lurched as her finger sailed into the fire.

“My finger!” she shrieked and leapt for it, snatching it out of the flames with her good hand.

Cal laughed, though he knew he shouldn’t, he knew it was terrible, but it was also for some reason funny.

“Don’t laugh! I just lost my finger!”

“Maybe you can put it back on,” Mirabelle suggested.

Eliza stuck the fruit-finger back on her hand, pressing and holding it for several seconds before reluctantly letting go.

Then she held out her hand and when her finger didn’t drop off, let out a sigh of relief.

She made a fist and the finger fell off once more. She shrieked again and managed to catch it before it fell into the fire.

Mirabelle got up and got the trough of water, bringing it over to her. “Here, put it in water.”

Eliza looked at her like she was insane. “Why?”

“Because that’s what you do if you lose a bodypart. Put it in water.

“Where did you hear that? I know you’re like, from the eighties, and they had some pretty crazy ideas, but that’s…” She shook her head.

“Just try it, would you? Maybe it will help it stick together. Like glue.”

Eliza looked dubious, but put her hand into the water, pressing the finger on again. “I don’t think this is going to work.

“Focus on it,” Imogen suggested. “Try absorbing it again.”

Eliza looked at her, nodded slowly. “Yeah, okay.” She took a deep breath, closed her eyes, then opened them again, staring hard at her hand in the trough Mirabelle held.

Mirabelle suddenly shrieked, dropping the trough.

“Goddammit,” Eliza said.

“What’s wrong?” Cal asked, then saw: Eliza’s hand had disappeared again.

“Wow,” she said, holding her arm in front of her, which terminated at a stump.

But as Cal stared, he realized it actually didn’t, saw the shimmering outline of a hand, the light from the flame glinting off the edges.

“Shit,” Imogen said flatly, her tone only slightly impressed. “You got your finger back.”


49


They experimented with more things, like seeing if Eliza could become two things at once (she couldn’t, other than flesh and something else) and she even—willingly and of her own accord—put her clothes back on so she could test if she could change what she was wearing into other substances like she could her own body.

She couldn’t do this either, and when she stood up against the tree it looked like it had a loincloth and top floating in front of it.

She could change into the material of her clothes, but not change the clothes themselves.

She stripped naked again, then pressed herself against the tree and disappeared.

Mirabelle clapped. “You’re totally invisible!”

Eliza walked away from the trunk, looking like a treant—a walking tree—as she did, her skin, hair, and even eyes the texture and color of bark, an exact match to the tree.

“Well that’s handy,” Eliza said, turning back to flesh. “But I’m not sure how it’s going to help us against the next wave.”

Imogen was frowning at her.

“What?” Eliza asked.

“Your cuts are gone.”

She was right, Cal saw. The few wounds that Eliza had left were now completely healed.

“That will be useful against the waves,” Mirabelle said.

Eliza nodded in agreement, running her fingers over the places where cuts had been. “Not even scars,” she said wonderingly.

“Step into the fire,” Imogen suggested.

Eliza looked at her, shocked. “Just because I can heal, doesn’t mean I want to test the limits of my ability if I don’t have to.”

“If you can absorb other things, maybe you can absorb fire. You could absorb water.”

Eliza slowly nodded. “Yeah, I guess so. But I’m not stepping into it.” She knelt and reached her hand out, placing it over the flames, hesitated, shook her head, then plunged her hand in.

Her face tensed as if in pain, then relaxed a moment later. She pulled her hand out, which now was alight with flame. No, it was flame.

“What does it feel like?” Mirabelle asked.

Eliza flexed her hand. “Light. Like it weighs nothing.”

“It’s like the Human Torch,” Cal said. “Try making your whole body fire.”

Shaking her head again, Eliza did what she said she wouldn’t, and stepped into the fire.

The flames didn’t so much travel up her body, as her body became flames from the feet up.

As soon as her entire body was transformed and she looked exactly like the Human Torch, she began floating up into the air.

“Oh my God,” Eliza said, her voice sounding vaguely different, though still like her. “I can fly.”

They all laughed and clapped, except for Rufus, who barked, something they’d never heard him do before. It was a strange bark, like an engine backfiring, and just as loud.

Eliza shushed him, and the sound of her voice seemed to calm him a little, though he still made little whining noises and stared at her anxiously.

Then a breeze came up and she screamed as she got blown into the air.

“Change back!” Cal shouted as she rose higher and higher. She was almost at the edge of the hilltop, and if she didn’t do it soon, like right now, she’d have a long drop. One she wouldn’t survive.

She suddenly turned back to flesh, the return of weight causing her to drop to the ground like a sack of bricks.

And the noise when she landed wasn’t any better.

She screamed out as she landed with a crack.

They rushed over to her to see a bone jutting out of her leg.

“Oh fuck,” Mirabelle gasped, putting her hand to her mouth, gaging.

Rufus was by Eliza’s side, whining, obviously able to tell she was hurt.

Cal stared at her, worried but not panicked. He rarely panicked. Well, that and because he was thinking of what they’d noticed a few moments ago. “Your cuts are gone.”

“My fucking leg’s broken! I’d take the cuts,” Eliza cringed out.

Cal shook his head and went to get the trough of water, lifting Eliza’s foot and putting it in it.

“Arrgh! What the fuck are you doing?! Give me a Tylenol flower for fuck’s sake!”

“Absorb this.”

“What?” she asked, clearly in too much pain to even think clearly.

“Do it,” Cal ordered.

She gritted her teeth and closed her eyes, focusing on the transformation.

She instantly let out a sigh as her leg turned to water. “Well that got rid of the pain…”

“Now change it back.”

Eliza shook her head. “This better work.”

She focused again, and her leg turned once more to flesh.

“Well holy shit,” she said, leaning back on her hands and looking down at her intact leg.
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“No more testing,” Eliza objected as Cal tried to get her to do yet another experiment. “I’m starving. I think I burned everything I just ate away by transforming. My stomach is so empty it hurts.”

They’d discovered that while she could transform into anything, she couldn’t create more of the substance. So no doing anything awesome like throw fireballs.

What Eliza was now objecting to was Cal’s suggestion that she try to throw off her hand like she’d done to her finger in an attempt at a fireball.

“At least try spitting,” he pleaded.

“Later. I need to eat before I pass out.” She had transformed only her upper body to fire this time so she didn’t get blown away again, but now shifted completely back to her flesh form, sat down, and immediately began devouring food as Rufus stared on, drooling. 

The other three joined them, returning to their interrupted meal.

“Kinda makes me wish I had used my upgrade,” Mirabelle mused. She quickly looked at Imogen. “Not that I’m not glad you’re part of our group now. But interfaces aren’t really doing us any good.”

“No,” Imogen agreed, “but it will if the monsters come. And who knows, maybe I’ll get an upgrade token somehow.”

When they were done eating, Cal again took the first shift. He wanted them to stick to a schedule, keep things consistent.

It was another uneventful night, and when his shift was through he woke up Mirabelle, who hadn’t bothered to get dressed before going to sleep.

The sight of her nude body as she stretched and yawned, of her heavy breasts lifting, begging to be caressed, sent a thrill of arousal through him.

But his exhaustion overwhelmed his arousal, and he only gave her a quick kiss before heading to bed as she strutted naked to stand guard.

The last sight he saw was her soft, round ass jiggling ever so slightly, and then his eyes closed and his mind shut down.
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When he woke up in the morning everyone was up and about, all of them dressed.

He stood up and stretched, feeling strangely out of place as they all looked at him, Richard giving his customary morning salute.

Eliza and Mirabelle grinned, whereas Imogen only stared at his erection for a few seconds longer than could be explained away as a casual glance, before returning to her work.

He walked over to the gate where his loincloth was hung and pulled it on, then went to the other side of the tree to relieve himself off the side.

When he was done he washed up, brushed his teeth, got a drink, and joined them. “Nice work.”

Mirabelle smiled at him.

“Bout time you get up, lazy,” Eliza teased. “You didn’t have to get dressed though. I enjoyed the view.” She elbowed Mirabelle. “What about you? You enjoy the view?”

“Yes,” she muttered, blushing.

“I see you’re dressed for once,” Cal observed.

She shrugged. “Don’t want to distract you too much.”

“You going to help us?” Imogen asked. “Or are you going to flirt all day?”

“Both do sound enjoyable…”

They worked on the net, but eventually ran out of cordage.

“Imogen and I will go get more,” Cal said, getting up.

“Oh sure, don’t invite me again,” Mirabelle said, though she now no longer minded.

Cal smiled at her. “Bow and arrows while we’re gone, yeah?”

She gave him a thumbs-up.

He pointed at Eliza. “And I want to see you finish that armor you started making from those corpses when I get back.”

“What’s the rush?” she asked. “They haven’t started to rot yet.”

“Armor,” Cal said. “Get it done.”

“Yes sir,” Eliza said flirtatiously, biting her lip.

As he picked up the only basket they had, he amended his earlier order. “Actually, make some more baskets first.”

“That’s no fun.”

Cal nodded. “I know it’s not as engrossing as tearing apart corpses, but it needs to get done.”

Mirabelle grimaced.

“Don’t worry,” Eliza assured him, “you can count on me.”
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As Cal and Imogen gathered plants for cordage, they came upon another sliced-off branch.

“Was this here before?” Cal asked her.

“I don’t know…” she said, looking around warily.

“Let’s get our cordage and get back.”

She nodded, and they resumed their gathering.

But a few minutes later the scent of something caught Cal’s nose and they followed it to an increasingly familiar sight.

“Another?” Imogen asked, looking down at the dead body of one of the monsters from the waves. It was one of the flying ones. “And I still don’t know how you smelled this from so far away. I barely smell anything, even up close.”

He looked at the basket. They still had room for more cordage, but it was enough for now. “You ready to head back?”

“Why?” She smiled at him. “You afraid?”

“No. You?”

“No.”

“Good.”

“Good,” she repeated. “We’ve got space left in here. Let’s not waste it. Come on.”

As they continued gathering, Cal noticed that she seemed to be bending over more than she needed to be, giving him a very nice view.

Was the danger turning her on or something? She definitely seemed like the kind of girl who would be turned on by a thing like that.

Whatever the case, the sight of her was turning him on.

She glanced back, eyes going to his crotch, then continued gathering.

“Slowpoke,” she said a minute later as he struggled to pull a ridiculously entangled vine down from a tree.

She slid in front of him, reaching up and working to untie it, her butt brushing against his crotch.

He started to move away—his erection was becoming too obvious—but she stopped him. “Hold that end there.”

He did, which forced their bodies together and there was no way she didn’t feel his erection poking her.

As she stood on tiptoe and unwound the vine, her butt moved against him.

Was that on purpose?

He didn’t know anymore. He’d thought she’d been flirting with him earlier, when all she had been doing was trying to get him to ask Eliza to use her upgrade.

Perhaps now she was simply in a hurry? If so, she was probably wondering why he had an erection.

They finished soon after without further incident—stimulating, mysterious, or otherwise—and returned to camp with a full basket.

They hadn’t been gone very long, but Eliza had managed to construct another basket in their absence, as well as put the finishing touches on a set of armor.

“Good job,” he congratulated the gorgeous redhead.

She gave him a big smile.

He looked at Mirabelle, who was working on making another quiver. “Ready to get back to some real work?”

They both groaned.

Soon all four of them got to work converting the plants into cordage, and then the cordage into netting for the front gate.

It was hard, tedious work, but it wasn’t as though they could outsource it.
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They finally finished the net for the front a little before the first sunset, and after getting it up Mirabelle suggested they take a break to go wash up and relax in the stream.

“Rufus is getting anxious up here,” Eliza agreed. “I’m sure he’d enjoy running around down there.”

This seemed like a good idea to Cal, and it didn’t hurt that he’d get to watch three beautiful naked women washing themselves. His mind was already conjuring up images of wet, glistening bodies, bare breasts and butts.

It was starting to get him hard.

He had seen them naked a lot of course, but that was the kind of thing you didn’t ever get tired of.

At the stream, they all stripped right away, more comfortable naked around one another now. Even Mirabelle didn’t bother covering herself.

