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Chapter 1

The first thing I noticed was the sand. It dug into my palms and scratched my eyelids as I slowly blinked in the late morning light. I could even feel it in my boxers and wedged beneath my fingernails like I’d clawed my way to solid ground.

The second thing that I noticed was the chilly water that lapped at my leather boots. They’d already shrunken around my ankles like plastic wrap, but at least they were still on.

Memories from the night before flooded back in hectic bursts as my mind finally cleared. It was hard to understand a lot of it as various scenes tumbled over themselves, but I could make out enough to know that the forty foot ship that I’d been on with my crew had been hit by one beast of a storm.

A wave had slammed into the hull hard enough that the entire ship had capsized like a canoe in whitewater rapids, and the last thing I saw was everyone struggling to get to the surface as crates and gear sank into the abyss. There had been a strange light in the water as if one of the high-powered search lamps had been turned on, but then there was nothing but inky blackness.

I blinked a few more times as tears washed the sand from my eyes, flipped over onto my back, and then sat up to look around. We’d been off the coast of South Africa, but the crystalline waters in front of me were too blue. I’d never seen anything like it before, not even on my trips to the Philippines.

And the water was way too cold to be anywhere near the equator, especially in early summer, but of course, the ocean would warm up a lot later than the atmosphere around it. Still, the sand was an oddly golden shade that I’d never seen before either, and a glance over my shoulder showed massive trees that looked like something out of the prehistoric era, and for a brief insane moment, I wondered if I’d washed up on the shores of Isla Sorna in Jurassic Park. I knew in real life there were some places that still had ancient plant life, but none of the ones I knew about were near the ocean.

“Kevin Owens, where the fuck have you found yourself?” I muttered and used my shirt to wipe the sand from my face. “And where the hell is everyone?”

There were no signs of the wreck anywhere around me. No broken crates or torn metal littered the beach, and I couldn’t see another person anywhere. It was like I’d been thrown completely off course by the storm, and that would mean I’d probably landed on a deserted island where no one would ever find me.

“Okay,” I said and stood to shake off the sand. “At least you didn’t drown. And you don’t seem to have any cuts or broken bones. You’re not doing too shabby, K.O. Not too shabby at all.”

I squinted at the jewel-colored ocean one more time as if the merchant ship we’d hopped a ride on would suddenly appear on the horizon, but that thing was officially at the bottom of the ocean. For now, the most important thing I needed to do was figure out a way to survive. If I’d really washed up on a deserted island, then there would be no one around for miles, and if there were other humans nearby, there was a good chance it would be the poachers that we’d been hunting. I ran a hand through my hair, checked the ocean one more time, just in case, and then started to trudge along the beach.

My boots squelched as the water started to evaporate from them, and thankfully my thick socks managed to keep the rubbing down to a minimum. There was no way to know what kind of creatures lived on the island, especially if it was untouched by humans, and the last thing that I needed was blisters slowing me down if something started to chase me.

Heat washed over me as the sun rose higher in the sky, and I lifted my chin to bask in it. I’d walked about half a mile already, but the only other living thing that I’d encountered were some massive tree trunks with branches sticking out like porcupine needles. If it didn’t get much hotter, then the island’s atmosphere might actually be perfect, especially since it was more arid than most of South Africa’s coastline.

The gentle lap of the ocean’s waves helped to drown out some of the fear that crept through me about never being found, though I was pretty sure that I could Robinson Crusoe the shit out of the place, especially with the huge tree trunks that would make a very sturdy house. But still, I wanted to get back to my life and my crew, and the fastest way to do that was to find some way to get off the island, or if I was really lucky, maybe some abandoned radio tower.

Flashes of my crew members’ faces as they laughed and joked around a game of cards tugged at my heartstrings. I told myself that they had to be okay, because they were the toughest people that I’d ever met, and they were survivors. Not even the poachers that we hunted could do them in, and they’d certainly tried a lot over the last couple of years.

“Alright, alright,” I huffed as despair tried to creep in. “Enough of that bullshit. They’re probably on some raft somewhere debating whether or not to drink blood to survive. They’ll be picked up soon enough. We were on a merchant lane. There will be other ships nearby that can pick them up. You need to worry about yourself.”

The beach curved up ahead and ducked behind some trees with leaves as big as my face. A thin trail of smoke rose into the pale blue sky like there was a fire somewhere, and I sniffed the air tentatively. There wasn’t a glow in the treeline from a big fire, but it smelled like a beach bonfire, so maybe someone did live on the island after all.

“Maybe it’s the guys,” I said hopefully.

It took all of my self-control not to run around the curve and see if it was actually my crew, but that was the dumbest thing that I could possibly do at the moment. Deserted islands were known for being havens for pirates, poachers, smugglers, and anyone else that needed a place to hide out from the law. If I went and burst onto the scene, then I’d probably end up shot or thrown back into the ocean as fish bait.

No.

I needed to be careful and find out exactly where the fire was coming from. If it was my crew, then we’d figure out some way to get off the island, and if it wasn’t, then I’d help myself to whatever gear I needed and find a way off the island. Either way, I was going to get back to civilization.

Sand shifted beneath me as I crept closer to the treeline, but not close enough that something could jump out and eat me. There hadn’t been any signs of animals since I’d opened my eyes, and clearly nothing had tried to eat me during the night, but it was always better to be safe than sorry. I paused to check my pants pockets for any weapons that hadn’t fallen into the ocean and grinned when my fingers closed around my trusty Leatherman Surge multitool. That thing had helped me get out of more trouble than a gun ever had.

I snuck a little closer to the nearest tree and sliced off a two or three-foot stretch of green vine as thick as my thumb. It wasn’t exactly a garrote, but it would still strangle someone, and it was supple enough that it wouldn’t break easily.

A balmy breeze swept in from the ocean, and something moved out of the corner of my eye. It was gone by the time I looked, but there was definitely something in the forest, and I had no intention of finding out if it was a predator or not. My scent had definitely been carried on the wind, so if there was some hungry animal, it would be coming my way soon, and my best bet was to stay downwind.

The smoke shifted with the breeze, and I grinned as it wafted closer to me. It wasn’t thick enough to hide me from whoever was around the bend, but it would at least drown out my scent so that I’d only have to fight whoever made the campfire.

I moved back toward the water and crouched down behind one of the huge trunks as the beach bent back toward the treeline. The massive fallen tree reached just far enough for me to get a good look at where the smoke was coming from, but it was a lot further than it originally seemed. It was at least another quarter mile off, and it wasn’t a small campfire, but several small fires in braziers around an old-school colony.

“Where the fuck am I?” I whispered again and then quickly hid behind the tree.

A 16th century galleon-like ship had come around the beach from the other side of the colony, and men in jerkins and heavy wool hose rushed out to grab the ropes that were thrown down so that they could drag it onto the beach like they were in Normandy. It was like watching something on the History Channel in real time, complete with those ridiculous hats that always made me want to laugh. There was no way that anyone would willingly wear the medieval-style clothing for anything other than a reenactment, but I’d never heard of any near South Africa, especially not with such a heavy European influence.

The colonial period wasn’t exactly a time in African history that anyone wanted to relive. Except for maybe the very rich or the English nobility, but neither of those was in great abundance along the tip of the continent. Either way, someone was bound to find out about this… whatever it was… and protest it, but there was nothing modern anywhere in sight.

“Okay,” I said and knelt down in the sand. “You’re definitely not in South Africa anymore. Which was kind of obvious with the weather and foliage. But now there’s definitely no questioning it.”

The workers managed to get the galleon ship tied off in the low tide, and someone dropped a ramp onto the sand to start unloading wooden crates. Even the sailors had on the tunics and hose, though they also had a hood sewn to their shirts that helped to protect them from the sun. It was like I’d been teleported back in time, and I did a quick mental check to make sure that we’d been nowhere near the Bermuda Triangle when we’d gone down.

Not that I believed in that kind of nonsense, but there weren’t a lot of logical explanations for the medieval weirdos unloading cargo from an outdated ship. At least there would be some kind of modern equipment on board, even if they were just some crazy reenactment group, because there was no way that anyone would willingly brave the ocean without at least a radio, no matter how die-hard they were.

“This is insane,” I said and gripped the vine in my hand a little tighter like it was a reality anchor. “There’s no way that you actually traveled back in time. And there’s definitely no way that you somehow made it from South Africa all the way to the Bermuda Triangle. Get a grip, K.O.”

I nodded in agreement with my own reasoning, took a deep breath of the salty air, and then turned my attention back to the colony. It was getting harder and harder to convince myself that the sailors and colonists weren’t crazy reenactors, especially since the entire place was surrounded by those log walls with sharp spikes at the top like the drawings in my American History textbooks. If I was right, and they were committed to the bit, then it would be hard to get them to give me a radio, even if they had one.

Still, they didn’t look like poachers or pirates, and there wasn’t a machine gun in sight. They did have a couple of arquebuses hung over their shoulders like the workers expected some kind of trouble, and one guy stood on the top of the wall with his eyes glued to the treeline like King Kong might burst through at any moment. They wouldn’t be able to do much with the unreliable weapons, and I knew enough about the medieval guns to know that they misfired more than they actually worked, but the iron pellets they used would tear through skin, bone, and clothing, so it would be better not to spook them and get myself shot, especially if they were truly committed to the bit, because the medicine back then was definitely more hit-or-miss than useful.

And I wasn’t about to let someone put leeches on me.

“All you have to do is approach calmly and ask for some help,” I said. “You know how to smile, K.O. Be charming.”

That wasn’t exactly my strong suit since Addo usually did all of the talking for our group. I was better with the steely glares and the tracking, unless it had to do with a pretty woman, and then I might be able to muster up a genuine smile. Still, I’d watched my friend schmooze enough to be able to get some weirdo reenactors to not shoot me, and that was all I needed at the moment.

Something chirped above me, and I looked up to see what looked like what I could only describe as a dinosaur, but that was even more impossible than the medieval weirdos in the colony. The little dude was only about three feet tall with a long snout filled with tiny, sharp teeth, and it had somehow dropped onto a nearby log without me noticing. I slowly inched away before it could strike and then turned so that I could look at it better, and I felt ice run through my veins as we studied each other.

It was a dinosaur. An actual, real, breathing dinosaur.

The creature chirped again and tilted its head like it wanted a treat, or maybe it was studying my reactions to decide if I would be easy prey or not. It took me a second to realize why it looked so familiar, and then I immediately looked around for signs of its buddies. I’d seen that exact mini-raptor-like dude in a Jurassic World Netflix thingy, and the little bastard had swarmed a young girl with thirty of its friends before they tore her apart.

Not today Satan.

I gripped the vine a little tighter in my hand and glanced over at the colonists. They were too far away to see me clearly, though the guy on the wall would notice if a fight broke out. I didn’t think that they’d make it in time to save me, especially if the Compsognathus moved as fast as they had in the show, though Hollywood did tend to get things wrong since there weren’t any actual dinosaurs to study back in the real world.

At least there weren’t any that anyone knew about. The weirdo reenactors were now officially the least threatening thing on the not-so deserted island. If someone had decided to go all Island of Dr. Moreau and started splicing animals until they made real-life fucking dinosaurs, then they were the ones that I needed to be on the lookout for.

Of course, if they had the tech to bring back extinct species, then they’d also have a radio that could reach the mainland, so at least things were looking up. All I had to do was survive the Compy, which seemed to be alone at the moment, and then find its creator. No problem.

“You’ve been in worse situations, K.O.,” I said as the Compy lifted its head and let out a series of chirps that sounded way too much like a lion calling for the lionesses in his hunting party.

The ferns that littered the forest floor started to shake as fifteen more of the little dinosaurs trotted out. They all clicked and chirped at each other as they spread out in the sand, and the guy on the wall sent out an alert with a loud horn. The Compies didn’t even look at him as their circle started to close around me until I was in the middle of a fight ring with a bunch of toddler-sized opponents.

“It’s fine,” I told myself and then snapped the whip-like vine in my hand.