Cal was turned on by this, as well as by the sight of all their naked flesh, but didn’t bother to cover his growing erection—not doing so somehow getting him even more aroused.

They all walked into the stream and settled down into it with a collective sigh of relief, the water a glorious reprieve from the hot, humid air.

Rufus wasn’t bothered by the heat, and ran around the area, darting back and forth, playing with a stick he found, seeming quite amused with himself.

“What?” Mirabelle asked when she saw Eliza staring at her.

Eliza shook her head. “Nothing.”

“No, you’re staring at me. What is it?” Mirabelle looked down at herself. “Do I have something on me?”

“You could say that.”

“Is it a bug?” Mirabelle asked, panic seeping into her voice.

Eliza chuckled. “No, I meant your breasts.”

Mirabelle looked down at these, lifting them up. “I have a bug on my boobs?”

Eliza snorted. “I was admiring your boobs. They’re nice.”

Mirabelle dropped them, then looked up shyly, her face reddening. “Oh. Thanks. Yours are nice too.”

Eliza rolled her eyes. “You don’t have to give me a compliment just because I gave you one. I know my boobs are nothing special.”

Cal disagreed, but Mirabelle voiced this before he could. “Your boobs are awesome. They’re so perky.”

“You should play truth or dare again,” Cal joked.

Mirabelle and Eliza looked at him, Imogen watching on disinterestedly—or at least feigning it—as Rufus continued to amuse himself with his stick, oblivious to the humans’ flirtations.

To Cal’s surprise Eliza said, “Okay.” She looked at Mirabelle, who nodded and shrugged.

“Sure. Why not?”

Then they both looked at him.

“Uhh,” he said, his mouth hanging open. “Okay… Truth or dare?”

“Dare,” they both said in unison.
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After pinching himself at his good fortune to make sure he wasn’t dreaming, he said, “I dare you to feel each other’s boobs—breasts,” he corrected, trying to seem more mature.

They both smiled and without a word moved together, reaching out and grabbing each other’s boobs, making fake moans of pleasure.

“Oh Cal,” Eliza said in mock ecstasy, “come join us. Show us what you can do with that big rod of yours.”

Mirabelle giggled. “Yeah Cal, come show us.”

“You’re both asses.” He ignored their mocking of him and focused on cleaning the day’s grime from himself.

But even with his attention no longer on them, they didn’t pull away, and their teasing slowly morphed into something else as their smiles faded and their passion grew, and their hands started wandering past each other’s breasts, exploring each other’s nude bodies.

Cal’s erection had faded, but now at noticing this, noticing just how much they actually were enjoying each other, it came raging back.

He glanced over at Imogen, caught her looking at his cock.

When she noticed she was being watched, she met his eyes and glared at him. “What?” she finally said.

He shook his head, his erection pulsing.

Then his gaze was drawn back to the two girls as—and he couldn’t believe this was happening—they began to make out without being dared to.

He almost had to sit on his hands. Instead he leaned back on them, enjoying the show, his cock literally throbbing visibly.

Their bodies were pressed together, their naked breasts squished pleasingly between them.

They were using tongue.

Cal groaned quietly at seeing this.

Then—to his astonishment—Eliza slipped her hand between Mirabelle’s legs. She flicked her eyes over to him, smiled when she saw he was watching, still kissing Mirabelle, and turned and pulled her body slightly away, pushing Mirabelle’s thighs open so he had a better view as she began rubbing Mirabelle’s bare pussy.

Mirabelle gasped, then moaned loudly, her legs shaking as Eliza pressed her finger inside.

Cal could no longer help himself, and began stroking his cock. From the corner of his vision, he could see Imogen watching, but he didn’t mind at all.

Eliza slowly moved her finger in and out of Mirabelle’s pussy as they continued making out, Mirabelle grabbing Eliza’s firm butt, moving her hands over her, unable to get enough of the other woman.

Then Eliza pulled away, smiled, and took a breathless Mirabelle’s hand and led her over to the bank, Cal finding himself following them out of the water.

“Sit,” she told her, and Mirabelle obeyed.

Eliza looked up at him standing over the two of them, making sure he was watching, then reached down and pushed apart Mirabelle’s knees. “Keep those legs nice and spread.”

Mirabelle moaned, but let her legs fall open wide.

Cal got to his knees so he had a closer view of her pussy.

She glanced at him and bit her lip, watching him stroke his cock, then slid her hand down to her pussy, rubbed her clit.

“Uh-uh,” Eliza scolded, getting to her own knees and yanking Mirabelle’s hand away. “That’s my job.”

Then she moved deliberately so that as she bent over and placed her mouth on Mirabelle’s sex, her own was displayed for Cal, just inches from his hard cock.

Cal saw that Imogen had gotten out of the water as well and now sat watching, bottom lip pinched between her teeth, hand resting just above her soft, blonde pubic hair, fingers gently and slowly stroking her lower abs.

“Oh God,” Mirabelle gasped as Eliza sucked on her clit, then pushed her tongue inside her soaking pussy.

Cal’s cock throbbed, yearning to feel that wetness, that heat. And he was so close to Eliza’s bare, slick pussy, her lips tight and pink and swollen with arousal. He would have already pushed inside if it had been Mirabelle.

He reached out with the hand not stroking himself, ran it over Eliza’s lower back, testing.

She shivered and moaned in pleasure, reached up for one of Mirabelle’s large, full tits and squeezed it hard.

Mirabelle let her head fall back, letting out a loud moan of pleasure, then looked over at him. She flicked her eyes down to his cock, over to Eliza’s butt.

She couldn’t see her pussy, but it was obvious how close his cock was to it.

She met his eyes again. They were begging.

He ran his fingers down to Eliza’s firm ass, gave it a gentle spank.

She moaned again, and then even louder as he trailed his fingers over her perfect, slick pussy.

She was so wet that it was dripping from her.

He switched hands, rubbing her wetness onto his cock.

Then, eyes locked onto Mirabelle, he pressed his cock against Eliza’s opening.

He slid inside her easily and she went weak, stopping eating out Mirabelle to gasp and turn her head to look at him.

“Good?” he asked with a grin.

“Oh Jesus yes.”

He slid all the way in, slowly, but deep as he could go, pressing himself against her, grabbing her hips.

She moaned again, louder. “Yes!”

He began moving inside her, her lips tight around his cock.

Mirabelle took her head, guided it back to her pussy, which Eliza eagerly began eating again.

Cal saw Imogen had moved slightly. She was now facing the trio, her legs open. Not spread wide, but wide enough to give him a view of her pussy. And it was clear this was intentional.

She still had her hand just above it, stroking her pubic bone, but not—yet—truly touching herself.

He sped up even more, loving the sound of their bodies slapping together, the ripples traveling through Eliza’s firm, muscular ass.

Keeping one hand on her hip, he moved his other under her body to feel her pert tits.

He squeezed, feeling the pleasure build inside of him. He wanted to come right now, right inside of her, but he made himself wait.

Wait until Mirabelle orgasmed.

Which she was very clearly close to doing.

She was pressing her pussy up against Eliza’s mouth now as Cal pressed into Eliza’s pussy.

He spanked her again, harder this time, and she suddenly convulsed, once again unable to continue eating out Mirabelle.

He squeezed her hips, stopped moving, tried to control his breathing so he didn’t come. He was so close now, and her tight, hot pussy spasming in orgasm around his cock was pushing him ever closer.

If he moved at all, pulled out even, he would come.

He looked around for Rufus as a distraction, found him gnawing on a piece of wood, still completely unconcerned with what the humans were doing.

When the immediate danger of coming passed, he looked back to the women.

Eliza was licking Mirabelle’s pussy now, slow, cat-like licks as Mirabelle trailed her fingers over Eliza’s cheek and neck, watching as the other woman went down on her.

He looked to Imogen, found her staring at him. She was finally touching herself.

He grinned at her and she tried to glare back at him, but couldn’t hold it, and soon her expression devolved into one of absolute bliss as, with a sigh of pleasure and relief, she finally sunk her fingers into her own pussy.

This once again brought Cal close to the edge.

But so was Mirabelle, bucking against Eliza now.

He realized he’d stopped moving, that it was Eliza who was doing all the work, moving her hips up and down, back and forth, working his cock, urging it toward orgasm.

But he would wait, he would hold back.

He ran his hands over the lithe woman’s body, relishing the feel of her, both inside and out, watching as she brought Mirabelle closer and closer to climax.

Mirabelle’s breathing grew ragged and shallow and finally she looked at Cal. “Come with me!” she begged breathlessly.

He grunted and clenched his teeth, the orgasm building. He tried to hold back. “I—”

Then, seeing the effect her words had on him, she bucked and came.

Cal tried to pull out, but Eliza swiftly reached one hand back and grabbed his thigh, pulling him into her.

He groaned as he finally orgasmed, spilling himself inside Eliza, his cock throbbing as he shot his seed into her.

He fell forward onto her back, his head near hers, watching as she continued to lick Mirabelle through her orgasm.

Eliza orgasmed again, her own pulsing coming after his, squeezing out just a bit more of his seed.

He panted, watching as her tongue slowed, staring at Mirabelle’s glistening pussy as it visibly spasmed, Mirabelle rendered mute at the intense orgasm still running through her, prolonged by Eliza’s continued licking.

A moan from ahead of them and he flicked his eyes up to see Imogen, thighs squeezed together around her hand, two fingers clearly inside her pussy, thumb eagerly rubbing her clit. Her eyes were closed as she came, mouth open in an expression of debilitating bliss.
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Afterward they lay together, naked, staring up at the sky, quiet, the only sounds that of the water flowing slowly by, their breathing, and Rufus’s ceaseless gnawing of his “toy”.

“Wow,” Mirabelle finally said.

“Yeah,” Eliza agreed.

Mirabelle broke out in giggles. “I can’t believe we just did that.”

“You regret it?” Eliza asked teasingly.

Mirabelle shook her head vehemently. “No, not at all. It was wonderful.”

“Was I good?” Eliza asked her.

“Oh my God yes.”

“Better than Cal?”

Mirabelle blushed, but not with embarrassment. “Uh…”

“I’m just kidding. I know it’s different. I like girls too, but there’s no replacement for a man’s hard cock.”

Mirabelle bit her lip, and Cal felt himself stirring to life again.

“Speaking of,” Eliza said, sitting up and sliding her hand down to Cal’s groin, taking hold of him. She looked at Imogen, who was lying near them, but apart. Not together, not touching, like the three of them were. “Do you want a go?”

“With him?” Imogen asked.

“Or me. Or her.” She grinned at Imogen and ran the hand not holding Cal’s cock over Mirabelle’s stomach, down to her pussy, then back up to caress one of her heavy breasts.

“I…”

Cal stared at her, fully hard again from both Eliza’s hand and the idea of being inside of Imogen.

But her expression changed, and she looked past him. Was she embarrassed? It didn’t seem like—

A low rumble that made his gut turn drew his attention, and he saw Rufus up now, stick forgotten, growling at something in the trees behind him.
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Cal leapt to his feet, the others close behind.

“What is it?” Mirabelle asked, hand across her breasts, suddenly bashful.

Cal scanned the trees, wondering what it was that Rufus saw. Another monster that had gotten away? Like the two they’d found dead?

Or maybe what had killed it.

There was a whizzing sound and something smacked into the side of Cal’s head, bounced off, and hit Mirabelle hard enough to cause her to drop.

“Back to base!” he shouted, clutching his head as blood poured through his fingers. That was no monster that had thrown it.

Then he saw them. The alien natives had come for them after all. They were coming out from the cover of the trees as they realized the humans were naked and unarmed.

The only thing that held them back was Rufus. They eyed him warily while he stood his ground, rumbling at them.

They held spears and one of the males was loading another rock into a sling.

Idiot, Cal thought. He hadn’t brought any weapons with him down here to the stream. He was at least relieved to see that there were still only nine of the natives, that if there were more of them on this planet, they hadn’t gone and gotten them.

“She won’t wake up,” Eliza said, crouching by Mirabelle and trying to get her up.

“I’ve got her. Both of you go!” he told Eliza and Imogen.

They took off, Eliza stopping to call Rufus.

“Go!” Cal ordered her as he scooped up Mirabelle. She was unconscious, but alive still, her eyes fluttering.

He glanced at the natives, saw one of them swinging his sling above his head. Cal started to think there was no way he could be hit, that they were too far away, but then the blood dripping into his eye reminded him otherwise and he followed Imogen and Eliza up the steep rear path, slipping repeatedly, almost falling off the edge.

Calm down, he told himself. Rushing wouldn’t help. Move quickly but calmly.

Something slammed into his back, hard, taking his breath away with the force of it.

But he kept running.

At the top Imogen ran inside, but Eliza turned, urging him on, then calling down to Rufus when he passed her.

“Shut the gate!” he ordered.

But she didn’t, waiting for Rufus.

He cursed and set Mirabelle down, then went to shut the gate himself.

“No!” she said, pushing him away. “He’s almost here.”

“Eliza—” he began, but she was right, Rufus had finally listened and was now running up the path. The alien natives had followed him to the bottom, but no farther.

They weren’t attempting to ascend the path. They were just standing there, watching. Calm, unhurried. Staring up at the humans.

And it made the hair on the back of Cal’s neck stand on end.
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“Fuck,” Imogen said, kneeling by Mirabelle.

“Is she—” Cal began, wiping blood from his eye.

“Unconscious.”

“I—”

A spear landed right in their midst.

Cal swore. “Get her by the palisade!”

They all moved near it as more spears and rocks rained down, the widely spaced net doing nothing to stop them.

They had the high ground, but their archer was out.

“I don’t understand how they found us,” Eliza said, back pressed against the wall as she hugged Rufus to her, keeping him from moving away and possibly getting hit.

“It doesn’t matter now,” Imogen said. “They did, and we have to deal with them.”

Cal agreed, wiping more blood away from his eye. He wished the wound would stop bleeding. He prodded around the area. His skull felt solid, at least. Just a flesh wound, then. And possibly yet another concussion.

Unfortunately they had prepared for monsters, not smart humanoid aliens. But while the net wouldn’t be much good, the weapons they had would.

If only they could get to them without getting impaled or concussed.

“We need to get that armor on,” Cal told the others.

“I only have one set completed,” Eliza informed him.

“Better than none. And we need those weapons.” Keeping low, Cal crept along the palisade to the gate, peeking through one of the holes they’d made for stabbing spears through.

“What are they doing?” Eliza asked from her position against the palisade.

“Swinging more rocks at us. That’s a good idea. Don’t take much to make, practically unlimited ammo…” He looked over at the two conscious women. “Why didn’t either of you think of it?”

Eliza rolled her eyes. “Really? Now?”

Cal grinned at her, then jolted back as something slammed into the gate.

A rock.

“Huh,” he chuckled. “Their aim isn’t the best.”

Then several rocks fell into the base, some hitting as far in as the tree.

“If we stay here long enough and they’re at all intelligent, they will eventually adjust their aim to hit us even against this,” Imogen pointed out.

“We could hide in the tree and wait them out,” Cal said. “We do have the high ground and something of a fortress. There’s more of them, yeah, but not enough for them to storm us and take it.”

“You sure about that? What do we really know about them? They aren’t human. For all we know they’re toying with us right now, and they could knock down this gate with ease. Maybe they’re playing with their food.”

Cal’s stomach turned, and he peeked through the hole again at the aliens to see what they were up to.

Loading more rocks.

At least they’d stopped throwing spears.

But he saw they had more, so perhaps they were just saving them.

Yes, they were smart. And Imogen was right. They couldn’t just stay here. They had to do something.

An idea came to him as he looked toward the front gate, thinking of escape. “Can we flank them?”

Imogen studied him with a look of distaste.

“What? That a bad idea?”

She sighed. “No. It’s a good one. I should have thought of it.”

“That’s why you have me.” He hooked a thumb at his chest. “Genius, remember?”
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Cal lay flat on the edge of the hilltop, peering over as Eliza and Imogen crept around toward the front. The path was rocky and uneven, sharp boulders dotting the landscape, foliage growing in areas not occupied by the rocks, and it was hard for them to not make noise through the low growth and rocky ground.

From this vantage, he couldn’t be seen by the natives at the rear path, but he still felt exposed. An errant spear could impale him. Not that they had been throwing those lately, but they could start up again.

And rocks were still coming in, landing in the soft soil at a rate of four or five a minute. One of those wouldn’t kill him—not unless it was incredibly lucky—but it would still be no fun to get hit.

He glanced over at Rufus, who Eliza had ordered to move to the other side of the big tree and stay.

Surprisingly, he’d listened so far. He now sat, staring at the front gate which she had left from.

Cal turned back. Imogen and Eliza had reached the spot where they couldn’t move forward any farther without being spotted, and Imogen held out the flame she held toward Eliza.

Imogen had put on the carapace armor, which covered her torso, but which conspicuously left her buttocks and crotch exposed, her loincloth down at the stream with the rest of their clothing.

Eliza was still nude, but she didn’t need clothing or armor for this next part.

She placed her hand in the fire, which traveled up her arm then split, going up to her head and hair and down to her body until she was alight with flame.

Until she was flame.

Carefully, while there was still no breeze, she moved toward the rear path where the natives stood, assaulting their base.

Cal risked crawling over toward the rear where their water basket rested so he could watch. This was going to be interesting.

At first the alien natives looked confused at seeing fire move toward them.

Then they freaked out and diverted their assault on the base toward this new threat.

But the rocks simply passed through her harmlessly.

She kept moving forward, and Cal hoped a huge breeze didn’t stir up. That would be inconvenient.

The ground she walked on was mostly dirt near the stream, but where there were plants, they burned and smoldered, though didn’t catch fire, likely due to the humidity of the air and their high water content.

The natives thus distracted, it was now time for Imogen to play her role in this plan, and she popped out, bow up and drawn, and let loose right through Eliza.

The arrow didn’t catch fire, but the female it hit still screamed in pain as it pierced her naked abdomen.

One of the males saw this and roared as Imogen was already sending another arrow his way.

To Cal’s both amazement and horror, the alien male ducked at the last moment, the arrow sailing overhead.

He came up, already spinning his rock sling and let loose, the rock whizzing by Eliza and drawing out a wisp of flame before slamming into Imogen, who had no time to react.

Even from up here, Cal could hear it crack off her carapace armor, and Imogen stumbled back with a gasp, dropping the arrow she had been pulling out.

Now it was Cal’s turn.

He popped to his feet and ran to the rear gate, which was now unassaulted, aimed his own bow carefully, and released.

He missed, but that was okay. The goal was to distract the aliens, split their attention. They didn’t have to hit, only had to distract them from the other two.

Eliza moved forward toward the male who’d thrown the rock, allowing Imogen to get to her feet.

Apparently none of the aliens—nor even Eliza or Imogen—had noticed Cal’s arrow.

“It didn’t go that wide,” he grumbled to himself, and notched another.

This one also missed its target. Which didn’t mean it didn’t hit anything. Instead of hitting the male with the rock sling, it flew through a startled Eliza before slamming into the foot of a different native, one who was about to throw a spear at Imogen.

Maybe due to the arrow’s slower speed, this one actually did catch fire.

Cal saw Eliza turn back, her fiery eyes barely discernible, but he could tell she was looking at him.

He gave her a friendly wave.

She shook her head, looked back at the male who was hurriedly trying to pull the flaming arrow from his foot, back at Cal, then moved so she was in his line of fire.

Seeing what she was doing, he nocked another arrow and took again aim again, this time steadying himself, trying to remember what Mirabelle had taught him about aiming.

He fired.

He’d been aiming at Eliza’s center mass, but the arrow instead flew through her shoulder.

This was fine, as it still caught fire and though it didn’t hit any of the natives, it at least distracted the ones who hadn’t yet been distracted.

This gave Imogen—who was clearly a much better shot—time to cross to the nearby trees and take cover in them, while still unleashing arrow after arrow.

There were still eight of the natives left in the fight, though the male who had been throwing the rocks had now dragged the woman with the arrow in her stomach away, while the other seven—including the one who’d finally managed to get the arrow from his foot and now had blue blood oozing from the wound—sent rocks flying at Cal and Imogen, mostly ignoring Eliza—who could only move slowly due to her insubstantiality—until she got too close, at which point they would strafe around her, already having discerned her slowness.

Cal wondered, while he peered through the hole in the gate as rocks alternately pinged off or sailed over it, why they weren’t seeking cover.

That was when he noticed the large pile of rocks near the trees. If they got too far, they’d run out of ammo.

Then again, they didn’t really need to take cover, as he couldn’t shoot back anymore with their attention back on him and their barrage resumed.

Actually, that wasn’t entirely true. He leaned back from the gate to stare at rather than through the hole he’d been peering out.

It was large enough…

He put his bow against the gate, arrow pointed through the hole. This was going to be difficult.

He couldn’t peer out through another one of the holes while still drawing back on the bow, so he had to fire blind.

Oh well, wild covering fire was better than none at all.

He released the arrow and to his surprise, someone shouted in pain.

He eagerly placed his eye to the hole.

One of the males was grunting, pulling on the arrow which had lodged in his buttock.

Cal laughed and, emboldened while the ones attacking him were distracted, popped up above the gate and aimed another.

It soared perfectly toward its target, and Cal smiled, having finally gotten the hang—

The arrow landed no more than half a foot from the feet of the male Cal had been aiming at, the one whose foot was already bleeding.

“Shit,” Cal swore as the man looked at the arrow, then up to the base, and roared.

He quickly ducked back behind the gate, due to the large number of flying rocks currently making their way toward it.

At least he’d distracted them from Imogen again.
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After several moments there was a scream and Cal risked putting his eye to the gate to see one of the natives on fire, Eliza having gotten close enough to strike while they weren’t paying attention by shifting her feet and lower legs back to flesh to allow her to move faster.

“That-a-girl,” Cal said proudly.

Imogen sent more arrows their way, and, their attention once again solely on the two women and not the gate, Cal popped up and unloaded, making them split their attention even further.

One of the natives slung a rock at Eliza and she screamed out in pain as it slammed into her foot.

She quickly shifted fully into her fire form and continued harassing the group. She was slow again, but now that they knew she could be fast, they paid more attention to her, ready to throw another rock if she shifted part of herself back to flesh.

It kept them occupied enough for one of Imogen’s arrows to land in one of the female’s chest. In her right boob, to be precise.

Cal grimaced.

She grunted and pulled it out, seeming no worse for wear.

Cal finally landed a shot in one of the male’s lower abdomen, and after letting out what sounded like a string of alien explicatives, the injured alien retreated to the trees, pulling the arrow out as he went.

Weren’t you not supposed to do that? Cal wondered. Oh well, better for him and his group.

Unfortunately this attack had the effect of enraging the remaining natives rather than frightening them, and they charged Imogen’s position, now completely ignoring Eliza as she tried to stop them.

Cal let loose arrow after arrow but he was just simply too far away and too bad of a shot.

He grunted in anger, notched another arrow, and pulled it back till he thought the string or even the bow itself would snap under the strain from his enhanced strength, then let go.

The arrow soared through the air and slammed into the buttock of one of the females, the one who had been shot in the breast.

She leaned forward, thrust her hips out, and let out a cry of pain, then spun to look at him.

He swore he could see the dirty look she gave him even from here.

She yanked the arrow from her flesh, looked at it, tossed it to the side, then said something to the others.

They all rushed the tree, ignoring the arrows Imogen sent their way.

“Run!” Cal shouted to Imogen.

She tried to keep firing, but she was outnumbered, and a bow was no machine gun.

They tackled her to the ground and though she tried to fight, she quickly went still.

Had they knocked her out?

The woman who had been shot in the buttock and breast stripped the armor off Imogen, putting it on herself.

Cal reached for another arrow, found air. After fumbling around for a moment, he removed the sling.

Empty.