It slapped the leader right in the chest and sent the little bastard flying backwards while the others rushed in on me at once. I hopped up on top of the tree-trunk before they could reach me and started swinging the makeshift whip around like a cowboy in the rodeo, and the Compies all backed up. The one that I’d knocked off the fallen tree trunk had already sprung back up and started to chirp angrily like a fat mafioso ordering my head over a plate of spaghetti.

Sweat slicked the back of my neck as they all started to leap at me one after the other, and a comic image of a bunch of lemmings jumping off of a cliff floated across my mind before the snap of the whip-like vine brought me back. I managed to knock three of the little shits back into the sand with one swing, and massive red welts sprung up on their lizard-like skin. Two more Compy hopped onto the tree trunk and dashed at me so fast that I barely had time to run toward the water.

The prehistoric bastards were just as fast as they had been in the movies, and one of them managed to snag my right leg. If it hadn’t been for my loose cargo pants, then it would’ve shredded my calf. The lizard-like monsters didn’t go too far into the water, and I didn’t dare to go further than my ankles, especially with blood running down into the ocean.

If there were tiny dinosaurs, then that meant that there might be big ones, and I had no way to know if any of those were aquatic. The Compies circled me again like a pack of wild dogs, but the little shits had already learned how to avoid the makeshift whip when I swung it around. It wouldn’t be long before they lost their fear altogether, and the colonists just stood by the log wall with their arquebuses and halberds at the ready just in case the fight came to them.

“Naturally,” I huffed and turned back to the threat in front of me.

My attention shifted back to the tree trunk where the leader stood with hatred in its beady eyes, but it wasn’t the Compy that brought a smile to my face. It was the small branch that stuck up from right next to it like Excalibur waiting to be pulled from the stone. The little dinosaur chirped at its friends, and the circle around me tightened until they were close enough to swipe at my clothes.

I jolted before the first claw struck me, kicked the Compy in front of me so hard in the face that a sickening crack filled the air as its jaw broke, and then continued to the tree trunk. The branch was only about a foot and a half long, so the little dinosaurs would have to be close for me to hit them, but it was as thick as my wrist, and it snapped off the fallen tree trunk with one hard tug. I dropped the vine in favor of my new bat and swung it as hard as I could at the nearest Compy.

The ones that had already been hit with the makeshift whip stayed back a little like they’d decided to let the others take the lead for the moment, and soon the sound of breaking bones and angry chirps filled the air. I took out three of the little shits with one swing and smiled in satisfaction as one of them spun around so fast that it sliced another Compy’s neck wide open with its toe claws. Blood oozed out of the wound as the others dropped to the sand in mid-leap.

We stood there in a stand-off for what felt like an eternity as sand and saltwater stung the small cuts that the little bastards had managed to land. Sticky blood dripped down my leg from where one of the Compies managed to get through the cut in my right pant leg like an expert marksman. My heart beat so fast that it was hard to hear the tiny chirps that they let out like a war tribunal in front of a convict on death row.

I didn’t have enough energy to keep up the fight, but it didn’t sound like the reenactors were going to come to my rescue, and there was no way for me to look over my shoulder and check without giving the Compy in front of me an opening. It was just me, the dinosaurs, and the bat that had already started to crack like a bamboo sparring staff. I’d fought bigger animals before, and even a pack of monkeys one time, but that was always with my crew as backup, along with tranquilizer guns that could knock out a charging rhino.

“Give up yet?” I asked the new leader as it hopped forward.

Half of the sixteen that had originally attacked me were too wounded to actually do anything, but that still left eight toddler-sized dinosaurs with sharp teeth and even sharper claws. I pulled my shoulders back and waited to feel the shift in the sand that would give away a strike from behind, but the new leader just let out one long chirp, and the little bastards turned on their wounded. They sprang on them like a pack of ravenous wolves, and I watched in horror as tissue and muscle flew across the beach in a mad frenzy.

“What… the… fuck?” I whispered after what felt like seconds.

The Compies had torn out major organs and left the corpses of their fallen for scavengers before they rushed back into the forest. The only sign that they’d been there were the broken bodies scattered around the fallen tree trunk, and the blood that flowed like a river into the ocean. The little dinosaurs must have had their fill, because they didn’t bother with me again, but I kept a tight grip on my makeshift bat just in case.

“That is officially the scariest thing that I’ve ever seen in my entire life,” I said and took a step away from the gore.

Another horn blast came from the colony, and I finally risked a glance behind me to see that loading dock doors had been opened. I hadn’t had enough time to realize just how many of the reenactors had gone inside, but there had been at least five out with their ancient rifles in hand. The sailors had even taken up the ramp so that the Compy wouldn’t be able to board, but now they lowered it again and went about unloading like it was back to business as usual.

Every inch of my body stung from the sand and saltwater, and I was keenly aware of every cut that the Compy had managed to make. My shirt was completely shredded from the little dinosaurs’ claws, but only my right pant leg had taken damage. I would need to clean up soon if I didn’t want anything to get infected, but nothing seemed deep enough to need serious attention, and the toddler-sized bastards had been just tall enough that they could’ve ripped open my stomach if they’d gotten close enough.

I took a deep breath, ran my free hand through my hair, and then dropped the makeshift bat into the sand. There was nothing that it could do against bullets, even ones with the less-than-perfect design that the arquebus used. I also didn’t want the colonists to think that I held a grudge for their complete lack of help, though admittedly I kind of did.

They’d just watched the Compy attack me without lifting a finger, and I was sure that one gun blast would’ve scared the little bastards away. Of course, they wouldn’t be the first civilians to stand by and watch as someone came after me, and they probably wouldn’t be the last. That was the life that I’d signed up for when I decided to go after poachers for a living, though dinosaurs had never been anything more than a joke after a night filled with drinking.

No one came out to greet me from the colony, so I forced my tired legs to walk across the shifting sand toward the settlement. They were the only people that I’d seen so far, and there was a ship that could take me back to the mainland. I just needed to convince them to let me join their crew for the journey back.

“Hol’ ‘ight there!” a young man in a dark brown tunic and wool hose shouted.

His accent reminded me of my Welsh friend Johnny, like the colonist had stepped right out of the Welsh countryside, though my buddy had usually followed anything he said with a string of curse words that no one else could understand. There were also traces of the dealer I’d met in London, and maybe even a little American South. Either way, the guy pointed an arquebus right at my chest, and I’d understood enough to know he wanted me to stop where I was.

“I don’t want any trouble,” I said and put my hands in the air to show that I didn’t have a weapon. “I just need to get back home.”

The guard looked over his shoulder and hissed something at a teenage kid that took off like a bat out of hell toward the colony, and I slowly dropped my hands. It was too hard to keep them up in the air as exhaustion washed over me, and I wanted to save whatever energy I had left for any possible fights. The young man in front of me looked like he was one wrong move away from firing at me, and we were close enough that even the inaccurate arquebus wouldn’t miss.

“Who ar’ ye?” an older man asked as he strolled over.

The salt-and-pepper-haired man had an arquebus in hand too, but he didn’t look nearly as spooked as the other guy. Their commitment to the reenactment was better than any play that I’d ever seen, and a creeping sensation filled my mind that maybe, just maybe, they weren’t actors. The older colonist stared at me hard with bright blue eyes that matched the canopy above us, and it felt like he could see all the way into my soul. At least whatever he found there didn’t make him want to shoot me, because his grip loosened on the butt of his arquebus.

“My name is Kevin Owens,” I said with as genuine a smile as I could muster at the moment. “Most people just call me K.O.”

“Ye Anglish?” he asked in an accent so thick I swear the word English had an A at the beginning instead of an E.

“American,” I shrugged.

The two men looked at each other like they’d never heard of America before, and a cold shiver ran down my spine. If they’d never heard of the United States of America, then maybe I really hadn’t washed up on some deserted island filled with crazy reenactors. The colonists did have on medieval clothing as if they’d stepped right off the Santa Maria, not to mention the dinosaurs, and a thousand different impossible scenarios flitted across my mind at once.

“Ar’ ye a spy from the Spurya?” the salt-and-pepper-haired man asked and tilted his head like the Compy had earlier. “Ha-blas Spuryol?”

“Never heard of them,” I said. “I was on a ship that got hit by a storm. Everyone went overboard when it capsized. And I woke up here.”

“There was a right nasty piece o’ work last night,” one of the passing sailors said in my favor. “Coulda taken an’one out.”

“Nobody asked ye,” the younger man snapped, but his grip loosened a little on his own arquebus. “Ye mean to tell me that ye just happened ta wash up on our shores? An’ you fought off the little demons?”

“Might be a warlock,” the older man added with a serious nod despite the ludicrous statement that he’d just made.

Years of time around tribal elders and jackasses with too many guns and not enough brains had taught me to school my expression, but it was hard to keep a straight face when someone accused me of being a warlock. It was like something out of a fantasy novel, or maybe sci-fi since there were literal dinosaur corpses on the beach behind me.

“‘E didn’t use magic ta fight,” the younger man pointed out. “Jus’ a branch. If ‘e was one o’ them warlock basta’ds from Spurya, then ‘e’d have used a spell.”

“I’m not a warlock,” I said, though it felt ridiculous to actually say it out loud.

A man in black and red robes like a cardinal priest came out from the colony, and the sailors dropped to their knees as if God himself had descended to walk among them. The colonists all bowed so deeply that they could’ve kissed their navels, and I watched with apprehension as the peacock-like man strolled across the sand toward me. He didn’t have any of the dirt on him that the guards had, or a weapon, but there was something threatening in the man’s smile.

I’d seen enough movies to know that the guys that ran the Catholic Church in the medieval era had been more power-hungry than reverent, and the man that stopped a few feet away from me didn’t have a single crucifix or embroidered cross anywhere on his expensive outfit.

“Hello,” he said in the most posh English accent that I’d ever heard. “My name is Reverend Michaels. It’s so nice to meet another Anglishman. Tell me, child, how did you come to our little island?”

His words were nice enough, but he’d been followed out by more guards.

And all of them had an arquebus pointed straight at me.
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Chapter 2

“A ship,” I said with a small shrug. “We capsized in the storm last night.”

I was almost positive that wherever we were, it wasn’t in my world, or at least, not in any part that would make sense. It had been easy enough to believe that the guards had just mispronounced the word ‘English’ earlier, but the priest didn’t seem like he’d ever mispronounced a word in his entire life. I had to just bite the bullet and accept that maybe, just maybe, that bright light that I’d seen had actually transported me somewhere that couldn’t be found on a map.

“And where were you headed?” Reverend Michaels asked with that same emotionless smile that made chills run down my spine.

“We were coming back from the horn of Africa,” I forced a chuckle and ran my hand over the back of my neck.

“What what were you doing in this so-called ‘Africa’?” he asked.

“I was a game tracker, following the animals to stop illegal poachers,” I answered.

“Tracker?” he asked with genuine interest and then muttered to himself. “Like the warden who protects the king’s forest…”

“Yeah, I guess,” I nodded. “I’m pretty good at it.”

There had been enough opportunistic assholes like Reverend Michaels to greet my crew and I over the years that it was easy to see how interested he was in my being a tracker. They’d all wanted the same thing from me, and it usually involved killing endangered animals. At least, it did before they realized that I hunted poachers, not game, and then it usually turned into a gunfight.

If the colony was real, and they weren’t reenactors, then I needed to make nice with them, because I definitely wasn’t in Kansas anymore. The Compy had been enough to convince me of that, along with the fact that no one in their right mind would choose arquebuses over more modern guns, especially with a threat like the Compy so close to where they lived. I needed to operate with the idea that I’d somehow ended up in a completely different world until a way back home presented itself.

“You have a very interesting choice in clothing,” the priest said and brought my mind back to the beach and the armed men around me.

“It’s a new design,” I said and motioned to all the pockets. “Helps me to hold anything that I find along the way. Never know when I might find something that can help track a new animal.”

“I understand that you’ve met some of the beasts that we have on our little island,” he said and clasped his hands together like a concerned principal. “And you survived quite well with only a… what was it? A stick?”

“I broke a branch off a fallen tree,” I said and risked a glance back at the corpses.

No one had moved when I turned back around, but the guards that had followed Reverend Michaels out of the colony all looked shocked. None of them had any modern tech on them and could’ve easily stepped out of an European History textbook with their thick tunics and heavy wool hose. The men dropped their arquebuses a little like they’d officially decided I was too cool to shoot, and I breathed a little easier when the priest didn’t motion for them to keep the gun barrels aimed at me.

“That’s quite impressive,” the reverend nodded and then motioned to the colony behind him.

The sailors had already finished unloading their cargo and filed inside the log walls, but the guards that had greeted me first were still present. If the priest decided that I needed to be disposed of, then there was no way for me to escape. At least, not with ten armed men watching me, even if they did have terrible weapons.

“I do the best I can,” I shrugged and then winced as one of my wounds send a jolt of pain through me.

Dried blood cracked and fell to the golden sand, but at least the wounds didn’t bleed enough to draw more attention. The priest seemed to realize for the first time that I’d actually been injured, and he grimaced at the small wounds that covered my forearms like paper cuts. It wouldn’t be long before some other dinosaur caught my scent, and I could almost see the calculations in the reverend’s eyes as he decided whether or not to keep me alive.

“There are no less than eight dead lizard-beasts behind you,” Reverend Michaels said with a more genuine smile. “It seems your best is quite good. Come. We don’t have much to offer in the way of accommodations, but I believe there is a small cabin that you might be welcome to use. And I’ll send someone with dry clothes and something to clean your wounds.”

“Thanks,” I said as the peacock-like man turned and started back toward the colony.

“Of course,” Michaels said and motioned for the guards to lead the way.

I just needed to get the reverend to treat my wounds, feed me, and tell me more about the strange island that I’d been washed up on. After that, I could get the heck out of here and get home.

“Did you find anyone else?” I asked as we walked up the ramp into the colony.

“No,” the priest said with a glance over his shoulder. “I’m sorry, but I do believe that you’re the only survivor from your shipwreck. May the Lord God be with those who perished in the watery abyss.”

He said the words with about as much sympathy as a computer program reading out a financial document, and it took everything in me not to punch the guy in the back of the head. Those were my friends that he’d so flippantly said he’d pray for, though something told me that his prayers wouldn’t reach God even if Reverend Michaels shouted them from a rooftop. For that matter, I wasn’t even convinced we were talking about the same god.

I forced myself to tear my eyes away from the irritating priest and focus on the village around me. The interior was just as medieval as the exterior had been, complete with log cabins with thatched roofs that looked as if they’d been made from drying the massive ferns at the treeline. I didn’t spot a single computer or satellite dish anywhere, and my hopes that they were just reenactors officially flew out of the window.

Wherever I was, it wasn’t the world that I’d been in the night before. That strange light that had flashed in the ocean when the ship was sinking must have been what transported me to the new world, and every conspiracy theory the guys had ever told me about the Bermuda Triangle flashed across my mind. I still didn’t want to believe that something like that was possible, but it was impossible to deny that the colonists were stuck in the medieval times or that dinosaurs had attacked me on the beach.

The weather also didn’t make any sense if I was still off the coast of Africa, because it was way too arid even as the temperature climbed. We’d been right next to the equator when we’d been capsized, and usually the humidity was strong enough that it felt like being smothered with a wet blanket. No. I was somewhere completely different, and the sooner I learned about my surroundings, the sooner I could figure out how to survive.

“Right this way,” Reverend Michaels said as we crossed the camp.

Everyone dodged out of his way, and the sailors from earlier all put down their tankards to bow in respect as he passed. The little building that the men had gone to was attached to what looked like an inn, and I assumed it was a bar, but the reverend walked right past it without even acknowledging the seafaring men. They went back to their drinks the second that Michaels had passed, and I could’ve sworn that I heard one of them mutter a curse at the haughty man.

At least some things never changed.

It would be easier to make friends if not everyone worshiped the reverend, though it was clear that the black-and-red-clad man had enough power in the colony to evoke fear. For the moment, it would be best to play along and find out why he’d saved me and what the priest wanted with me. And then I could try to find friends that would help me break free of his control and maybe even find a way back to my own world.

“It looks like you’re well established here,” I said as the reverend slowed his pace. “There’s even a chapel and an inn.”

“We’re still relatively new to the island,” he shook his head and motioned to a building under construction. “And it’s been quite difficult to expand into the interior of the island. What with the savages and the beasts attacking us at any given moment.”

“Of course,” I nodded.

I fought back the urge to intervene as a grimy man with yellowed teeth brought out an old man with skin as dark as night. He tossed him to the ground, spit, and then went back into what smelled like a bakery. I definitely wasn’t in Kansas anymore, and rage filled my veins at the thin slave’s shackled feet.

It wasn’t the first time that I’d seen slaves, though in the modern era they were branded with tattoos and GPS trackers instead of chained like dogs. There was no period in time where people weren’t complete assholes to each other, but at least in my own world, I’d been able to turn the trafficking ring over to the proper authorities. I had no idea how to help the older man at the moment, and if I went over to pick him up, then the reverend might mark me as a bleeding heart and toss me out of camp, so it would have to wait for a little while longer.

“You’re very lucky that you ended up on the Anglish side of the island. If you’d floated up on a beach near Spurya or Frax, then you wouldn’t have been able to understand a thing that they were saying,” the reverend laughed and then followed my gaze to the slave. “Ah, yes. The savages on this island are quite pitiful. But don’t let them deceive you. They’ll stab you in the back before you’ve even turned.”

“Of course,” I said again and turned back to the priest. “Savages are the same everywhere.”

The words tasted bitter in my mouth, and I swallowed hard against the hatred that welled up when the priest nodded and smiled in approval. I told myself it was for the greater good, and one day, I’d free not just myself, but people like the old man. I just needed to learn more about this world before making a move, and for all I knew the slaves had been captured after a war, though that didn’t make it right for them to treat them so terribly, or to starve an old man.

“That they are, that they are,” Michaels said and then stopped in front of a small shack. “This will be your residence for the time being. I’ll have one of my nuns bring you bandages and see to your wounds.”

He said it like the nuns were part of his menagerie of women, and some part of me expected a woman wearing a Halloween version of a habit to show up at my temporary doorstep. Reverend Michaels turned to point toward the biggest house in the colony and then an equally large chapel with a spike on the top that made it taller than any other building. The priest flashed another emotionless smile as he turned back to me, and my skin crawled as the older man clapped me on the shoulder.

“That is the Governor General’s home, and right next to it is mine,” he said. “I’ll expect to see you in a pew at the end of the week with offerings from whatever jobs you may have. Of course, I’m sure that you’ll be just as useful to us as you were with your fallen colleagues. The Governor may even have something for you by the end of the day.”

“Thanks,” I said with as much appreciation as I could muster.

I watched the priest turn and stroll back toward the chapel like a victorious king returning from battle. Everyone deferred to him as if he was God himself, but I managed to keep a relatively neutral face. I was always told that my steely glares gave away nothing, even if they managed to intimidate anyone that was caught in the crossfire.

My wounds ached like I’d rolled around in salt, though that wasn’t too far off from the truth since sand covered every inch of my body, but at least the tiny cuts would be a little disinfected. My stomach growled in protest to remind me that I hadn’t eaten yet, and dehydration had already started to crack my lips, but there were wooden pipes that hung over the entire colony and dropped down into each house like they might actually have running water.

The small hut only had a couple of stairs that were easy enough to climb, but the wooden floorboards creaked under my weight as I walked inside. Dust covered the tiny cot tucked into the corner, the cast-iron stove with a chimney that went straight out of the roof, and the clay plates that sat on the counter. I was nervous to see what kind of bathroom the place had, but there was a wooden toilet like an outhouse, and the water pipes that I’d seen led to a sink just big enough to wash the dishes in.

“Not as bad as it could be,” I said. “At least there’s some form of indoor plumbing.”

I was pretty sure that the Romans had indoor plumbing before the dark ages when all of that was lost, but it looked like in this world that information had stuck around, though it was still pretty rudimentary. There wasn’t a shower anywhere, but there was a huge bucket for water, and there was a divot in the sink like it had been worn down from years of someone sticking the bucket underneath the tap. I’d have to wash up like I did in the more remote villages, but that was nothing new, and the cast-iron stove would be able to heat up any water.

The rest of the hut didn’t have much in the way of supplies, and the only food I found was a blackened lump that might have been an orange at some point. I closed the cabinet that I’d found it in and decided to deal with that later, especially since my wounds were starting to make themselves known. Any shock that had protected me from feeling the pain was officially gone, and my hands started to shake as I used the sink to fill an iron pot with water.

It didn’t take me long to get a small fire started in the old fashioned cast-iron stove, though it had been years since I’d used an old-school stone flint to get a flame going. A little bit of smoke escaped the chimney as it rose into the air, but not enough to fill the hut, and there was a tiny window just big enough for the balmy wind to come through. I put the water pot on to boil, walked over to the front door, and yanked it open to create a cross-breeze just as a middle-aged woman lifted her hand to knock.

“You must be the new tracker,” she said with disdain.

“That’s me,” I forced a smile and stepped aside to let her in. “You can just call me Kevin. Or K.O.”

“What is your surname?” she asked in the same posh accent that Reverend Michaels had.

“Owens,” I said as the woman swept into the hut.

The nun’s habit covered everything so well that I couldn’t even tell if she had a figure beneath the heavy clothing, but there was no way to miss the disgust in her muddy-brown eyes as she turned to look at me again. She might’ve been pretty if it weren’t for the deep frown lines that ran across her face, but the older woman had clearly leaned hard into the angry Catholic nun role, and any hint of beauty was smothered by a nasty attitude.

“Well, then, Mr. Owens,” she said and managed a grimace that was probably supposed to be a smile. “I’ve been ordered by the Great Reverend Michaels to attend to your wounds.”

She motioned to the basket in her callused hand and then to the only chair in the whole place like that was all the explanation that the nun needed to give.

“What can I call you?” I asked as I followed the unspoken order to sit down.

“Sister Margaret,” she sniffed and then motioned for me to take off my shirt. “But do not expect to see me often. The Great Reverend Michaels has only sent me in order to ensure that you’ll survive long enough to be of use to the colony.”

“Right,” I said and tugged the remains of my shirt over my head.

Sister Margaret had called the priest great twice already in the span of a couple of minutes, and there had been absolutely no irony in the declaration, like she truly thought that the man was absolutely wonderful. No emotion had shown on the strict woman’s face, but I was pretty sure that grimace earlier was as close as she ever came to an actual smile. Still, if the nuns all thought that the Reverend was that amazing, and the sailors had bowed like he was God incarnate, then the Governor General was probably just a figurehead like most monarchies had become in the modern world.

“Seen a lot of fights, have you?” Sister Margaret asked with a lifted eyebrow.

Scars from countless battles against poachers and the animals that we were trying to save criss-crossed my back and chest. Most of them had faded to become nothing but tiny white slivers in my tanned skin, but some of them had been deep enough that the flesh had bubbled up when they healed. There would be another one on my right calf from where that damned Compy had managed to slice through the tear that his friend had made in my pants, and I bit back a string of curses as the woman bent down to wash the wound in what felt like straight-up alcohol.

“What is that?” I asked through clenched teeth as she moved up to my chest.

“Alcohol,” she said as I hissed and tried not to back away from the cloth in her hand. “I believe the sailors call it Brain Rot. Which is exactly what it does to nice men and women when they consume it. But it does well enough to clean the wounds.”

“I’m sure,” I said and forced my muscles not to shake as she continued the onslaught.

It hurt more to get the tiny cuts cleaned than it had to receive them, like the nun had dipped me in hand sanitizer and then rolled me in salt, but that at least kicked the shock back into gear, and in a few seconds I could barely feel the sting. I focused my attention on the steam that rose from the boiling water on the stove, and Sister Margaret turned to it when she was finished with her initial inspection. Everywhere the strict woman had touched with the cloth was bright red, and my right hand jerked as if my body had to find a way to release the pain.

“So,” I said as she went to grab the water from the stove. “How long has the colony been here?”

“A bit less than fifty years,” she said and dipped a new cloth in the water.

The nun was surprisingly thorough and clean, especially for someone stuck in the medieval era. Even the white in her habit was pristine like dirt avoided her, though I couldn’t blame it after the way she’d treated my wounds. Sister Margaret rubbed the small cuts with the hot water, made a noise in the back of her throat, and then went for the Brain Rot again.