He swore, looking around for more arrows, but they were all gone. There were some alien spears and plenty of rocks, but even with his upgraded strength and the fact that he’d be throwing downward rather than up, he didn’t think he could match the aliens and manage to launch either projectile that far.

Not one to give up just because of impossible odds, he grabbed a spear and tried, hoping he didn’t hit Imogen.

No danger of that. The spear landed well short of the group, and he watched helplessly as the natives picked up Imogen’s now-naked body.

A shout drew his attention.

It was Eliza. She was no longer on fire, standing near the edge of the stream about forty feet behind the group.

“Hey you cute bastards, come get me!”

They turned to look at her, saw she wasn’t a flaming wraith any longer, and two of the males not holding Imogen charged her.

“No!” Cal called out to her. What was she doing? He knew she was fast but—

Then she dove into the water, and he felt a smile creep over his lips as she abruptly disappeared.

The two alien males skidded to a halt in front of the stream, looking to either side.

He could tell they were bewildered. From where they were, they could see for hundreds of feet in either direction, and the water was somewhat shallow and totally clear, so it was obvious that Eliza wasn’t there.

Not that they could see, anyway.

Fifty feet downstream a shimmer slipped out of the water and onto the bank.

They didn’t notice.

The other natives, including the one now wearing Imogen’s armor, carried a naked and unconscious Imogen towards the forest in the direction the injured ones had gone.

Then one of the two males looking at the stream must’ve heard something, because he spun around only to be confronted with a floating mass of water surging toward him.

It slammed into his chest and threw him into the stream, sputtering.

The other male swung at Eliza, his fist landing with an audible slap against the side of her head that sounded like someone doing a particularly painful bellyflop.

Unfazed, Eliza spun toward him and slammed her own fist into his face so hard that he was knocked unconscious.

“Behind you!” Cal shouted to her.

She spun just as the male she’d knocked into the water leapt from the stream and charged her.

Much faster now in water form than she had been in fire, she easily sidestepped the attack, putting out her arm and clotheslining him. Then she turned her attention to the remaining natives, retreating into the forest with Imogen and almost out of sight.

She dashed after them and had no problem catching up this time.

As Cal glanced back into the camp to check on Mirabelle, his attention was drawn to Rufus, who was still roughly where Eliza had told him to stay, though had moved enough around the tree so that he could now stare at Cal. “Don’t worry boy, they’ll be all right,” he told the dog, then shifted his gaze to Mirabelle.

Still unconscious.

He wanted to go down and help, but he wasn’t going to risk leaving her alone up here.

Then he looked again at Rufus, and got an idea.
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Cal cheered as he watched the natives run away, and he hoped Eliza wouldn’t kill him for putting the alien dog in danger.

But Rufus was fine.

The combination of a massive, angry alien dog and a wrathful and apparently indestructible woman made of water assaulting them had caused the remaining aliens to drop Imogen and retreat with their injured.

Rufus, however, apparently wasn’t happy with this, and Eliza—back in her human form and holding Imogen in her arms—was now yelling at him to stop chasing them.

Rufus finally listened, stopping his pursuit, but continuing to send that diesel-engine growl after them.

A few minutes later, they were all back inside their base, safe once more.

For now.

But they hadn’t gotten out unscathed. Mirabelle was still unconscious from her injury, and Imogen was unconscious for no reason Cal could discern.

What had the aliens done to her? Again. Some kind of drug?

Rufus was wagging his two tails excitedly, jumping on and trying to reach Eliza’s face to lick.

She laughed, pushing him down. “I’m fine.” Then she looked at Cal and her smile turned to a glare.

Great, here it came. He was all ready to defend himself for letting Rufus loose, but her glare faded and she smiled again. “Thanks. Even if you did risk my child.”

“Your child?” he groaned.

She nodded at Mirabelle. “She’s still out.”

He sighed. “Yeah. I—”

Rufus suddenly began growling again.

“What is it boy?” Eliza asked the dog.

Then they saw.

Cal and Eliza looked on in confusion as the natives ran from the woods.

Where was the one whose foot had been bleeding?

Cal ran around to the front gate, checking to see if they were being ambushed.

But all was quiet. He dashed back, the group having now reached the bottom of the path. The ones that weren’t limping were helping the injured ones. They seemed more injured than when they had left.

Cal looked at his bow, then all the arrows littering the ground down below. Should’ve picked those up, he chastised himself.

“Let’s get this gate shut,” he said.

“Wait,” Eliza told him. “They’re hurt.”

“Yeah, and we hurt them.”

They’d now started up the steep path.

Eliza began to object again, when one of them simply disappeared.

“What the hell?” she said in confusion.

Was this some kind of trick? Cal wondered. They had proved they were smart, but how could one disappear like that?

Then he had his answer as another one was taken and he caught a glimpse of a creature he’d thought they’d never see again.
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It had four long, hard-looking limbs which it ran—skittered really—on at extreme speed. The head was elongated and lacking eyes, red and black and mottled, a large mouth filled with razor-sharp, shark-like teeth.

It was one of the spider-like creatures from Earth. The kind that had killed Imogen’s brother.

“Shit,” Eliza cursed.

Cal looked again at their dismal weapon stores.

Back on Earth, Isak, Imogen’s brother, had managed to kill one of these creatures, but only with a fully automatic rifle.

And that had taken what seemed like an entire drum of ammo.

All they had now was a bow with no arrows, spears, and a bunch of rocks.

The female and the injured one she was helping reached the top, the rest still a good distance behind them.

Cal had been so distracted by the monster that he hadn’t even noticed and indeed almost forgotten about this now much-lesser threat, the gate still wide open.

Another scream and she glanced behind her, saw the now empty spot where the last remaining members of her tribe had been only moments ago.

Then she snapped her head back around, her and Cal’s eyes meeting. She looked up at him imploringly and said something in a language he didn’t understand, her voice high-pitched and delicate.

“Fuck.” 

Other than the armor, she was naked, and so clearly had no weapons, nor did the injured woman she helped, the one who Imogen had shot in the stomach when their battle had first begun.

Maybe they weren’t human, but they were alive and they were still people and they needed help. He couldn’t leave them out there with that thing.

Not that it would be any safer in here. But he couldn’t live with himself if he let her get slaughtered, even if they had been trying to kill each other just a few minutes ago.

Because the monster they now both faced was something else. It wasn’t human, it was a devourer. It had no compassion, no humanity.

Cal urged the woman and the one she was carrying in then quickly closed and braced the gate behind her.

Rufus sniffed at them but didn’t attack, and the woman didn’t seem particularly afraid of him despite having just been chased off by him.

Cal was surprised at how tall she was, only a couple inches shorter than he was.

She laid the one she was carrying down and Cal looked around at his camp helplessly.

He, Eliza, and the alien female were the only ones that were conscious. Well, them and Rufus.

He checked on Mirabelle and a felt rage boil up in him.

This alien female wasn’t the one who had launched the rock, but the male who had was still her tribemate, and she’d participated in the attack, so bore some responsibility. And yes, the rock had been aimed at him, Mirabelle being collateral damage, but that didn’t calm him.

It did make him realize though just how hard the rock must have been slung to still have enough force after bouncing off of his head to knock her out.

He was surprised he was alive, let alone conscious, actually. It had hit his forehead, which was the thickest part of the skull… but still.

Unable to do anything right now for Mirabelle, he focused on the other member of his group who needed help. “Hey,” he said, getting the female native’s attention, then pointed at Imogen. “What did you do to her?”

She looked at Imogen, then back at Cal, did something like shaking her head. It wasn’t exactly a human motion, but was close enough that Cal understood.

She couldn’t fix her.

“How are we going to fight that thing?” Eliza asked.

Cal looked over the gate. “I don’t see it. Maybe it left. Maybe it thinks it’ll be too hard to get to us.” It sounded nice, but he didn’t believe it. “Just in case, get your spears.”

“I don’t think spears are going to do anything to that thing.”

“We have to try.”

Cal and Eliza kept a lookout, armed with spears that didn’t give him much confidence, while the alien female tended to her injured friend, whispering soothing words.

Cal would have offered her bandages, but they were all out.

He was both filled with adrenaline, and also tired. He’d thought the fight was over, but now there was this thing from Earth to deal with.

Was this what had sliced those branches clean off and taken out the monsters from the waves? But they’d found those bodies in the forest on the side of the front gate, while this one came from the rear.

Did that mean there were more than one of these things? If one of them had come back, maybe more had.

And what about the other thing? That colossal, humanoid monster that had punched a several-thousand-pound door right out of its frame and nearly taken out their helicopter. Had taken it out, indirectly, by causing them to run out of fuel.

Even if nothing else had made it through, how were they possibly going to fight off the one that had?

A sound drew his attention. Trees moved, settled.

Then silence. Stillness.

“Did you hear something?” Eliza whispered, clutching one of her spears, eager to be rid of it—preferably by launching it through the head of their spider-like attacker.

“I think so,” he said very quietly.

There. Another blur of motion.

“To the side,” he hissed, already moving that way, spear in hand.

They peered over the edge of the cliff.

“Oh fuck,” Eliza stated.

The monster was scaling the sheer side of the hilltop with ease, its long, sharp limbs digging in and propelling it upward at a sickening rate.

He hurled his spear down at it. It hit the thing’s head and bounced off.

It roared in annoyance as it looked up at him.

Seeing her chance, Eliza launched her own spear at the creature.

Her aim was peerless and the spear slammed straight down the thing’s open mouth and into its throat.

It stumbled, losing its grip, and fell back to the ground where it landed with a hard crack.

“Shit,” Cal said in awe. “I think you—”

The creature spasmed on its back, limbs twitching, and Cal’s heart leapt into his throat.

Then it went still.

“—killed it,” he finished with a sigh of relief.

“How could it take so many bullets but then be taken out by a spear?”

“Don’t look a gift horse in the mouth,” Cal said.

“Oh you’re so funny.”

Cal looked at her with a frown. “What?”

But she was staring down at the monster.

Cal looked. Still not moving, but he wasn’t sure if it was dead. It had fallen a good hundred feet, but now that she’d brought it up, it did seem unlikely that a spear and a fall would kill it if another one of its kind had been able to shrug off hundreds of bullets.

Then its limbs twitched violently and both of them let out a yelp of surprise which was drowned out by a horrible shrieking noise like metal on metal that reminded Cal of the sound the monsters from the waves made, and he briefly wondered if there was some connection, or if it was simply coincidence.

“Crap,” he said, as the thing rolled over and righted itself, spear still stuck in its mouth.

It reached up with one of its blade-like limbs and bent it around the wood, gripping almost delicately and pulling it out.

A green fluid poured from its mouth into the dirt, where it sizzled and sent up a cloud of smoke.

Then it looked up at them—directly at them, Cal knew, despite its lack of eyes—and in a blur of motion was gone.
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“I don’t see it,” Eliza said.

“Me either,” Cal agreed. Then he glanced back to check on the others, saw the alien female moving toward Imogen. “Shit. Shout if you see anything.”

“What are you—” she began, but Cal took off.

He grabbed the alien by her arm—the fur covering the outer edge of which was unexpectedly soft and silky—yanking her up and away.

She looked at him, raising her lips in a growl, but then got control of herself.

“What are you doing?” he asked accusingly.

She said something in her high, soft voice, in that language he didn’t have a hope of understanding.

Then she showed him the back of her hand.

He frowned. “What? What is that supposed to mean?”

She reached out for him but he brushed her hand away.

“Stop it.”

But she didn’t. She moved quickly, putting her hand to his head and—

Cal watches as the alien female leans over Imogen, putting her hand on her face.

Goddammit, he thinks. How’d she get over there so quickly?

He tries to move to stop her, but finds he is immobilized.

What the fuck? he tries to say, but no words come.

Then Imogen sits up, looks at Cal and smiles, and says something.

Except it isn’t English. It is that alien language the natives speak.

Cal staggered back, found himself staring at the native.

He looked over to Imogen, who was still unconscious, then back to the alien.

“Did you…”

She bared her teeth in what might have been meant as a reassuring smile, but which did not at all reassure Cal. At least her teeth didn’t look too sharp.