“I think I’ll be okay,” I said before she could make contact with my skin. “I’m mostly worried about the one on my calf.”

“It’s not too deep,” she said and knelt down to study it. “You’ll survive. Won’t even lose your leg. And your strange trousers were not so damaged that they can’t be mended.”

“Great,” I said with a forced smile. “Does this place have a sewing kit?”

“Men do not sew,” she said with all the enthusiasm of reading a shampoo bottle. “I’ll take these with me tonight and return them to you in the morning along with a light breakfast. You’ll be expected to appear at the Governor General’s mansion for an early lunch.”

“Sure,” I shrugged and watched as the nun pulled out a pair of hose and a long tunic. “Are those for me?”

The nun stared at me as if that was the dumbest question that she’d ever heard, and I’d never actually had the urge to punch a woman before that moment, though the fleeting thought didn’t stick around for long. She might’ve been a bitch, but she was still a lady, and the older woman looked like life had already been hard. Sister Margaret would probably die a bitter old woman, and that was enough revenge for me.

“I don’t have anything to pay you with,” I said as she handed the clothes to me.

“It’ll be added to your account,” she said and motioned for me to go change. “Along with the food that I’ve brought for your dinner, and the rent for this hut, the water, and the wood that you’re using to boil your water.”

“Naturally,” I said and then hobbled into the bathroom.

There wasn’t a mirror in sight, though that wasn’t too surprising given the time period that the colony was stuck in. I could at least see all the cuts and welts that the Compy left as I changed into the tunic and hose. At least my new outfit was worn enough that it was actually comfortable despite being low-quality wool, and the tunic was just big enough that I’d be able to move around easily in it.

“How does it fit?” she asked from the other side of the bathroom door.

“Great,” I said and opened it to show her.

Sister Margaret’s eyes roamed up and down as if she was desperate to find a flaw and was disappointed that there wasn’t one. The clothes that the nun had provided were a perfect fit, but I was still eager to get the cargo pants back. She watched as I tugged the Leatherman out of one of the pockets, frowned at the strange device, and then took the black cargo pants as if they were diseased.

“I’ll be back with these at dawn tomorrow,” she said and waved at the basket on the ground. “There’s enough food to get you through the rest of the day. I suggest cleaning your wounds again. It wouldn’t do if the Great Reverend Michaels lost his new asset before you could prove that you’re actually worth saving.”

“I’ll make sure to wash up again,” I said.

She narrowed her eyes at me one last time and then stormed out of the hut as if I’d offended the nun to the very core, though it probably didn’t take much to accomplish that. Sister Margaret bustled through the colony on the way to the chapel, and everyone scurried out of her way almost as fast as they had for the priest. The nasty woman was old enough that some of the younger colonists had probably gone to school with her, and I’d heard plenty of scary stories about nuns and yardsticks over the years.

“Okay then,” I said as I turned my back to the door.

The hut had warmed considerably with the fire and the heat from the rising sun, and I quickly boiled some more water and then extinguished the cast-iron stove. As soon as the water cooled a bit, I guzzled the lukewarm liquid like a lost traveler in the Sahara desert. It managed to cool me down a little as the dehydration abated, but then exhaustion took its place.

I wedged the chair beneath the door and set the now empty water pot beneath the small window so that if anyone tried to come in, they’d have to make a lot of noise. It had been a long time since I’d been in a town without my crew, but hopefully, the tough men had already been picked up on the shipping lane back in my old world. I could practically picture them mourning me with a few shots of tequila, and they’d absolutely flip when I finally made it back, though that required me to survive the first night.

“You’ve been through worse, K.O.,” I said and pulled the thin blanket off the bed.

Dust flew everywhere as I snapped the blanket a few times to air it out, and the mattress had even more. It took almost an hour to get the bed ready to use, and I finally collapsed onto the cot like a single mom who worked three jobs. I’d barely laid my head on the pillow when someone knocked on the door, and a groan echoed through me from the very depths of my soul.

“Coming,” I said and pried my burning eyes open. “I’m coming.”

A teenage boy stood on the other side of the door with an overly eager smile. It was like someone had bottled sunshine and poured it into the kid, and I blinked a few times as I adjusted to the sudden burst of happiness after the dark stormcloud that had been Sister Margaret.

“Mr. Owens?” he asked and bounced on the balls of his feet.

“That’s me,” I said and ran a hand through my hair. “What can I do for you?”

“I am here to inform you that you have been formally invited to lunch at the Governor General’s mansion tomorrow,” he said as he snapped to attention like a young cadet. “It will be served promptly at high noon. The sun on the island reaches its highest point at that time.”

“Got it,” I said and gave him a thumbs up that just earned a strange stare. “I’ll be there.”

“Please see that you are,” he said and then smiled from ear to ear again. “It’s so nice to have such a brave warrior in the camp now. The savages have been so unruly lately. And then there’s those horrid beasts. I heard that you took out twenty of them with nothing but a switch.”

“Twenty?” I laughed and made a mental note to revisit the savages comment another time. “It might’ve been close to that, but I only killed eight of them.”

“And you didn’t lose any limbs,” he said with wide-eyed wonder. “You’re exactly what this colony needed. The Lord God has seen fit to provide us with a sword that can finally cut down those who would stand against us. With your help, there will be heads on every spike.”

The kid waved a hand at the spiked log wall like he was gesturing to the palace in Versailles, and I had to school my expression as a cold shiver ran down my spine. There was absolutely no malice in the teen’s voice as he talked about putting heads on display, like it was just part of everyday life, and my stomach churned violently at the ignorant malice in his words.

“Right, well,” I said and jerked a thumb at the hut. “I’m going to get some rest. You can tell the Governor General that I’ll be there.”

“Have a good rest!” he said and skipped off toward the Governor’s mansion like he hadn’t just talked about genocide as if it was just a normal part of any Tuesday morning.

I swallowed hard on the bile that threatened to come up my throat, shut the door, and then turned to the basket that the nun had left for me. My original plan was to get some sleep and then eat, but it was suddenly much more important to have the strength to fight. I snacked on the heavy bread that Sister Margaret had left for me, double-checked that the door couldn’t be kicked in, and then plopped down on the still dusty mattress.

“Where the hell have you found yourself, K.O.?” I asked around a mouthful of carbs.

If all the colonists thought like the teen and Reverend Michaels, then they definitely had the same medieval mindset that the original colonizers had in my world. Everything was theirs for the taking. And anyone, or anything, that stood in their way would be annihilated with utter brutality.

And that meant that none of them could be trusted.
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Chapter 3

“K.O.!”

I bolted upright in the worn mattress and looked around as Addo’s voice still rang in my ears. It felt so real that I could’ve sworn that he’d been right beside the bed with that shit-eating grin he always had after waking me up. I glanced around the room, just in case, but there was no one around, and the sound of my friend’s shout slowly faded into nothingness.

Memories from the wreck had started to piece themselves together in my dreams, and it was getting harder to believe that any of my crew made it out alive. It was a miracle that I hadn’t ended up at the bottom of the briny deep, especially after that giant wave had capsized the ship, but some part of me still wanted to believe that they’d made it to a life raft and were on the shipping lane just waiting to be picked up.

Bodies floated in the back of my mind as the merchant ship’s crew sank down into the dark abyss that had waited for us. I put my hands over my eyes like that would stop the flashes of scared faces and debris that clung to me like plastic wrap. No one could’ve made it out of that. No one. It had come on so fast that we hadn’t had time to prepare, and my team was land-based, so if the sailors hadn’t been able to survive…

“Get your shit together,” I said and tossed back my thin blanket. “You’ve lost people before.”

But none of them had been part of my main crew. None of them had been the friends that watched me grow from a little shit who thought he could save the world to a man who might actually be able to make an impact.

Tears pricked my tired eyes, and I quickly blinked them away. Addo would tell me to let them fall, that they nourish the earth and the soul, but that was always easier said than done. Besides, I didn’t have enough water in my body to spare for a mental breakdown at the moment, especially since I still needed to figure out what the hell to do with myself.

“First things first,” I said and swung my legs over the cot’s edge. “You need to wash up. Sister Margaret was right about your wounds needing to be cleaned, and if you’re stuck in some alternate version of the medieval era, then you need to make sure you’re extra clean, because those bastards loved their leeches.”

A shiver ran down my spine at the idea of having the creepy black worms stuck to my body. I’d had a village healer do it once when I’d gotten sick on the road. Pretty sure the damned things hadn’t done anything, but it had been worth a shot, and I could still feel the little bastards being attached when I thought about it for too long.

It was not an experience that I wanted to try again.

Every muscle hurt as I forced myself to my feet, but at least the tiny little scrapes from the Compy didn’t hurt as much as they had. That would probably change when I started to wash up, but there were more welts than actual torn flesh. I tugged the tunic and hose off, tossed them onto the bed, and then went to grab some water to boil.

Thirst dried out my throat so much that it felt like I’d break apart into a million pieces before the water was sanitized, and I made a mental note to boil more later. The last thing that I needed was to be so thirsty that I’d drink out of the tap and then get dysentery. I’d played enough Oregon Trail as a kid to know that was a terrible way to go, and shitting myself to death was really high up there on my no-thanks list of ways to die.

“Finally,” I muttered as I ladled out some of the water.

It was still hot enough that I had to be slow drinking it, but it would be perfect for cleaning up. It didn’t take too long for me to wipe away the sand and dirt that clung to me from the dusty mattress, and then the rest of the water went right down my gullet to chase away the dehydration that clung to me like mosquitos at sunset.

My head started to clear as soon as the water sloshed around in my belly, and I took a deep breath to calm myself down. I’d definitely been in terrible situations before, but it was getting harder and harder to think of one that was worse than being thrown overboard and waking up in a dino world stuck in the medieval era. Still, there was a way to get to the island, so there had to be a way home.

“You just have to find it,” I said and tugged on the thick wool hose. “And when you get back, you’ll find the guys. And they’ll have a good laugh about all of this. After they tell you that you’ve lost your mind.”

The flash of light that I’d thought was a high-powered lamp flitted across my memory. It had definitely looked like a normal light, but then again, everything had been crazy, and the lightning had made the sea look like it was filled with shadows and monsters. There could’ve been a portal right in front of me like in one of the isekai anime that I watched as a teenager, and I never would’ve noticed it.

I needed to find a way to discreetly ask around about anyone who might’ve washed up like I had. Reverend Michaels said that none of my crew made it, but if there really was a portal, then someone else might’ve come through it at some point. And if they had, and they’d gone back, then I would be able to as well.

A knock drew my attention to the front door, and I walked over to tug the chair free from underneath the handle. The sun still hadn’t chased away the morning mist, and gray light poured through the cracks around the slab of wood like they wouldn’t be kept out. I braced myself for a fight, just in case, and then opened the door.

Sister Margaret stood on the other side with a hard glare and my mended cargo pants and another basket in her wrinkled hands. One eyebrow lifted when the nun noticed my closed fist, but then that strange grimace-like smile tugged on the corner of her lips like the older woman approved. She pushed the pants into my hands, along with the basket, and then strolled in to retrieve the one that she’d left the day before.

“Your hose were harder to repair than most,” she said in a disapproving tone. “It will be reflected on your monthly charges. As will your water usage.”

“Naturally,” I said. “And who do I pay?”

“It’ll be taken from your pay without any help from you,” the nun sniffed. “I’m sure a man like you, one without a home, would eagerly try to disappear without paying. Not that there’s anywhere to go on this island.”

“Because of the dinosaurs,” I nodded.

“Because of the savages, Mr. Owens,” Sister Margaret snapped like I’d answered an algebra question wrong. “The savages are the single biggest threat to the civilization that the Great Reverend Michaels is trying to bring to this desolate place. And of course, the Spurya and Frax are included in that.”

“Naturally,” I said.

The stern woman stared at me so hard that I was sure she would’ve hit me with a yardstick if she had one, but then the nun just stomped past me without another word. My behavior would definitely be reported to the Great Reverend Michaels within the hour, but I’d never been good at agreeing with evil, even if it would save my life. Sister Margaret didn’t have anything firm to pin against me, anyway, and all I really needed to do was make sure that the priest didn’t turn on me.