He shook his head. “I don’t understand.”

She pointed to Imogen.

“What are you try—”

“Cal!” Eliza was rushing toward them.

“What—”

She sped past and to the other side. “It went around.”

“Dammit!” he cursed. “I’m getting whiplash.”

She was at the edge of the hilltop and he hastily joined her—for now putting aside the mystery of what the native had done to him—and just caught a blur of motion as the monster disappeared into the forest.

“Did you see where it went?” he asked.

“No. Somewhere in the trees.”

He glanced back to check on the woman and saw her kneeling by Imogen, placing her hand on her face.

“Son of a—” He rushed over to her and was about to yank her away when Imogen’s eyes popped open and she sat up—just like he’d seen her do in whatever that vision had been.

He skidded to a halt, staring at Imogen, waiting for her to speak in that alien tongue.

When she instead looked dazed, he looked at the native as she leaned back, a smile on her smooth face. “What’d you do to her?”

The alien woman looked at him, then back at Imogen.

Grunting at this lack of an answer, Cal moved over to Imogen, kneeling beside her. “You okay?”

She blinked, staring at him. Then she turned her head and saw the alien woman and scrambled away, getting to her feet and looking around for a weapon.

“Whoa,” Cal calmed her. “It’s okay.” After a moment’s hesitation he added, “I think.”

“What’s going on?” she asked. In English, to Cal’s great relief.

“That thing that was back on—” Cal began to explain and then the netting above their heads came crashing down atop them.
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The monster had come around the front and easily cleared both their gate and the taller palisade, only to have its entrance barred by the net.

Well not so much barred, as had completely taken it out and was now was thrashing around on the ground, trying to get free from it.

Which it looked like it would do quite soon with those sharp limbs it had.

Rufus freaked out at the monster, but didn’t try to attack it, instead choosing to keep a wide berth and growl at it.

Smart.

Mirabelle was still unconscious by the tree, out of harm’s way. For now.

Eliza charged forward, spear raised, her nude body rapidly shifting into soil from the feet up.

By the time she reached the monster she was already fully transformed. She stabbed the spear down as it lashed out at her, slicing through her leg and causing her to miss.

She fell slightly, the lower part of her leg now gone, but caught herself on her now much-shortened leg, steadied herself, and stabbed at it again.

Cal grabbed one of the talon-spears and rushed toward the monster, jabbing at it as well as it shrieked and thrashed.

He cried out when one of its limbs slashed across his shin deep enough to cause not just pain, but true agony.

He looked down and saw it had cut to the bone. Not just to the bone—which was easy to do on the shin—but partly through the bone itself.

He fell backward just as the thing lashed out again, barely missing taking his entire lower leg off.

“Help me,” Imogen said, grabbing one end of the net.

She had recognized the thing, and despite having just woken, her military training had kicked in, urging her into action.

Seeing what she meant to do, Eliza moved away from the creature, her leg now reformed, grabbed the net on the opposite side and Cal watched helplessly from the ground, the agony from his shin causing his vision to blacken, as together the two women dragged the thing over the edge and flung it off.
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Cal limped to the edge to look at where the thing had crashed. It was still thrashing about. Still alive.

“That’s one tough son of a bitch,” Imogen said.

The alien female tentatively joined them to look over the edge at the monster.

“I don’t think we’re going to be able to kill it with what we have at our disposal,” Imogen stated.

“Maybe it’s got a weakness,” Eliza said. “Like fire or something.”

“That would be convenient,” Imogen said. They still had the fire going, not to mention Eliza could become it.

They watched as the monster finally sliced free from the netting they’d spent entire days making, shredding it to pieces.

The sight of the shredded rope triggered something in Cal’s mind, but his agony prevented it from coming into focus, and then the monster was free and he had bigger things to worry about.

It looked up at them again with that eyeless gaze, then moved away.

“It’s slower,” Eliza said.

“You call that slow?” Imogen asked.

“Not slow, but slower. I think we must’ve injured it.”

“Well that’s a relief. We threw it off a couple-hundred-foot cliff. It shouldn’t still be alive at all.”

They moved around to the front, except for Cal who now was sitting down, no longer able to stand, gritting his teeth against the pain. None of them had even noticed he was hurt. Not that he could blame them.

“I don’t see it,” Eliza said hopefully.

“Yeah,” Imogen agreed. “That’s not a good thing.”

The alien woman saw Cal’s wound, locked eyes with him.

“What?” he asked irritably.

She looked away.

Eliza noticed Cal wasn’t near them and looked around. “Oh no,” she said when she saw him and rushed over.

He held up his hand, waving her off. “I’m fine.”

She ignored this, letting out a disbelieving little snort. “I can see your bone.”

“That’s because I’m naked,” he said jokingly.

She rolled her eyes at him. “Hurt?”

“Just a bit.”

Imogen was at the gate, still scanning for the monster.

Eliza looked at the basket of food.

“No bandages,” Cal reminded her.

Ignoring this, she got up and grabbed one of the baskets, coming back over to him and tearing it apart.

“Hey,” he said.

“Need to stop the bleeding. Like you said, we don’t have any more of those bandages. Or even Tylenol flowers. We really need to up our medical-supply game.”

“First thing we’ll do if we don’t die.”

“Don’t joke like that.”

Cal nodded, but the truth was, he wasn’t joking. He couldn’t see any way out of this, couldn’t see any scenario in which they survived.

They’d barely made it out back on Earth, and then they’d had machine guns. And even still, not all of them had made it.

Stabbing a spear down its gullet had seemed to piss it off, and at least take it out momentarily. But not kill it. Plus, it’d now twice fallen from the cliff, and seemed only slightly worse for wear.

“Maybe you can get it in its mouth again,” he suggested half-heartedly, unwilling to give up. “That seemed to hurt it.”

She nodded as she wrapped the banana-apple-tree leaf around his calf. “I tried to stab its mouth when it was in the net. It seemed to be moving away, trying to avoid it. Keeping its mouth closed. Like it had learned from the first time.”

“Great,” he grumbled, “it’s smart too. Anything?” he called out to Imogen.

She shook her head, not looking at him, continuing to scan for the monster.

Eliza finished wrapping the leaf around his shin, then wrapped the cordage from the basket around it, tying it off in the place.

She leaned back and nodded at her work then looked around the camp. “I’m going to check on Mirabelle.”

Cal nodded, watched her walk away, naked and unselfconscious.

Her wounds were completely healed. Lucky her.

If only he could turn into earth or water or fire and heal this leg, that would be nice.

He looked at the alien female, sitting beside her fallen tribemate.

She met his eyes yet again, then looked down at her tribemate.

That was when he noticed she was no longer breathing.

Shit. “I’m sorry,” Cal told her, motioning at the body.

The woman looked up at him, then down to her companion, back to him. Gave something that was almost a nod.

Then she looked over to Mirabelle, who Eliza was unsuccessfully trying to wake.

“She’s not waking up,” Eliza said dejectedly, leaning back from Mirabelle and looking pleadingly at Cal. “She’s not bleeding, but…”

He nodded at her. “It’s okay. It’ll be okay.” This was a lie.

But the smile she gave him, however weak, made it worth it.

No matter how impossible the odds, he would never give up, never lose hope, and he didn’t want her to either.

They sat in tense—and for Cal, painful—silence, Imogen scanning the area over the gate, walking the sides like she did when keeping watch.

He listened, straining his ears, noticed Rufus had his ears pricked, shifting back and forth, also listening.

Cal could hear the stream below, the gentle movement of the water. Could hear faint leaves rustling from the canopy of the giant tree above them in the gentle, but intermittent breeze, the footsteps of Imogen in the soft soil of the hilltop, Mirabelle’s quiet, shallow breathing.

He watched her chest rise and fall, her bare breasts hanging heavy to the sides, his mind flashing back to nights when he was on top of her.

His heart ached and he wanted to be mad at these alien natives for hurting her, but he couldn’t do anything about it right now.

And the one who had thrown the rock that had knocked her unconscious—and maybe, in this world without modern medical technology, would eventually lead to her death—was dead, having died a horrific death at the mouth and claws of the monster that now harried them.

He looked at the alien female, saw blood trailing down from her breast, which was partially covered with the carapace armor Eliza had made and Imogen had been wearing, that she had taken from her.

Cal was surprised Imogen hadn’t taken it back from her. Probably too distracted.

He wanted to go over there and rip it off of her to give back to Imogen.

But there was something about her, a vulnerability he couldn’t quite identify the cause of, that was disarming. And he wasn’t so sure anymore that he’d be able to hurt her, not unless she tried to hurt one of the other women. Then there was that fact that she’d just lost someone, which increased his sympathy for her. They’d done it to themselves by attacking, but that didn’t stop Cal from feeling for her.

And besides, he didn’t have the energy to try to take it from her. It was all he could do to stay conscious. The agony in his leg hadn’t abated, though he was growing used to it, if one could be said to grow used to that kind of pain.

It was sharp and brittle and rang through him. All he could do was grit his teeth, clench his fists in the soil, and bear it.

They really did need to step up their medical-supply game, and he really would do that if they made it out of this.

Oh please, he thought, let us make it out of this.

Time wore on. Sixty seconds, two minutes, three.

After five, there was still nothing, no sign of the monster.

“Maybe it ran off?” Eliza said hopefully.

“Why would it do that?” Cal asked.

“Well, we did just stab a spear down its throat and toss it off a cliff.”

He chuckled, then shifted and pain shot up from his leg, ending his mirth.

They had only a few spears left, both theirs and the natives, as well as the talon-spear which he now clutched across his lap, squeezing it hard to try to take the focus away from his leg.

They also had bows.

For which they had no arrows, unfortunately.

There were plenty of them outside, but no one was going to risk going down and getting them, not with that thing possibly out there.

Or could they?

“Eliza,” Cal called. “Can you go down and collect the arrows we shot? If you transform into fire, it shouldn’t be able to harm you.”

“How would I carry them?”

Right. Damn. The pain was interfering with his ability to think clearly.

“I could go as dirt, I guess…”

“No,” Imogen said. “It’s not worth it. What good are arrows going to do anyway? The one who’s the crack shot is unconscious. I’m good, but not good enough to get a shot down its throat. Better to stick to spears.”

“I wish I could shoot fireballs,” Eliza lamented, now standing at the edge of the hilltop and staring out at the forest, looking for the slightest signs of movement.

“No use wishing for something we don’t have,” Imogen said. “Keep your eyes peeled.”

“Oh I am.” She absently pet Rufus’s head, who was now cowered beside her.

Cal again wondered if he really was just a puppy. If so, how much bigger would he get?

They sat, listening to the stream, each other’s breaths, the breeze in the treetops, the wind rustling the canopy, the faint creaking sound their net made as the branches it was connected to swayed ever so slightly.

The net. Cal looked up. “Hey, we still have a net.”

All four conscious beings turned to look at him.

He pointed up at the net leading from the front gate to the tree, the one the monster hadn’t crashed through. “We can toss it over it, then Eliza can shift to earth to pin it down. While it’s pinned, one of us can stab it with the spear again.”

“That…” Imogen stared thoughtfully up at the net. “That could work. I don’t have any better ideas.” She looked to Eliza. “Think you can manage that? Holding it down?”

Eliza shrugged. “I have no idea. Possibly.”

She and Imogen quickly got to work taking the net they’d so recently put up back down.

Perhaps sensing the distraction, the monster took this moment when they were occupied to strike.

It suddenly came flying over the edge of the hilltop, landing just fifteen feet from where Imogen was pulling down the net, and just two feet from Cal.

The alien female cried out and Rufus let out one of his rare barks.

“Shit!” Cal yelped.

The monster turned its head toward him, the last to make a noise, and lunged.
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“Shit!” Cal cried out again, barely getting his talon-spear up in time.

The monster’s long, blade-like limbs came down beside him, only their extreme length keeping him from being impaled by them.

But he remembered it pulling the spear from its throat.

Those legs could bend.

“Help!” he barked, slamming his spear at the thing as it tried to bite him.

Its mouth was open, but even though it wasn’t as fast as it had once been, it was still fast and easily dodged his attempts to gag it with his spear.

Then Eliza was there in her earth form, wrapping her arms around the creature and pulling it away.

Cal scrambled to the side, his leg screaming in pain as he did.

“Toss the net!” Eliza shouted, her voice sounding muffled.

Imogen grunted, lifting the net which they had managed to get down despite the sudden attack, and tossed it over the both of them.

Cal tossed his spear to Imogen as she ran toward the writhing creature Eliza was trying to hold on to.

It was slashing through her, but she reformed quickly after each slash, not letting go, though only barely able to hold on.

Imogen had to leap to dodge one of its sharp limbs cutting her off at the ankles.

She stabbed down at the monster, but it had learned, and now its mouth was closed.

Then suddenly Rufus was there, leaping past the flailing limbs and landing atop the monster and Eliza, opening his huge mouth and sinking fangs that looked nothing like a puppy’s into its abdomen.

“No!” Eliza cried, but the bite caused the monster to scream as well, opening its mouth.

Seeing her chance, Imogen darted in, getting a slash across the thigh for her trouble. Undeterred, she stabbed the talon-spear as hard as she could down into its open mouth.

It tried to close its mouth, seeing its mistake, but it was already too late.

The spear sunk deep, and Imogen leaned on it, driving it even deeper.

One of the monster’s limbs slashed across her arm, sending out a spray of blood that hit Cal in the face.

He didn’t even notice.

The thing’s thrashing intensified, and now Eliza was no longer enough to keep it down.

It slashed through the remainder of the net, knocking both Imogen and Rufus away in the process, Imogen grunting and Rufus letting out a yelp of pain as his side was opened up.

“Rufus!” Eliza roared.

The monster got onto its four limbs, moved to retreat, but Eliza was enraged and was having none of that.

She grabbed one of its limbs and with an effort that distorted her entire form, yanked and twisted on the limb, leaning forward as she did to cause it to bend unnaturally—even more unnaturally than it already was.

There was a loud crack and the thing made that horrible screeching sound again.

It limped away, now with only three limbs, greenish-black fluid oozing from the stump of the missing fourth.

Eliza roared again and stabbed down with the torn off appendage.

Its own limb pierced through its back, and it collapsed, screeching again, this time weaker, quieter.

“Fuck you!” Eliza cried, grabbed the monster, and with a final roar lifted it into the air, swinging it hard down onto the edge of the hilltop, then hurling it off the edge into the rocks below, where it landed with a loud crack.
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“Is it dead?” Cal called down to Imogen and Eliza in the rocky field at the base of the hilltop as they examined the monster.

Even if he could make it down the front path, the rocks would do him in, so he was stuck up here, unable to join them. He hated it.

Imogen was wounded, but not badly. Eliza was completely unscathed, still in her earth form.

Cal had one hand on Rufus next to him, the remainder of the leaf basket secured to his abdomen as a bandage where he’d been slashed by the monster.

It had been a deep gash, all the way down through the fat and into the muscle, but it wasn’t bleeding too badly, and his organs weren’t visible.

The alien female stood next to him, looking down as well.

Instead of answering, Eliza raised the limb she was carrying and slammed it down repeatedly on the spider-like monster’s neck until its elongated head separated from its body.

Then she kicked the body, hard.

Other than the residual motion from her assault, it didn’t move.

She looked up at him. “It is now.”

She dragged the corpse up into their base while Imogen carried the severed head. They put the head and body next to the pile of the monsters from the waves, then Eliza instantly reverted to her human form and rushed over to Rufus.

“Hey boy,” she said gently, petting his head as he weakly licked at her hand. Tears filled her eyes and threatened to overflow.

“He’ll be okay,” Cal assured her.

She nodded, not looking at him.

He hoped he would be okay. He had probably saved them. Without his attack, Imogen might not have gotten a chance to stab the spear into the monster’s mouth, and Eliza certainly wouldn’t have flown into a reckless rage when the monster injured him and literally torn it limb from limb.

“Where are you going?” Cal asked as Eliza stood and headed toward the front gate.

She stopped and looked back at him. “Getting him some Tylenol flowers. He must be in pain.” She flicked her eyes to Cal’s leg. “And you, I imagine.”

Cal grimaced, nodding. “That would be nice. You be okay?”

She grinned weakly. “I can take care of myself.” At this, she turned to earth once more and easily scaled the gate rather than bother with opening it.

The alien female sat silently, watching them.

Cal wondered what she was thinking.

Imogen held a spear, patrolling the hilltop while Eliza was gone, casting frequent mistrustful looks at the alien wolf-cat woman.

For some reason, Cal didn’t think she was a threat. Not anymore, not without the rest of her tribe.

Or was that what she wanted him to think? Caused by whatever it was she had done to him?

“Hey,” he said to her, and Imogen looked over again.

She looked up at him with her big, wide-set eyes.

“You understand what I’m saying?”

Her expression didn’t change.

“No, I guess not.” He sighed. Then looked around at the destruction.

The nets they had worked so hard on were destroyed, Mirabelle was still unconscious, Rufus was seriously injured, Imogen had deep cuts on her thigh and arm that didn’t pose an immediate threat but which would need to be taken care of eventually, and his leg felt like someone was actively trying to saw through it with a dull, rusty butter knife—and succeeding.

Other than that though, things were great.
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A while later Eliza came flying back over the gate, startling them all.

She quickly reverted to human form, dumping an armful of Tylenol flowers on the ground near Cal and Rufus.

“Shit,” he said. “Scared the shit out of me.”

“Sorry. I think I’m faster when I become dirt.” She sounded breathless. Cal didn’t think he’d ever seen Eliza breathless.

She wasn’t even petting Rufus.

“Is everything okay?”

“More than! Look!” She pointed at the flowers.

Cal looked at them and frowned. “Yeah. Um, good.” He couldn’t see why she was so excited.

“No! Really look. Use your display.”

Cal did.
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“Huh, that’s new. Where’d you find them?”

Imogen came over to examine the flowers.

Eliza shook her head. “It’s the same flowers as always. I upgraded them.”

Cal looked up at her in confusion. “What? You don’t have a token.”

“I know!” she said, growing somehow even more excited. “It didn’t take tokens. I was out looking, you know, IDing things as I went in hopes of finding something better to help with healing, and I noticed a new screen when I came to these. It let me use points to upgrade them! I wasn’t sure how to work it, but I tried some random combinations.” She grimaced. “First one exploded. But second one gave these!”

“Exploded?” Cal asked worriedly.

“We can upgrade items, Cal!”

“Or make them explode.”

Imogen shrugged. “That might be useful too.”

“That’s not all,” Eliza went on. “I think we can use it on any item we’ve already ID’d.”

“Where’s this screen?” he asked, wondering if it was new or they had simply missed it before.

Eliza explained, and sure enough when he opened it and focused on the flowers, he now had the option to spend points to upgrade them.

But she was right, the interface was weird.

“I have no idea how to use this,” he complained.

“We’ll figure it out,” she said, still excited. She knelt and picked up one of the flowers, handing it to Cal. “Here, eat this.”

He took it gratefully, chewing and swallowing quickly as Eliza watched.

“Thanks,” he said.

“Of course.”

“I mean, you gave it to me first rather than your ‘child’.”

She frowned, then realized he meant Rufus. “Oh,” she said, somewhat guiltily. “Yeah. I uh… wanted to make sure they didn’t explode when you ate them.”
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Epilogue


They spent the hours after the battle gathering the scattered bodies of the female alien’s tribemates.

He still didn’t know why they’d wanted Imogen bad enough to come back and assault their base for her. He’d ask if they ever learned one another’s languages. Which if they were here and survived for long enough, they just might.

And if he ever grew to trust her enough, he might be able to find out through that mind-meld thing she’d done with him.

His mind went to other uses something like that could have.

Stupid man-mind. He wasn’t going to risk life and limb simply for novel stimulation. Though he imagined many of his forebearers had done so for the urge to be so strong.

Her name turned out to be Ouva, or something like it. At least, that’s what it had sounded like to Cal when Imogen did the whole, “me Imogen” and then pointed at her thing.

Before Eliza, Imogen, and Ouva had headed down to the rear of their base to search for and bring together the bodies, Ouva had tried to put her hand to his forehead again, but he hadn’t let her.

She’d seemed frustrated by this, but he didn’t trust her enough yet, and still didn’t know if even that once that she’d done it—showing him what she wanted to do to Imogen, waking her up—had somehow compromised him.

Cal was unable to help with the gathering of bodies due partly to watching Mirabelle and Rufus, but primarily because his wound was so severe that he couldn’t even stand.

The flowers did eventually kick in, granting him a blissful reprieve from the agony he’d been in, and he was finally able to not only stand, but actually walk. Slowly.

Still, Eliza forbade him from leaving the hilltop, saying both paths were too dangerous for him in his condition.

So now he sat at the top of the rear path, the gate open, watching as Ouva performed some kind of ceremony which involved cutting herself and dribbling the blood over her dead tribemates’ eyes and mouths—and which Cal briefly thought would bring them back to life like vampires.

It didn’t.

Once this was done she, with Eliza’s assistance, set their bodies alight.

They burned down much quicker than Cal would have thought possible.

When they were ash, she gathered these mixed remains and wrapped them in a large leaf from the banana-apple tree and sent it down the stream.

She didn’t seem bothered by the loss, except for that of the female she had brought with her into their camp. She’d taken extra time on her, not only putting her blood on her eyes and lips, but also using it to paint several symbols on the furless skin on the center of the body, then bending down to kiss the hollow of her throat.

Even for this member, Cal never saw her shed a tear. Perhaps her kind couldn’t.

Once this was done, Imogen finally demanded her armor back.

Ouva stripped it off willingly enough, though seemed upset to lose the protection.

When it was clear Ouva wasn’t going anywhere—either she didn’t have anyone else to go to, or didn’t want to—and wanting to make her a part of the team, worried that she might start to feel ostracized, Cal decided he’d make her a set of clothing from leaves like he’d done for both Mirabelle and Imogen.

They’d need all the help they could get with the next wave—not to mention those spider-monsters if there happened to be more of them—and she was fantastic with both spear and that rock sling.

Also, it was something to keep him occupied while waiting on his leg to heal.

It took Mirabelle the entire next day and night to finally come around, but she did—to a degree of relief Cal didn’t know he was capable of feeling.

She was dizzy and tired for the following day, however by the third she was starting to feel like herself again.

Cal kept her fed on a diet of upgraded Tylenol flowers and prickly green fruits, hoping the flowers would heal any brain damage she might have sustained from the traumatic injury.

The flowers had healed his leg nearly completely now, enough that he could finally contribute a bit.

They’d also healed Rufus, who was almost back to being his happy-go-lucky self, though he was clearly still hurting. It was the first morning he was feeling well enough to wake Eliza, and she cried and hugged him for a long time after.

The flowers had healed Imogen’s wounds in a single day, and Ouva’s in not much longer. And of course Eliza hadn’t needed them at all.

That night Cal finished the leaf outfit he’d been working on for Ouva. When he presented this to her, she smiled, making a slight bowing motion, and then proceeded to take a bite out of it instead of putting it on.

Cal chuckled and shrugged. If she wanted to stay naked, that was fine by him.

But Eliza finally communicated to her that she was supposed to wear it and got her to put it on.

“Think we should try upgrading it?” Eliza asked Cal.

“Let’s not risk it. It might get ruined. Or worse, explode while she’s wearing it.”

“I’d have her take it off again before trying,” Eliza said. “Sheesh. I’m not dumb.”

“Better we don’t risk it.”

Eliza and Mirabelle had no such compunctions however and did risk permanent loss of their outfits by attempting to upgrade their own clothing.

Cal had protested that they should save their points for other things, but they wouldn’t be deterred.

“It’s only half of a point each,” Mirabelle said. “Besides, we deserve nicer clothing.”

Eliza nodded in agreement.

“I thought you preferred being naked?” Cal said to Eliza skeptically.

“I like both.”