It would help if the Governor General was on my side, and if the leader sent me out on some tracking expedition, then it would be the perfect excuse to get out and explore the island. There were probably bigger dinosaurs than the Compy out there, and that meant that my childhood obsession with dinosaurs was about to be dusted off and taken down from the shelf it had been stored on when I’d discovered girls.

I also wanted to check in with the Spurya and the Frax settlements. If the Anglish were this world’s version of the English, then the other two would be the Spanish and the French, I reckoned. I wasn’t sure which country had been the worst during their colonization eras, but honestly, none of them had been great.

My only hope would be to ingratiate myself with all three of them until I could find someone who’d been dropped on the island like me, or hear rumors about someone who’d come and gone mysteriously. The last thing that I wanted to do was stick around some medieval hellscape where everyone was either a predator or prey, especially if the original residents were still alive and fighting back. Which, good for them, but I remembered enough from history class to know that being stuck in the middle of that war would probably end in a very messy death.

Of course, if I had to pick a way to go, then it would be fighting for what was right. And at the moment, that was anyone who didn’t view other people as property or who wanted to put heads on spikes. I shivered at the rumors about tribes that still did that back in my world, but we’d avoided those like the plague, because poaching was one of their top earners, and while they didn’t exactly do it themselves, they wouldn’t have taken kindly to my crew arresting their money-makers.

I snapped back to the present as someone screamed, but the noise was cut off almost as soon as it had started. Hatred welled up in my heart as the baker from yesterday came out with blood on his leather apron, and there was no doubt in my mind that the old slave had met an untimely death. I fought the urge to run over and beat the shit out of the guy, but that wouldn’t bring anyone back from the dead, and Addo’s voice echoed in the back of my head to remind me that some fights couldn’t be won.

At least, not at the moment.

“Leave the impossible fights for when you can achieve the impossible,” I quoted my Ghanaian friend.

He’d said it enough times over the last few years that it was drilled into my head more than the times tables that my mother had forced me to recite every time I wanted to go play with my friends. There had been a couple of impossible fights that we’d managed to win, like the one against the black mamba poachers, but those had required more people, and only ones that we could trust. Addo would tell me to bide my time, even if that meant that others might be hurt, and then take everyone down once I knew who would stab me in the back and who would fight by my side.

“Pants first,” I said and started to shut the door.

A heavy mist had crawled over the wall that faced the ocean as if the sea itself was there to get revenge on the colonists, or maybe it was there to claim the unfortunate soul of the old man. I watched it for a few seconds as it consumed free range chickens that wandered through the huts and slowly crawled toward me. The white cloud didn’t have any strange lights in it, but I still stayed in the same spot until it had washed over me and proven that it wasn’t there to portal me back home.

“Worth a shot,” I chuckled and then closed the door.

Sister Margaret’s sewing skills were a lot better than the ones that I’d picked up over the years, but of course, Luca had always been there to mend our torn clothes. I’d tried to learn, but my needlework never went past just good enough to give someone stitches. The Frenchman had always laughed at my attempts to mend anything and told me that the Parisians were innately better at it than an American ever could be, even with years of practice.

“Not bad, Sister Margaret, not bad,” I said as I ditched the hose in favor of my cargo pants.

It was almost impossible to tell that the fabric had been torn in the first place, and the stitches were practically invisible. The grouchy old woman may have been an absolutely sour human being, but she really knew her way around a needle. My favorite pants were as good as new, and they even smelled like lye instead of blood.

There was another roll the size of my fist in the basket that Sister Margaret left with me, but this time the nun had included what smelled like goat cheese. I hadn’t seen any of the horned mischief makers on my walk through the colony, but there had been a lot to take in. The cheese was fresh enough that it spread easily on the bread, and my stomach eagerly welcomed the heavy breakfast.

The smell of coffee wafted through the tiny window, and I snapped to attention like a hunting dog that had found a bird. One thing that I’d never been able to give up was caffeine, and if the colonists had some, then they could charge me whatever they wanted for it. I would probably do at least one job for the Governor General just so that there weren’t any debts left behind in my wake, so the colonists could claim whatever was left after rent and the charges that Sister Margaret kept piling on.

I followed my nose out into the gray mist and toward a guard house near the left wall. The small hut sat right next to what looked like a cellar door that was chained shut, and I wondered if there was a prison or supplies below. Either way, the men outside were definitely soldiers, and I recognized a few of them from the greeting party that Reverend Michaels had brought out with him the day before.

“Who’s there?” a gruff voice asked as I stepped out of the fog. “Oh, it’s you.”

“It’s me,” I said with a forced smile. “Did I smell coffee?”

“Sure did,” a middle-aged man with long greasy hair said.

Both guards smelled so bad that their stench was hard to swallow even over the delicious scent of coffee. And neither one of them had bathed in so long that they had pimples all over their faces and dirt smudges all over their clothing. It was like they’d never thought to use the running water in the huts to actually clean themselves, or brush their teeth.

“Can I get a cup?” I asked when neither of them offered one.

“Maybe,” the first guard said.

His round face was covered in so much acne that I could barely see any skin, and the sparsest beard that I’d ever seen attempted to cover his double chin. The guard looked me up and down for a few seconds as if he was deciding whether or not to be friendly, but then the older man broke into a yellowed smile.

“You know what? Sure,” he said and then motioned for the other man to pour me some. “I heard what you did out on the beach yesterday with those demon lizards. And I’m sure a tracker like you will make enough money to pay me back. It’s an expensive cuppa.”

“You can take it out of my first paycheck just like Sister Margaret,” I said and took the clay mug the middle-aged guard handed me.

“Oh, we will,” the second guard chuckled and then motioned to a wobbly-looking barrel. “Take a seat. Enjoy the morning.”

“Thanks,” I said and took the offered seat.

Neither of them had the same heavy accent that the two beach guards had. In fact, theirs reminded me of the one that Reverend Michaels and Sister Margaret shared, like they were all one big happy family. Their uniforms were in better shape than the other two as well, so they were probably higher ranking, and that meant that they might know something about what was going on around the colony.

“So,” I said and then took a sip of the dark liquid, groaned, and then closed my eyes to appreciate the coffee.

“Good, right?” the pimpled guard laughed and almost ruined the taste of my coffee with his rancid breath. “Worth the price.”

“It is,” I nodded and then took another long swig. “So, are there any other dinosaurs around here?”

“Dinosaurs?” the middle-aged guard asked.

“The demon lizards,” I corrected myself. “Those ones from the beach yesterday swarmed pretty fast. Are there a lot of them? And please tell me that they’re the only ones on the island.”

The pimpled guard threw his head back and laughed so hard that a nearby chicken squawked angrily and hopped into the clearing mist like an angry housewife. Dread crept up my spine as the man fought to control himself, and my question was officially answered without a single word being spoken. If the soldier thought it was that funny, then there were definitely bigger dinosaurs, and they were probably predators.

“They get worse the further in that you go,” the middle-aged man said with a glare at his partner. “And somehow the savages have managed to live among them. It’s their witchcraft, I tell you. I’ve heard that they do blood sacrifices to keep the demons in check.”

“That’s just hogwash,” the other man said as he wiped a tear from his eye. “Those are just stories told by the nuns so that we don’t get too close to the pretty ones. ‘Course, that don’t stop us. Them savages can be quite a good ride, especially when they’re headstrong. It’s like breaking in a wild horse.”

“And you’d be familiar with horses,” his friend chuckled.

I nodded and forced myself to drink the rest of my coffee instead of throwing it at the two men. I wanted nothing more than to beat the pimpled guy until his face was covered in pus and blood, but I was there for information, and Addo’s warning still tumbled around in my head.

The mist had started to clear as I leaned forward to set the empty clay mug on the worn wooden table. The sun was already well above the horizon as if time had skipped ahead while we’d talked, but at least that gave me an excuse to leave the two men behind. I forced a smile as the two started to talk about the different conquests that they’d had over the years, none of which sounded consensual, and rage boiled in my veins.

If it hadn’t been for the arquebuses leaning against the table, then I probably would’ve risked whatever would happen for beating them to death. But then I’d be thrown in prison. Or killed. And that wouldn’t do anyone any good, especially not the slaves that were currently trapped in the colony.

“Anyway,” the middle-aged guard said as they turned back to me. “There’s plenty of stories about the gigantic demon lizards that live in the interior of the island. ‘Course, not many have actually seen them. It’s all just tall tales from the heathens that we bring into the fold. Some of them are actually teachable and can be made into decent citizens. But they all tell the craziest stories of creatures bigger than the trees themselves.”

“Decent,” the pimpled guard snorted. “They’d still slit your throat in your sleep if they were given half a chance. I say that we should just be done with them and put their heads on the wall. Just like they used to. I tell you, the guys in charge have gotten soft over the last few years.”

“That’s a fact,” his friend nodded and then grinned at me with broken teeth. “But now that you’re here we’ll be able to hunt them all down. I heard there’s a group of them heathens somewhere close by in the forest. That there’s an entire settlement of ‘em.”

“I bet they’re trying to gather their forces and come after us again,” the gruff man smirked. “I was just a young guard when they tried the last time, but I’ll never forget the look on the savages’ face when we brought out our arquebuses and they tasted the sharp end of our pikes. Didn’t stand a chance. I still have a couple of their scalps hanging up on the wall back home. The missus loves it. Really gets her going to see how strong her man is.”

“And that’s why you have more kids than teeth,” the other one snorted and poured himself more coffee.

“I should get going,” I said and shook my head when the middle-aged guard offered more coffee. “I’m supposed to have lunch with the Governor general at high noon.”

“You don’t want to be late to that,” the pimpled guard said. “There’s going to be a show today. I don’t want to ruin the surprise, but it’s going to be magical.”

The two guards threw their heads back to laugh like hyenas at their inside joke, and I took that opportunity to leave as quickly as possible. I had to remind myself that it was for the greater good that I didn’t beat them to nothing but a bloody mass. There was no way for me to save the other slaves if I was dead, even though it was very close to being worth it just to feel their bones break beneath my boot.

“Bide your time, K.O.,” I said as I strolled through the colony. “Bide your time. Patience is the key. Just like with any hunt. Don’t try to make a move before you’re ready.”

The baker was back inside when I passed his little hut, and my stomach churned at the sight of the frail old man from the day before. His sternum had been split open like a deer that needed to be drained, and blood and guts dangled from the slave’s upside-down body. I clenched my fists, took a deep breath, and vowed to the man’s spirit that the colonists would get what was coming to them as soon as I could make it happen.

“Ya here to buy bread?” a portly woman with ruddy cheeks asked from the doorway to the bakery.

“No, thank you,” I said and pulled my attention away from the man’s corpse. “Sister Margaret brought me some this morning.”

“Sister Margaret,” the baker’s wife said and spat into the muddy dirt. “Always stickin’ her nose inta business that ain’t ‘ers.”

I nodded and continued toward the Governor’s mansion like an RPG character on a main quest. I made a mental note about the baker’s wife and the nun not getting along, though when that information would be helpful was anyone’s guess. They definitely wouldn’t be allies, not unless they completely changed their personalities, but I might be able to turn them on each other at some point.

The sun had already risen high into the sky by the time that I made it through the carts and random passersby that wanted to ask me about the fight on the beach with the demon lizards. It seemed like everyone in the colony had already heard about my epic battle, and everyone had come to the same conclusion that I was sent by the Lord God to help with the savages and the beasts.

It took all of my self-control not to grab a torch and burn the whole place down right then and there, but then the innocent slaves would be caught, and I wouldn’t risk their lives just to get rid of the bastards that thought they owned them.

“Just keep your cool, K.O.,” I said as I reached the square in front of the Governor General’s mansion. “You need friends. There has to be someone around here that’s not the spawn of Satan.”

“Mr. Owens!” the teen messenger from the day before called as I stared up at what had to be a pyre.

A long pole stuck up from the middle of a log pile like something out of a history book about the Salem witch trials, and I took a deep breath as the guards’ words came back to me. They’d said that the show would be magical, and the men on the beach had mentioned warlocks. I was almost positive that the promised show was actually going to be someone being burned to death, and there was nothing that I could do to stop it.