While Cal enjoyed watching both of them strip naked in front of him to lay their outfits on the ground for upgrading, he liked less that what the outfits then changed into clearly would cover more when they finally put them back on.

Especially Eliza’s

That said, he had to admit they looked amazing in them.

Upon upgrading, the outfits had morphed before their eyes, reforming as though an invisible hand was pulling the threads and weaving them into not just a new configuration, but adding entirely new parts.

Mirabelle’s outfit was now no longer simple rough fabric, but much softer and more comfortable.

Not only this, the material itself was more durable, unable to be cut with flint in their testing, though her upgraded loincloth was now permanently several inches shorter from the talon-spear. They didn’t even bother testing the spider-creature’s severed limb.

Her top was more elaborate than it had been, with a spot on the back where she could secure her quiver, as well extra straps over her shoulders for supporting the added weight, and a choker that while sexy, had no clear purpose.

Cal wondered what kind of mechanism made the upgrade so adapted to her bow usage.

There were also wraps for her arms and legs, as well as two metal bands for arm and thigh which didn’t have any clear use, though inspecting them in the interface showed they could be upgraded for twenty points each.

She also wore a necklace now, made from one of the teeth of the spider-monster. This wasn’t an upgrade, but something Eliza had made for her.

“Ahh!” Mirabelle had said enthusiastically upon being presented this. “How sweet. Thank you.” Then she’d looked meaningfully at Cal.

“I get you fruit,” Cal had protested.

“Uh-huh,” she’d said, unimpressed.

“Great,” Cal had muttered. “Making me look bad.”

He’d then spent the next two hours making her a bracelet from the monster’s teeth, which she’d elected to tie to her loincloth instead of wear on her wrist.

“Don’t want anything interfering with my shots,” she’d explained with a smile.

At least she was wearing it.

Eliza’s upgraded outfit was much different from Mirabelle’s. It was a single piece instead of two and seemed more decorative than functional, perhaps because with the ability to turn into other things like fire and earth and wood, she didn’t actually need armor.

The single piece could be removed by unfastening a simple fabric hook across her chest, allowing her to strip in a matter of moments. Again, like Mirabelle’s, perfectly adapted to her. She could quickly transform without destroying it.

The fabric was thin and light enough that where it pressed tight against her body, she might as well have been naked.

Cal didn’t bother upgrading his own loincloth.

“Come on,” Mirabelle pleaded, “I want to see what you get.”

“Yeah,” Eliza agreed. “It’s only a half-point. I can do it for you.”

Imogen and Ouva remained silent, watching, while Rufus slept nearby.

“No,” Cal objected for the umpteenth time. “I’d rather save the points for something useful, like making the gates or palisade stronger. Speaking of—”

The women groaned, knowing what was coming next.

“Let’s get started on that.”
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And get started they did, working to not only build their base back up to where it had been, but to make it even better.

They even finally got around to putting up the log he and Imogen had struggled to get up into the base what felt like forever ago.

But what they were most excited about was testing out their new ability to upgrade items.

Despite the excitement at the outcome, the interface for achieving said outcome was a constant source of frustration with how cryptic and unintuitive it was. They did manage to remake the netting and then upgrade it into a much stronger material at the cost of an eye-watering—relative to their current point total—eight points.

The new material wasn’t quite metal, but still very strong, unable to be cut by the flint or talon-spears, though the limbs from the spider-like creature were able to cut through it without much effort.

Ouva helped out as much as she could with the construction, though she showed no signs of understanding their words, and they definitely didn’t understand hers. But they still had those primitive forms of communication: gestures and body language. Things which at least appeared to be something they had in common, even if many gestures were slightly different and sometimes resulted in confusion.

In addition to helping with the construction, she also showed them how her tribe had made the soft rope they had used to tie Imogen up. The cordage they used to weave the rope was made from a mushroom Cal would have never even thought to have tried.

This was useful, because despite their new ability to upgrade things, they couldn’t waste their points. They didn’t have many left after upgrading both front and rear nets.

And with how hard the upgrade interface was to figure out, they’d had several failures—which still cost points, though only a fraction of what a success would.

Much to Imogen’s disappointment, none of these failed upgrades had yet resulted in another explosion.

After a long day of hard work, Cal went down to take a bath by himself, all the women having oddly declined to join him.

He wasn’t bothered, and was just starting to enjoy the alone-time, when he saw Eliza and Mirabelle exit out of the camp and move down the path.

“Something wrong?” he asked anxiously, getting to his feet in the water.

“No,” Eliza soothed, waving lazily at him. “Stay there, sit down. Relax.”

“Okay…” He sat, staring up at them.

They looked at each other and smiled, then back to him. “You’ve worked hard lately.”

“So have you.”

Eliza nodded. “We deserve to have some fun.”

With this, Mirabelle began stripping as Eliza flicked the fastener on her dress, causing it to instantly fall away and puddle at her feet.

She stepped out of it, then watched with great interest as Mirabelle stripped naked.

Cal watched as well.

She kept on her wrist and shin wraps—which to Cal’s eyes now looked a lot like sexy stockings—as well as her choker and the necklace Eliza had made her.

When she was done, they both turned to him, smiled, and approached.

He watched entranced as Mirabelle’s full breasts jiggled, breasts he hadn’t seen uncovered in days, and which made him want her so bad it hurt. They’d been too busy and exhausted lately to have sex, and he hadn’t thought he’d even wanted it.

Now his raging erection said otherwise.

His eyes moved down her body to her smooth sex, then flicked over to Eliza’s, her toned thighs, up to her lean abs and perky breasts.

As Eliza passed through the stream, the water ran up her body until she was transparent, her facial features and nipples slightly less so in a way that made them stand out from the rest of her.

He frowned. “What are you—”

Then she settled atop him, feeling heavier than normal as well as slicker, though still solid, taking his erection in her hand and without a word guiding it into her utterly wet center.

His head fell back and he groaned in pleasure. “You’re so hot,” he managed.

“Thanks,” she said seductively.

“Like, literally.”

The water here wasn’t exactly cold, but it was cooler than body temperature. Eliza wasn’t cold or even cool however, but rather burning hot, and she was slicker than seemed possible, as well as incredibly tight.

It felt amazing.

Then he looked down as she began moving atop him and groaned again, able to see his cock inside her through her transparent body.

He reached for her tit while Mirabelle watched with a smile on her face, watching his cock inside of Eliza, just as entranced by the sight as he was.

Eliza leaned in and pressed her mouth hungrily to his. The sensation was strange but pleasant, her lips soft and pillowy, yet firm.

She tasted clean and sweet, exactly like the water of the stream, but so much hotter, and he could feel the protrusion of her nipples as they pressed into his chest.

Then she pulled away, moaning and rocking her hips faster, throwing her head back, watery strands of hair flying and slapping against her back.

Mirabelle settled down next to him, taking his chin and leaning in for her own kiss, her tongue pressing at his lips, which he happily opened.

Their tongues rubbed against each other as they made out, Eliza riding his cock in her water form.

Mirabelle took one of his hands, guided it to her pussy.

She was soaking wet—almost as wet as Eliza—and he eagerly and easily slid his fingers inside her.

She moaned into his mouth, and already he felt himself building toward climax.

The way Eliza was moving atop him… forward and back, side to side, in circles both small and large… good God, it felt unbelievable.

Then Mirabelle pulled away, kissing his neck and chest, before turning to Eliza. “Ready?”

Eliza was panting, her head thrown back as she fucked Cal with abandon. Now she looked at Mirabelle. “Oh, right. I almost forgot.” She bit her translucent lip. “I was about to come.”

“Good thing I stopped you,” Mirabelle said with a grin, and moved behind her.

Cal watched in amazement as Eliza pushed him all the way down to the ground, then leaned over him, giving Mirabelle access.

“Oh fuck,” he groaned, watching through Eliza’s body as Mirabelle leaned in and pulled apart her ass cheeks.

She licked up and down as Eliza slowly moved on Cal’s cock, then she pressed her face into her ass, sticking her tongue in Eliza’s unfilled hole as Cal’s cock stretched her pussy.

Cal could see how close her tongue was to his cock, just a thin interior wall separating them, and could feel it as well.

Eliza moaned in ecstasy as Mirabelle tongued her asshole, Eliza’s long hair falling over Cal’s neck and chest as she lowered her head down, silky and dry despite its composition, her soft breasts with their hard nipples squishing against his chest, her heat radiating into him.

He reached around her, grabbing her ass and pulling her wider for Mirabelle, slowly increasing the speed at which he fucked her, able to see his entire cock inside of her, see Mirabelle’s full lips sealed around her asshole as she circled her tongue around inside.

Her hands now free, Mirabelle reached down and began massaging Cal’s balls and he groaned at how good it felt.

“I’m… going… to…” Eliza panted, unable to finish as an orgasm slammed through her.

She seized up against Cal, but he didn’t stop, so close to coming himself.

“Too… much,” she squeaked out. “Please… stop…”

But neither he nor Mirabelle did.

“Almost…” he gasped, watching as Mirabelle now moved her tongue even faster, alternating between this and sucking.

Then he came, watching his seed spray inside of her, and she bit hard into his shoulder, her teeth, despite being made of water, having quite the bite.

His hands clenched on her buttcheeks, squeezing and spreading them wide as he and Eliza orgasmed together.

It took several minutes to recover, and when they both finally did they found Mirabelle looking at them with a grin.

“That was…” Cal trailed off with a chuckle.

“Fun?” Mirabelle questioned.

He nodded. “Yeah. Very.”

“Good.” Her grin widened. “Because now it’s my turn.”
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The queen is dead.

They killed her.

They killed my wife.

Then they exiled me. For even in this time without gods, some still fear them, and superstition prevails.

Erisi, the goddess of war, love, and victory—the goddess above all others—forbade the killing of your own king, long ago, when the gods still existed.

If they ever did.

Whether they did or not, I am spared because of some ancient tenet.

I am exiled instead of killed.

But Erisi said nothing about queens.

I don’t know exactly how I came to be betrayed, but I do know why.

I am a Dark, last of my line, direct descendant of the First King and only son of Varthos, the god-king.

This, is why they exiled me: for fear of my magic, and what it could do.

There was a trial—the façade of legality—but it was a sham, fixed from the beginning.

I was jailed. In my own kingdom. Not something I ever expected to experience.

My jail was no dungeon, but the physical fact of it wasn’t what got to me. It was being confined. Being ordered around by my own guards.

I lost track of how long I was down there, of how long the trial lasted.

Slowly, those who were loyal to me disappeared.

Until none were left but those who weren’t.

That’s when the judgment came. An illegal one, for there were no laws allowing dethronement in Serekthal, my kingdom.

But that didn’t matter.

They exiled me all the same, beyond the Ancient Wall.

For this got around the tenet of the goddess, and if I died it wouldn’t be at the hands of my exilers, but at the monsters of this cursed land.

I woke here after the judgment, my head shaved, my hair burning in a pile beside me that was now just ash—cast out with nothing.

The irony was that while they feared me for my magic, it was not something I’d dared use, not since my father died. Without his prodding, his encouragement, I’d desired to stay as far removed from magic as possible.

My father had been better than I at magic—he had been the god-king—and hadn’t feared it as I did.

I was always too afraid to use it for fear of what I might become.

A Shade, like my grandfather before me.

Or a Dread, like my sister.

My passion was always being king, ruling the land, bringing peace.

And I had. I had helped create Elaria, the federation of free kingdoms and states, ending the Long War.

Elaria, named not after a god, but a mortal woman. A princess who fought the gods for her land and her freedom.

And won.

Like we had. Like we’d freed ourselves from the bondage of our history, of our long-dead ancestors, and created something new and beautiful. We’d stopped warring for control, for supremacy over one another. I’d remade Serekthal from a kingdom that ruled all others, to one where all others could come together, and I’d given each kingdom and state the ability to govern themselves, make their own laws, while still being a part of something greater.

I’d made us from many into one.

For we were not simply a collection of allied kingdoms. We were Elaria.

And now that peace was upon us, they, the Order of Priests, thought they didn’t need me anymore.

I should have never let Orathar get so close.

I can’t say for certain he was the one who orchestrated this, my exile, but I believe it to be so.

He marked me, Orathar did. The high priest himself.

Now he was ruling in my stead, keeping Elaria united.

My regent, now the king in all but name.

And he wasn’t even there anymore, but back in his home city.

And I was here, in the woods of the cursed land: an area that stretched along the Wall for days, a dangerous forest which separated Elaria from the rest of the world, and which people never traversed, instead flying over on zeppelins or mounts.

A cursed land which in a time long ago the gods had cast out the unworthy into, then erected the Wall.

The Ancient Wall, the one that stood impassable behind me. For the mark the high priest had forced upon me banished me like those poor souls who’d angered the gods had been in the fairytales of my childhood. The mark binded with whatever magic was in that Wall—a magic which had no color, a magic I couldn't see—and prevented me from crossing it.

And now there was only one way for me to get back into my kingdom, for me to take back what was rightfully mine, and avenge what couldn’t be reclaimed.

Only one way to make all those who’d betrayed me pay.

I would go north, to the city of Este, to where the high priest kept his rest, and I would slaughter him.
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The Ancient Wall at my back was the height of fifty men, if not more, and stretched farther than could be seen even with a spyglass.

It separated my kingdom of Serekthal and the allied kingdoms and states south of it, from what lay north of it, from what lay outside Elaria.

The Wall continued all the way to the Krendar Mountains to the east, with air so cold it would freeze a man’s lungs in just a few breaths, and to the Ghral Sea to the southwest, with beasts that could swallow a man and not even notice.

The only way over it was on a zeppelin, or some other method of flight.

But I couldn’t cross it. Not with this mark.

Perhaps I could risk a portal, perhaps the mark couldn’t prevent that.

But even in the best circumstances, portals were risky. You might not end up where you meant to go.

You might simply end.

And even were you to make it through alive, you may wish you hadn’t.

We’d used them during the Long War to transport supplies. A tenth made it through usably, if that. There was no telling how food passed through it might be fundamentally changed. Even something as simple as spears and swords pushed through might come out looking fine, but have unexpected effects when you stabbed or cut with them.

One sword—which sat guarded in Serekthal’s royal armory—never dulled, and could cut through nearly anything with no effort.

Most didn’t turn out so usefully. A dagger, also in our armory, would inflict on the wielder any wounds he inflicted with it.

The majority simply rusted or disintegrated upon use.

Not far from that heavily guarded armory, in my keep, I could look out from the highest tower and see over the Wall—the only point in all of Serekthal that was higher than it—into the cursed woods.

See its strange bands of trees. First green, closest to the Wall, then yellow, then black, as though a blight was working its way toward us and devouring all in its path.

Beyond these trees was my first destination, Silaris, the town of outcasts, the town of exiles.

And much, much farther north, was Este, home to the Order of Priests, and where Orathar would be.

The Order had remained outside of Elaria to maintain its neutral status as much as its autonomy.

But before I could avenge my wife, I needed help.

I am a Dark, but as I have said, I never had much need for magic growing up, and I feared what using it could turn me into.

I was not my father. I had the Inclination, as all of my line did, but even the most gifted need practice.

Now I would have to use my magic for the first time since my father died.

And to do that and survive, I would need another.

For alone, my magic could devour me more effectively than anything that might be lurking in these cursed woods.

That was the blessing and the curse of the Dark.

Our magic was strong. In some ways, limitless.

But when we used it, we risked destroying not only our enemies, but also ourselves.

Who discovered this fact was lost to history, but it was a secret my line had kept for ages: our magic didn’t just come from within us, but from without, as well. Like a Breaker or Imbuer, we could use the magic of others. But unlike Breakers, we weren’t limited to affecting the manifestation of magic. And unlike Imbuers, we weren’t limited to putting that magic only into objects.

No, we could actually draw magic—Pull—from others, not just ourselves, and use that power however we pleased. Use their magic to do our bidding.

This was a frightening secret, but not as frightening as what would happen if we weren’t careful.

Pull too much power from ourselves, and risk becoming a Shade.

Pull from someone without their permission, and become a Dread.

Like my poor sister.

We got our name from the most visually impressive of our powers—and the only one any but our line knew about: the manipulation of shadow.

We could cast an entire battlefield into darkness, or swallow a kingdom in a night that never ended.

An enemy that can’t see is an enemy easily defeated.

But not one that goes quietly into the dark. As my family had learned.

It was through my aversion to magic that I was forced to negotiate with the other kingdoms and states instead of exerting my power over them.

And in so doing ended the war started long before I was ever born.

Controlling darkness of course wasn’t all we could do, but we’d always managed to keep our other abilities secret.

Until the Order of Priests somehow found them out.

And then they had used this knowledge to dethrone me.

To exile me.

For they claimed I was a danger to the kingdom.

Maybe they were right.

But I was more of a danger to them now, than I ever would’ve been on my throne.

They thought I was a peaceful king.

They were right.

They thought I was a forgiving king.

They were right about this, too.

But I was no longer a king, and my days of peace and forgiveness were over.
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To get to Silaris, to find a mage to help in my cause, one I could Pull from, I would first need to find my way through these cursed woods alive.

I could go to Gyead, the only kingdom north of the Wall to join Elaria, but I couldn’t know if the Order had spies—or simply agents—there, and I wouldn’t risk what was left of my family.

Gyead was the kingdom my mother was from. Our two kingdoms had exchanged children, my mother for Venric, my father’s brother.

My mother became queen in our kingdom, and my uncle a prince and a businessman in theirs. He owned most of the zeppelin towers in Gyead, and several in nearby kingdoms and cities.

But I wouldn’t get him involved, wouldn’t put his life at risk.

Not unless I had to.

And not until after I killed Orathar, the betrayer.

I could risk the Ghral sea or the frozen Krendar mountains, perhaps find an end to the Wall. But no one had ever made it across either of those places. Even the greatest Igniters couldn’t defeat the cold that suffocated the Krendar mountains. And the beasts in Ghral… well, one wouldn’t be blamed for mistaking them for mountains.

So Silaris was my only chance.

If I made it through these woods alive.

I walked away from the kingdom of my birth, from my burnt pile of highborn hair, from that old wall that was one of the few things left from when the gods still existed, and entered into the woods. They were green now, but I knew soon they would be black.

And then what would I encounter?

And how would I fight? With my fists? My words?

A magic which I wasn’t even sure I still could use?

I moved through the forest swiftly, but cautiously, keeping an eye and ear out for any beast or ghoul.

But despite this place’s name, I encountered neither. The woods were peaceful and quiet.

I eventually came to a wall of brambles which had no obvious way around it.

It connected from tree to tree, looking as though it might stretch as far as the Ancient Wall itself did.

And while this wall looked natural, there was a sense of purpose about it.

As though it hadn’t just grown randomly. As though someone had put it here.

Perhaps someone had.

I held my hand in front of the wall and Pulled from myself.

At first nothing happened. I hadn’t done this in ages.

But then, that old familiar feeling came upon me, a sense of minor disorientation, and then: the colors.

I had forgotten how many of them there were that I couldn’t normally see.

But I could see them now. Bright, vibrant, everywhere. Like the entire world opened up to me to reveal its secrets.

For in this state I could see that which permeated that world, which powered it.

I could see magic.

Actual magic, whether manifest or potential. I could see if someone used magic to poison or to save; to make themselves mundane and unnoticed, or attractive and conspicuous.

I could see it as a beautiful haze around imbued objects and enchanted buildings, around warded keeps and ancient scrolls.

But none but that which surrounded all life emanated from this unnaturally natural wall in front of me, from these twists of wood and ivy.

They were just plants.

I pressed my palm into it, meaning to simply push through the wall, but recoiled as a hidden thorn bit into my flesh.

I held my hand in front of me, looking at the wound. No magic there either. If it was poison, it was natural in origin.

I made a fist. Blood oozed out of the prick, flowing over my palm and down my forearm.

I wasn’t used to not wearing gloves.

Wasn’t used to not wearing armor.

Even as I had this thought my hand was going to my bare waist for a sword that wasn’t there with which to cut through this wall.

“Damn,” I cursed. How was I going to—

“Looks like you could use some help,” a soft voice whispered from off to my right.

I spun and found myself a few paces away from a woman as naked as I was.

No, not exactly a woman. Not a human one anyway.

Instead of shins and feet, the limbs below her knees split out, became roots that spread wide and dug into the soil. Her skin was like flesh-colored wood, with grain and gnarls. 

“You’re a dryad,”

The naked woman smiled. “I am. And you’re…” She looked my naked body up and down.

Despite myself, despite the rage that still burned in my heart—or maybe because of it—I started to grow aroused. She was beautiful. And it had been a long time since I’d seen anyone but my guards.

Her skin was wood-like, and her legs turned into roots, but this did nothing to take away from the allure of the rest of her body. On the contrary, it enhanced it.

Made her otherworldly.

Her breasts were large and perky, her hips wide, and her sex bare and pink.

Her eyes were an enchanting blue, a blue brighter than oceans that glowed as though with sunlight, and her hair was pale white like the midday sky.

Her lips were full, and deep red, the color of ripe fruit.

Her ears were like that of an elf’s, and she had two sets of… not exactly antlers coming out of her head. They were green, and looked more like wood than bone.

I’d only had limited schooling in Krann’s Bestiary, so I knew little of dryads, other than what they looked like, and that they drew power from the trees and the earth.

I didn’t remember anything about them being evil, or man-eaters like the harpies or succubi.

“You’re…” she said again, before finally finishing uncertainly with “…interesting. What are you?”

“Human.” This deep in the woods, the blighted band of trees on one side, the Wall on the other, I wondered if she’d even seen one before.

This was not a land many humans walked. We flew over it in our zeppelins or—those rare few of us who had the ability and the means—on our beasts. But not walked.

And I wondered, what had her ancestors done to get themselves cast out of the land that was now my kingdom? Because surely, dryads weren’t among those cast out by the gods. Not according to any text I’d ever read.

And why had they stayed in these woods?

“Yes… I can see that now. So what are you doing in my forest? Your kind hasn’t been here for ages.” She looked down at her roots. “No kind has. None but me.” There was a sadness in her voice as she said this.

“I need to go somewhere.” I gestured at the bramble wall. “Past there.”

She nodded. “Past the wall is danger. Past the wall is death. That’s why it’s there. On this side though, it’s safe. You should stay here with me where it’s safe. Where it’s comfortable and bright.” She moved toward me, the roots making up her feet lifting, twining and shifting as she did, soil falling from them as they plunged in and out of the earth, moving her slowly forward so it seemed as though she were floating. “Stay here with me. We can have so much fun together.”

She grew closer and closer, and I couldn’t pull away.

It wasn’t an enchantment, I was mostly immune to those—one of the other abilities of the Dark.

It was pure lust that kept me in place.

I hadn’t been with anyone since…

Since everything was taken from me.

It was so fresh and vivid in my mind, but outside of it, out in the world, much time had passed.

My “trial” had stretched and stretched.

I didn’t know how long I had been in that dungeon for, but my beard had reached my chest by the time they’d exiled me, shaved it and my head, and left me disgraced like a lowborn.

The dryad reached me, and, smiling up at me, ran her fingers down my chest.

They felt like smooth wood, but were warm. Hot, even.

She slid her hand over my stomach, to my lower abdomen and down further, gripping my girth and squeezing it.

She licked her red lips and looked up at me as she pressed her body into mine.

While her flesh may have looked like wood, it was soft and supple.

Her scent was intoxicating, like flowers and ripe fruit.

She stroked me and I couldn’t help myself. I wrapped my arms around her, roaming my hands over her flesh, grabbing her full buttocks and squeezing.

She smiled. “Yes,” she said, and guided my girth to her smooth sex.

She was wet, and sticky, and hot, and I wanted nothing more than to be inside of her.

I had revenge to take, but it could wait for a time.

Or two.

 
 

Continue reading Curse of Magic here: https://amzn.to/30d9487
cover.jpeg
MICHAEL BRIGHTBURN





images/00001.gif