“Mr. Owens?” the kid asked when I didn’t answer. “Are you okay?”

“I’m fine,” I said in a tight voice as I pulled my eyes from the pyre. “I’m here for that lunch with the Governor General.”

“Of course!” he said with another bright smile. “Come with me. You’ll be served on the balcony so that you can see everything.”

I bit the inside of my cheek hard until the coppery taste of blood filled my mouth. The pain was a welcome distraction from the rage, and it wasn’t so bad that it would hinder my reaction time if a fight broke out. I didn’t sense any malice from the kid, but since he’d literally talked about putting heads on spikes like it was nothing, there probably wouldn’t be any signs of betrayal until the moment that it happened.

The teen hurried across the muddy courtyard toward the two-story wooden mansion, and I followed after with my head on a swivel. There were at least twenty guards milling around the courtyard with arquebuses at the ready, and a couple of crates that looked like the ones that the sailors had unloaded from their ship. I needed to find out how close the island was to the mainland, how often they received shipments, and how stocked their armory was.

Arquebuses weren’t the best weapon in the world, and I only knew about them because one lunatic big game hunter had brought one to hunt rhinos like the iron pellet would make it through the animals’ thick hide. It had missed completely, and I’d had the satisfaction of watching the guy get gored to death like a runner in Pamplona while he frantically tried to reload.

Still, if the colonists had enough of the guns and ammo, then they’d be able to do some damage against a human. Pikes, while unwieldy as a weapon for single combat, were supremely dangerous in a tight formation where they resembled the world’s most deadly hedgehog. If I had my military history right, then they also had sword and buckler men and halberdiers who would be the most deadly of all in a one-on-one fight.

“Right this way,” the teen said and ushered me up a wide staircase to the second floor. “The Governor General is already waiting. Your timing is absolutely perfect. He’ll be very pleased about that.”

“I’m so glad,” I said with a completely straight face that had no effect on the disturbing ray of sunshine.

We stopped in front of two double doors that were carved with intricate swirls and golden handles. The teen took a deep breath like he needed to gather himself to see the Governor General, knocked on the door, and then waited for a reply. The doors were so thick that they acted like soundproof barriers, and it took another two knocks before a guard tugged them open to glare at us.

“Di’n’t you ‘ear me say com’ in?” he snapped.

“Sorry,” the kid said with a deep bow. “I’ve brought Mr. Owens.”

The tall guard turned to look me up and down like I was a strange bug that might bite him, but then stepped aside to let me in. One glare at the teen sent him right back to whatever he’d been doing before the kid had seen me, and then the guard focused all of his attention on me. He was as big as a linebacker and as tall as a basketball player, but that just meant that the giant would go down harder if we got into it.

“Come in,” he said and motioned for me to hurry up. “The Governor General is waitin’ for ya. An’ don’ think I ain’t watchin’ ya. I ‘eard what ya di’ on tha’ beach. An’ if ya so much as twitch wrong, then I’ll be quick ta put ya down.”

“Naturally,” I said with a forced smile.

I strolled past the massive guard into the most obnoxious room that I’d ever seen. Gold and copper covered everything but the floor, and that was smothered with furs like some gigolo’s love palace. I had to use considerable effort not to stare at the human head mounted to the wall like a damned prize, especially with the soldier right behind me waiting for me to make the wrong move.

“Mr. Owens,” a short pudgy man said in a nasally voice as I walked onto the balcony. “It’s so good to finally meet you. The town is just abuzz with what you accomplished yesterday.”

The Governor General had long brown hair pulled back into a ponytail that did nothing to hide the giant bald spot on the top of his head. Dark brown eyes stared up at me hungrily, and a heavy floral perfume threatened to choke me as he motioned for me to sit at the circular table next to him. His tunic and hose looked like they were made from satin and had the most intricate embroidery that I’d seen on any clothes so far, as if the guy had stepped out of a party with Louis XVI.

“We’ll talk about your feats of heroism later,” he said with a wink that made my skin crawl. “For the moment, sit and enjoy the show. It’s going to be quite entertaining.”

He clapped his pudgy hands together, and the guards below hurried to bring out a man covered in filth and torn clothing.

“I hope you enjoy a good roast,” the Governor General laughed.
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Chapter 4

I was glad that there was a table separating us, because if there hadn’t been, then I might have actually strangled the pompous ass with my bare hands. The Governor General wiggled in his seat like an excited kid at the circus for the first time and even leaned forward to get a better look as the filthy man below was tied to the pyre. I’d really hoped that I was wrong about someone being burned to death, but there was no other reason that the prisoner would be tied to a giant wooden pole surrounded by kindling and logs.

“It’s been ages since we’ve burned a warlock,” the Governor General sighed with a contented smile. “Witches are easy enough to come by. Women are the weaker sex, of course, so it’s easier for the Evil One to find a way to corrupt them. Men’s minds are just naturally stronger. But this Spurya warlock must have been a little soft in the head to begin with. Not surprisingly.”

The man chittered at his own joke in that nasally voice that made me want to stab my eardrum with a Q-Tip, but I managed to keep a fairly neutral face. It was a completely different time than the one that I knew, though there was no excuse for what was about to happen. The Governor General had to know that burning people alive was wrong, but there was a malicious glint in the man’s eyes that turned my blood to ice.

A crowd had gathered below as everyone prepared to watch the spectacle. My high school history teacher had said that people had been so poor and desperate that the public executions had given them an outlet for all of their rage, but I’d never really understood how someone could just stand around and watch another person die without at least trying to intervene. At least, not if the person wasn’t being killed by an animal that they’d pissed off and tried to murder, but the colonists that stuffed the courtyard below were so excited that it was almost palpable.

No one threw tomatoes or vegetables at the supposed warlock. But that was probably because food was hard to come by in the colonies, and wasting it was right up there with being accused of witchcraft. Still, they all jeered and shouted at the filthy Spurya man as if he’d personally cursed their families to life on an island filled with dinosaurs.

“Burn him!” a middle-aged woman shouted and shook a thin fist in the air.

“Kill the warlock!” a little boy cheered and bounced on the balls of his feet like this was the best day of his young life. “Kill the warlock!”

I had to fight the urge to squirm in my seat as the guards double-checked the knots that tied the man to the eight-foot-tall pole. Not that he fought back in any way as they tightened the restraints until they dug into his skin. The balcony offered the best seats in the entire courtyard, and I could see that the soldiers had beaten the man so badly that the Spurya warlock was barely breathing already.

Hopefully that would make his death a little easier. I’d read somewhere that most people died of smoke inhalation long before the flames could consume them, but that had been in a house fire. It was probably very different when it came to being burned at the stake.

“You may begin!” the Governor General said as one of the soldiers gave him a nod.

A man in black came out from the mansion with a torch in one hand like he was about to light the Olympic flame. Everything in me wanted to leap over the balcony and save the man, but there was no way that we’d be able to fight through the crowds or the guards. Especially not with his right leg cocked to the side like it had been broken and reset just enough for him to walk out to his funeral pyre. The soldier nodded grimly to the Spurya warlock, dropped the fiery torch to the kindling, and then stepped back as it lit up like a brush fire in the summer months.

Everything moved in slow motion as the flames crawled through the logs and ate away at the kindling. Some part of me registered the cheers and angry shouts from the colonists as the fire really got going, but most of my attention was on the Spurya man.

The supposed warlock had been half-dead since they’d tied him to the pole, but his eyes shot open the second that the fire started to spread. The flames licked at the filthy rags that covered his too-thin body, and I swallowed hard as the Spurya man’s skin started to blister and blacken. He jerked and tried to squirm free from the bindings, but that only managed to tear his flesh, and the fire sizzled as warm blood dripped into it.

I took a deep breath to keep myself calm as the sound of crackling firewood and sizzling blood was replaced with agonizing screams. They were so loud that they even drowned out the angry shouts from the colonists. I shivered so hard that my entire body convulsed, but the Governor General was too enraptured to notice it.

An eternity seemed to pass as the supposed warlock writhed and twisted on the pole. His skin blistered and blackened from head to toe until what was left could barely be recognized as human. The only crime that the man had been accused of was being a warlock, though there was no doubt in my mind that the real problem was that he was from Spurya.

Outsiders were always a threat, no matter how advanced a culture might be. It was one of the first lessons that I’d learned when I’d left my cushy suburban life to become a poacher hunter in Africa. It had sounded like a great idea at the time and easy enough to get into since I’d already made friends during a mission trip, but it didn’t take me long to realize that everyone saw me as a threat to everything that they knew.

One village had flat-out refused to let Addo ask questions as long as I was present. It was like the second that they saw a white man they thought there would be another invasion, though that fear suddenly made so much more sense as the Spurya man was burned alive. I didn’t want anything to do with the colonists either, but if there were more dangerous dinosaurs in the jungle, then I needed to be a little more prepared before going off into the wilderness to search for a way home. And sadly, that meant I had to appear to tolerate these kinds of displays until I had everything I’d need to survive on my own.

“Lunch is served,” the massive guard said as several slaves brought out platters overflowing with food.

The main course was sliced ham with pineapples and a brown sugar glaze, but the wind shifted, and it was hard to tell the difference between the charred man’s flesh and the food on the table. I’d heard that humans smelled like pork when they were cooked, but that had been nothing more than folklore until that very moment. The cooks had done a great job on the glaze, and even the vegetables were steamed to perfection, but my stomach had suddenly turned very sour.

“Eat, eat,” the Governor General said and started to fill his plate.

There was enough food between us to feed everyone in the courtyard below, but something told me that the pompous man wouldn’t share any leftovers. My stomach churned as I grabbed the golden tongs and pulled a couple slices of ham onto a gold-rimmed porcelain plate since the last thing that I needed was to offend the man that could order me tied to the pillar next. The first bite tasted like ash, as if my entire body refused to allow the food to be good while a man’s corpse still steamed from the fire that the guards had finally extinguished.

Black plumes rose high into the sky and then drifted toward the forest on the wind that rolled in from the ocean. I wondered if the scent would bring more dinosaurs like a dinner bell but then noticed the extra guards on the spiked walls. If the smoke did invite hungry predators, then they were ready, and the walls were high enough that at least the Compy would never be able to hop over it.

“It’s divine, is it not?” the Governor General asked and pulled my attention to the courtyard. “Nothing like a good show and good food. He lasted longer than most. It must have been the witchcraft running in his filthy Spurya veins.”

“Must have,” I said and forced myself to swallow a bite of ham.

The courtyard had already started to clear out as the colonists went back to their work. Even the children had been called to the chapel where Sister Margaret and another nun waited with glares so hard that they could’ve been made from marble. It was like everyone had just watched an amusing show on TV and were ready to get their day started now that they’d had some amusement.

“Is this your first warlock burning?” the pompous man asked and wiped greasy hands on an embroidered napkin. “You seem to be in shock.”

“I’m fine,” I shrugged. “Just hungry. And a bit thirsty.”

“Ah, of course,” he said and then clapped his pudgy hands together.

One of the slaves rushed forward and bowed deeply to the balding man as he waited for instructions.

“Get our guest some of the honey wine,” the Governor General said.

“I’ll be fine with some water,” I said.

It took all of my self-control not to show sympathy to the frail slave as the Governor General shoved him toward the door like an old dog that didn’t move out of the way fast enough. If I couldn’t find a way home, then my first order of business would be to take down the Governor General and Reverend Michaels, though that would just leave a power vacuum for one of the other colonists to fill. It might be better for the slaves if I just burned the whole place down, especially since not a single person in the spiked walls seemed to have an ounce of humanity left in them.

“How are you finding our fair colony so far, Mr. Owens?” the balding man asked as the slave came back with a glass of surprisingly cold water.

“It’s great,” I said. “I slept very well last night.”

“Good, good,” he said and then stuffed another piece of ham into his gullet. “My colony can be quite a good home for you. We’ve been in need of a good tracker for some time now. Of course, everyone that has shown any real potential has been a warlock or one of these heathens. And you know very well that none of them can be trusted. They’d as soon stab you in the back as do their duty.”

“Naturally,” I said in a dry tone and decided to use the opportunity to learn more about the colony. “There don’t seem to be many around the colony, though.”

“Of course not,” he laughed and waved his hand dismissively. “Over the years there have been coffee, sugar, and tobacco plantations created in the forest. And of course, the heathens are the ones sent to work there. The colony itself does boast some very skilled permanent residents, but we tend to send the heathens as far away as possible. It’s best not to give them the opportunity to kill us in our sleep. You understand. In any event, the thirst for land is endless, and we need to clear as much as possible. That’s where your role to play begins.”

“Sure,” I said. “If you already have plantations, then why do you need me to clear more land?”

“As I’ve said,” the Governor General said with a malicious glint in his beady eyes. “That land is quite fertile. But with the witch and the loss of our tracker… I’m afraid we haven’t been able to make use of it. And I did send some of these heathens out, but again, they just can’t be trusted.”

I was amazed at how well the slaves managed to keep a calm face as they stood by the balcony wall and waited for instructions. They had the same thousand-yard stare that I’d seen in the villages where poachers and rogues attacked on a semi-regular basis. I had learned my steely glare from them, and it had served me very well, just like the blank expressions on the slaves’ faces kept them from being punished for some slight against the Governor General.

“I’m sure that you’ll do much better than any of them ever have,” the pompous man continued.

It was hard to look right at the man as grease covered his chin. There was broccoli in between his teeth, and somehow the pineapple glaze had gotten on the Governor General’s nose like the pig of a man had gone face-first into the plate. He was the epitome of every villain in a period drama, and my stomach churned again like it would toss out everything that I’d managed to swallow.

“I’m sure that I’ll do better,” I agreed when he looked at me expectantly, though I had no idea what ‘better’ meant in this case.

“Good, good,” he grinned and then patted his face with the embroidered napkin, tossed it onto the plate, and motioned for someone to take it. “Reverend Michaels said that you would be a good fit for us. Of course, I wanted to talk to you myself. The Good Reverend is quite capable at guiding our people in the right direction spiritually, but the good of the colony rests squarely on my shoulders.”

I nodded to encourage the pompous man to keep talking and fought the urge to smile. My theory about the battle for control seemed to be correct, and the Governor General’s face had flashed with contempt when he said Reverend Michaels’ name, even though they had the same posh accent like they’d grown up in the same neighborhood and had probably known each other their whole lives. I could definitely use that to my benefit to bring down the colony, especially if their history was based on competition for who was number one.

I decided then that the trip back home could wait until the monsters in human skin were taken down and the island was free again. There had to be some native tribes left, especially since I’d spotted younger slaves in the mansion that still looked like they had some life left in their eyes. The colonists wouldn’t stand a chance if we all gathered together to take them down, and then I could go home with the knowledge that no one else would be burned alive for supposedly practicing witchcraft.

“Now, I’m not sure how much the Good Reverend shared with you last night,” the Governor General continued. “But this island is completely overrun with those demon lizards that attacked you on the beach. And they only get larger the further inland you go.”

“I’ve heard,” I said.

“Good, good,” the pompous man said and folded his hands over his fat stomach. “They’re quite treacherous. Of course, they do at least keep the heathen population down, but those devil worshippers have managed to subdue some of the creatures. No doubt do to their blood magic.”

“Naturally,” I said and fought the urge to roll my eyes.

I’d been all over the world and had heard a lot of people accused of witchcraft and blood magic, but none of it had ever been true. Of course, being transported into another world had been just as impossible as dinosaurs roaming the earth. But I’d experienced both within the last forty-eight hours, so maybe the pompous ass wasn’t completely wrong.

“Now, as the leader of this great colony,” he continued without any hint that he’d picked up on my irritation. “It’s my duty to offer my people the best that there is to offer on this island. The Spurya and Frax have taken up residence somewhere on the other side of this massive floating rock, and I have no doubt that they’re trying to expand outwards.”

“Sure,” I shrugged and then watched as the slaves cleared away the dishes.

“This map here shows what we know of the island,” the Governor General said as the giant guard spread out a paper scroll.

The big man weighed it down with empty teacups that had been left on the table, and I leaned forward to stare at the lines scrawled out on the scroll. If the scale in the bottom corner was accurate, then the island was closer to the size of Australia than some deserted rock off the coast of South Africa. I made a mental note of where Spurya and Frax had made their own settlements, though they were so far away that it would take days or weeks to get there, and someone had marked several locations between the Anglish colony and the others with skulls and crossbones.

“Now,” the pudgy man continued as he scooted further to motion to a spot about five miles away. “This plot of land here is some of the best that we’ve found on the island. Some of our people have managed to clear out the heathens and devil lizards enough to claim what is rightfully ours as the Good Lord’s favored children. And they’ve made very nice homes for themselves. However, this one here still needs to be cleared.”

“Okay,” I said and sat back in my chair. “Is that the job that you asked me here to do?”

“No, no,” he laughed and waved a hand dismissively. “I have soldiers enough to do that particular work. No. I need a tracker and a hunter to clear the devil lizards that have surrounded the property.”

“Naturally,” I said. “And I’m just the man to do that.”

“Yes,” the Governor General said with a wide smile that showed the broccoli still stuck in his teeth. “As I said earlier, the colony is all abuzz with what you did on the beach with those tiny little vermin. They’re small, but quite ferocious. And yet you managed to come away with no serious injuries.”

I nodded and waited for the man to continue. He hadn’t actually asked a question, and one of the first things that I’d learned was not to give away more than you absolutely had to, especially not to someone who was power-hungry. I’d made that mistake in middle school with the popular jock, and it wouldn’t happen again.

“Now,” the man continued when I didn’t say anything. “There’s a young woman, a witch, that we’ve detained. She’ll know all about the property and the devil lizards that have surrounded it. She’s currently being held in our little prison. We don’t have much cause to use it since most of my citizens are well-behaved. But we’ve managed to keep the witch there for the time being.”

“Okay,” I said just to show that I was listening.

“She’s been quite tight-lipped since we brought her in,” the pompous man rolled his eyes and then waved at a slave. “Tea.”

“Yes, sire,” the man said in a thick accent before he rushed inside.

“Slaves,” the Governor General huffed. “You always have to hold their hand. You’d think that they’d learn how to be proper workers, but you know how heathens are. Barely more intelligent than the pigs that roll around in mud all day.”

I stared blankly at the Governor General and fought the urge to smash a teacup over his head. The fact that he wanted to send me outside of the colony was enough to keep me calm, especially if it meant that I might be able to meet with someone from one of the tribes. I could sneak out, make friends, and then come back with enough forces to burn the whole place down and free the slaves.

There was no doubt in my mind that the witch they had imprisoned was another Spurya, or maybe just some headstrong woman that they didn’t agree with. She might even be one from one of the tribes since the Governor General said that she knew the area well enough. If I could convince her to help me, then we could both be free, and once the colony was destroyed, I could find a way back to my own world.

“Now,” the pudgy man said as the tea was served. “As I was saying… The witch has been quite tight-lipped since we brought her in. She knows exactly what kind of monsters are lingering around her land, I mean, the colony’s property, but she refuses to tell us.”

And there it was.

The witch was probably a single woman that had a good piece of land that everyone wanted. Likely a widow, since I sincerely doubted that they’d give property to anyone but a man. She’d no doubt refused to give them the deed and had been accused of witchcraft shortly after, just like the English had done back in my world whenever a woman didn’t bow to pressure from men.

I liked her already.

“Now,” he continued, and I suddenly had a deep hatred for that word, especially said in a nasally voice. “I want you to gather the information you’ll need from her and then go clear out the property. The reward will be quite substantial. At least, if you make it back alive.”

“And how do you want me to get the information?” I asked. “If she hasn’t spoken up yet, then I’m not sure she will.”

Especially if the guards had treated her in any way similar to the Spurya man whose body still smoldered on the pole below us.

“Oh,” he waved off my question and then took a long sip of tea. “I’m sure you’ll find some way to make her tongue wag. I had hoped that some time in the cells would encourage her to come to her senses, but it seems that isn’t going to happen. I’m officially giving you carte blanche to do whatever you have to do to get the information from her. And tell the guards that they can have her when you’re done.”

“Naturally,” I seethed through gritted teeth. “Should she be alive for another barbecue?”

The words dripped with sarcasm, but the Governor General either didn’t notice, or he completely ignored it. He looked down on the courtyard below as the guards came to untie the Spurya man, sighed, and then ran a hand over his balding head.

“It’s not necessary,” he finally said. “It’s not good to give everyone that much entertainment. They come to expect it. No. Just get the information from her and then let the guards play. They’ve done a good job over the last few weeks of restraining themselves. They deserve a treat.”

“Sure,” I said and stood so fast that I almost knocked over my chair. “Should I come back with the information, or do you want me to go directly to the property?”

“You can go directly to the property,” the Governor General said with a dismissive wave. “Have the guards give you something to fight with. I’ll expect the results within two weeks. If you don’t return by the deadline, then I’ll assume that you’ve either abandoned us, or gotten yourself killed. If it’s the former, then you’ll be branded a traitor, and I’m sure that you know what we do to traitors.”

The pompous man smiled up at me with a malicious light in his dark eyes, and I’d never had to fight the urge to punch someone so much in my entire life. The Governor General would have his just rewards as soon as I’d gathered enough people to my side, but for the moment, he had more weapons and enough soldiers and colonists to put me in an early grave.

“Where is the prison?” I asked.

“You were there this morning,” he said and then grunted as he pushed his large body out of the chair. “I believe that you met with two of my guards over coffee. A gift from me. Of course, they did have to pay for it, but it’s a blessing that I even allowed them to buy it. Coffee is quite expensive since I usually use it to pay for the equipment brought from the Old Country, and only the most privileged in the colony can buy it. It should be a luxury, as the Great Reverend Michaels says. What we grow here is the best in the world, a treat, but they do their job well.”

I nodded and thought back to the two disgusting men that I’d met that morning. There was no doubt in my mind that they’d assault the imprisoned woman the second that they were given the chance, and a plan to save her came to mind. I followed the Governor General back into the gold and copper room and then watched as the pompous ass pulled out a smaller scroll with another map drawn on it.

“This is for you,” he said. “Of course, the interior of the island has yet to be explored, but I’m sure that a tracker like you will be able to find your way around. This is more to help you find the right piece of land. I’d hate for you to do all the work of clearing the devil lizards only to find out that you’d been in the wrong spot.”

“The woman might be more helpful than the map,” I said but took the scroll and tucked it into one of my pockets. “You said that she knows the creatures that live there. She’ll be able to guide me.”

“The witch stays in prison,” he snarled and then smoothed out his satin tunic. “She cannot be trusted. If you can’t get the information that you need from her, then you’ll be expected to go in blind. But I’m sure that you can coerce what you need from the little… witch. As I said, you can do whatever you need to do. Indulge yourself.”

Oh, there was definitely history there. The more that I learned about this supposed witch, the more I liked her.

“Now,” the Governor General said with another smile that dripped with venom. “Once you’ve learned what you need, the guards will see that you’re supplied for your trip. As I said, you only have two weeks to complete your task, so the sooner you get the information that you need, the better. And if you can’t pry the details from the witch, then I suggest you leave without it. No later than tomorrow morning.”

“Sure,” I shrugged and then nodded, turned, and left the asshole behind before my rage could get the better of me.

The giant guard was still near the door with his eyes glued to me for any signs of an attack, and the arquebus slung over the big man’s shoulder wouldn’t miss at such a close range. I just needed to hold on a little longer until I could figure out a way to bring them all down, and the imprisoned woman just might be the key.

“Try not to die out there,” the guard sneered as he opened the door to let me out into the hallway.

“Thanks,” I said without a smile.

The mansion was packed with slaves that rushed back and forth as they finished their daily tasks, but no one looked directly at me. I heard chains clink together as I reached the first floor and saw an old man dragging heavy irons on his ankles as he brought a vase from one room to another. He glanced up at me, and his eyes went wide with fear before he hurried away like I was about to strike him for making eye contact.

The Governor General definitely needed to die. And so did everyone that willingly worked for him.

“Mr. Owens!” the teen from earlier shouted as he rushed up to me. “Are you done? Did the Governor General give you instructions? I heard that you’re going on a hunt to clear some land. I wish that I could come with you. It would be such an adventure. Killing the devil lizards and heathens. I’m so jealous.”

“Death is never pretty,” I said with a sideways glance at the kid. “Lives should never be taken unless absolutely necessary.”

“Of course,” he said and started to skip beside me. “It’s an honor to get to kill the heathens and devil lizards for our people.”

I sighed and shook my head as I headed toward the prison. The kid had been completely brainwashed to think that murdering random people was perfectly fine, though it seemed like everyone in the colony had been, especially after that display with the Spurya man. I’d never be able to convince any of these colonists that human life was sacred, no matter where a person came from, and if I dared to say that aloud, someone would probably turn me over to the authorities as a warlock.

“Don’t you have work to do?” I asked as I hurried across the colony.

“Tons,” he laughed. “But I wanted to make sure that you got to the prison okay.”

“I doubt that anyone is going to attack me inside the colony,” I said with a sideways glance at the teen. “You should go.”

“Alright,” he sighed and then waved goodbye with another bright smile. “Have fun interrogating the witch! And kill lots of devil lizards for me.”

The teen skipped back toward the Governor General’s mansion, and a shiver ran down my spine at how casually he’d wished me well in torturing someone. Any doubts that some of the colonists should be saved flew out the window, because if the kid was that bad, then the adults would be worse, and there would be no changing their minds just because the leadership was different.

“Some evil is easy to see, K.O.,” I quoted Addo as the guard shack came into view.

Back home I would’ve turned the entire colony over to the authorities, but on the island there was no one to report them to except for the Spurya and the Frax, and they were no doubt just as bad. It would be up to me to free the slaves and the remaining tribes from the Anglish colonizers.

But first things first. I needed an ally, and the imprisoned woman might just be that person.

“Welcome back,” the acne-covered guard laughed as I walked up to the guard shack. “Word is that you’re here to see a witch.”

“I am,” I said. “And I have a few questions for her.”
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Chapter 5

“Questions,” the pimpled guard laughed. “I’m not sure she’ll answer any, but you have fun trying to get them out of her. We haven’t been able to get anything from her since she was brought in.”

“She’s a right piece o’ work,” the other guard snorted and then stood to grab an iron ring with a single key. “But maybe you’ll have better luck.”

“Thank you,” I said as the younger man started toward the cellar-looking door. “Is the prison underground? Doesn’t it flood during the rainy season?”

“Sure does,” the first man said with a wicked grin. “But who cares about the scum in here? Most aren’t alive when they come out anyway. And those that are tend to be headed to the fire or the gallows.”

“Naturally,” I said in a dry tone.

I followed the soldier to the cellar door and watched as he bent down. The mist from the morning had completely cleared, and I could finally see the little air tunnels that had been dug into the earth. I shuddered at the thought of being encased in the earth, which had to be like being trapped in a coffin even with the vents. There was no doubt in my mind that the supposed witch and I needed to get the hell out of the colony sooner rather than later, and the guards’ complete disregard for their charges only confirmed that.

“Is it true that the General Governor is giving her to us when you’re done with her?” the other man asked and slid the key into a heavy paddock lock.

“Yep,” I shrugged.

“Well, in that case,” the pimpled guard snickered and then licked his lips as he stood. “Make sure to leave something for us. She may be a headstrong witch that doesn’t know what’s best for her, but she’s a beauty. I can’t wait to get a taste of her.”

The lock clicked open, and the younger guard quickly opened the cellar doors wide. They fell so hard on the earth that the thin wood wobbled and threatened to crack in half, but the guards didn’t seem worried about that possibility. Stairs led deep into the darkness below, and the two men stood over me with hungry eyes like hyenas ready to devour their prey.

“Get what information you need from her before you leave her, though,” the second guard smirked. “Because most women aren’t able to talk once we’ve had our fun.”

“Naturally,” I said and inched closer to the stairs. “While I’m interrogating her, do you mind getting the supplies that I’ll need for my trip? Some water, food for a few days, a good hunting knife, and an extra change of clothes.”

“Sure thing,” the pimpled guard said with a thumbs up. “I’ll have it in the shack for you with another cup of coffee. Anything for the man that’s going to give us a treat as sweet as Sara Oldsman.”

I nodded once and then trotted down the steps into the hole that they called a prison. The only light came from the air vents and what sunlight poured down the stairway, and everything smelled like wet sand and mildew. I had to fight to keep my breathing even, especially when one of the wooden doors creaked like they would shut me in, but then a breeze came down, and the guards’ voices grew faint as if they’d walked away.

“Get your shit together, K.O.,” I whispered. “You need to get the girl and get the fuck out of Dodge before these psychos figure out that you’re not on their side.”

“What do you want?” a woman’s voice said from somewhere further in the dark cell.

“Information,” I said and inched forward.

It took all of my courage to leave the steps behind, but it was a means to an end, and if talking to Sara helped me to take down the colony, then it was worth the risk of being imprisoned. My hands still shook as another gust of wind came down the stairs and threatened to shut the doors on me, but at least the guards would let me out, if only to have their chance at the imprisoned woman.

A cold shiver ran down my spine despite the heat that warmed the prison as the sun poured through the vents. It was like the whole place was an underground refrigerator, and I was a little surprised that no one coughed. Of course, most of the cells were empty as I ventured between the round spotlights created by the holes in the roof.

I counted at least eleven cells, five on each side with one all the way at the end, but there were no signs that there had been guests for a long time. At least, not until I’d reached the last set on either side and saw the blood that had splattered on the sand from what had to have been a nasty beating. I was sure that was where the Spurya man had been kept, and my stomach churned as the scent of burnt flesh washed across my memory.

There was a single vent in each cell like whoever had designed them wanted to make sure that every prisoner had enough air to survive, though maybe it was to let rain wash in and drown them during the rainy season. Either way, the ceiling was just high enough that even a tall man like the giant guard at the governor’s mansion wouldn’t have been able to crawl out of it.

The last cell was cut so deep into the earth that it was hard to see the other end, and the vent was smaller than the others, so the ring of light was only half a foot wide. I could just barely make out the other wall, a cot, and a sink in the back next to a crude toilet like the one in my little hut. At least there were no blood puddles in the sand, but there also wasn’t any sign of the woman that I was supposedly there to interrogate.

At least, not until what I thought was a blanket bundled up on the floor near the cot unfurled itself and stood to reveal a tall shapely woman. My heart pounded in my chest as she stretched and then strolled over into the light like the woman hadn’t just embodied a horror movie trope where a creature hid in plain sight.

Sara Oldsman didn’t have the same broken bones as the Spurya man had, but there were plenty of cuts and bruises on the woman to show that someone else had already been there to interrogate her. Still, her teal eyes were as hard as diamonds as the colonial woman stared me down with the superiority that could only come with a high-ranking birth. If she was a witch, then I was a meerkat, though the torn work dress that hugged her hourglass figure did remind me of something that a Halloween store would sell, even if it was more modest than the usual trashy costume.

“I’m not telling you anything,” the prisoner said as she lifted her chin in defiance. “You can tell the Governor General as much. Nor will I marry that swine that he picked out for me. I don’t care how much he wants to pay for my brother’s property.”

So, she wasn’t married. Good to know.

I’d been right about the Governor General’s plan to steal the property from her, and it made complete sense that the pompous ass would try to auction her off to the highest bidder. If the property was really that great, then Sara could look like a troll and still be sought after, but the beautiful woman in front of me was a prize all on her own. I had to remind myself not to stare at her curves, or the long dark brown waves that fell strategically from a perfectly styled bun like she was about to go to a ball instead of rotting in a prison cell.

“That’s fair,” I said and leaned my arms against the iron bars.

The key to unlock the cell clinked against the bars like a call to freedom, and I could see the calculations in Sara’s teal eyes as she glanced at it. There was no way that she’d be able to make it from the middle of the cell to me before I could pull away, and the frustration was as clear as day on the colonial woman’s face.

“I haven’t seen you before,” she said in an accusatory tone and took a step closer. “Did they bring you over from the old country?”

“Would that be hard to believe?” I asked. “It’s not that far, is it?”

She narrowed her eyes as if deciding whether to answer my question or not, and I stayed exactly where I was so as not to spook the beaten woman. Animals and humans had a lot more in common than we liked to think, and Sara was one wrong move from either pouncing on me or running all the way back to the cot where she’d shut down completely. My money was on the former, because the colonial woman studied me like a lone wolf that had been offered a steak.

“You’re not from the old country,” she said with a suspicious glare. “But you speak Anglish. And you don’t have an accent, so you’re not from Spurya or Frax.”

“I’m not,” I shook my head and moved just enough so that the key dangled on the inside of the doorway for her to grab. “But I was sent by the Governor General to get information from you. I’m supposed to clear the dinosaurs out of your land so that he can use it.”

“Dinosaurs?” Sara asked as she inched closer. “I’ve never heard them called that before. Where are you from?”

“Somewhere very far away,” I said and slowly moved my wrist outwards so that the key was closer to her. “Somewhere that people aren’t seen as property. And women can own their land.”

“No place like that exists,” she hissed. “And I’m not taking that key, no matter how enticing you make it seem. You’ll just say that I tried to escape and use that as an excuse to beat me.”

“I’m not interested in hurting you,” I shrugged and pulled my arms back through the bars.

Disappointment flashed in her teal eyes, and Sara’s long thin fingers curled a little like the colonial woman still wanted to snatch the key from me. There was definitely something different about her, something that the rest of the colonists seemed to be missing. I decided the word was humanity, though her sudden empathy probably had more to do with the situation that the tall woman found herself in rather than any real consideration for others.

But maybe we could still help each other.

“Then what do you want?” she asked and squared her shoulders. “If you wanted to take me by force, then you’d have come into the cell already. And those bastards on the surface would’ve come to watch.”

“They’re probably salivating over the thought right now,” I said with an irritated glare over my shoulder. “The Governor General has given them permission to do whatever they want with you when I’m done talking to you.”

Fear flitted across Sara’s face but was gone as quickly as it had appeared. Rage filled the colonial woman’s body language like a cornered animal, and I had no doubt that she’d put up one hell of a fight. But the curvy woman had more soft edges than muscle, and the guards were filled with nothing but evil intentions.

“You didn’t answer my question,” she said.

“I didn’t,” I shrugged and shoved my hands in my pockets.

“What do you want from me?” she asked. “If the Governor General is sending you to clear the… what did you call them? Dinosaurs? Then you must be a tracker. Used to being on your own. I won’t be your female companion, even if you do take better care of yourself than anyone in the colony.”

“Didn’t ask you to be,” I said, though the gorgeous woman would make a very good companion. “I’m not interested in someone coming to my bed by force.”

Sara tilted her head to the side with intrigue, but a hard expression still covered the colonial woman’s face. She was definitely going to be a hard nut to crack, but then again, Addo’d had an extra-hard shell when I first joined the crew, and we were best friends by the time the wave crashed into the ship.

“Are you being obstinate on purpose?” she snapped but walked a little closer. “Or are you always this obtuse?”

“Bit of both,” I laughed. “I’m trying to decide if you’re anything like the people on the surface. The ones that just burned a man to death for witchcraft that I know damned well he didn’t commit.”

“His only crime was being from Spurya,” Sara said with a glance at the blood pool in the other cell. “He was a good man. A father. His fishing boat just got a little lost on the ocean and wound up on the wrong side of the island.”

“You spoke to him?” I asked and leaned back against the bars.

“My brother was fluent in several languages,” she said with an air of superiority. “And a woman of rank, such as myself, should familiarize herself with everything from how to work a field to how to speak to slaves. And on this island, slaves can be from the native tribes, Spurya, or Frax.”

“Not ‘heathens’?” I asked and offered the heavy iron key ring between my fingers.

“Some are heathens,” she said, but her eyes were focused on the key. “And others are just people that were born to different countries. My brother was adamant that slaves be treated well. No matter where they came from. As long as they didn’t try to outright offend our Lord in Heaven, we should treat them fairly.”

“What if they have different beliefs?” I asked and studied her reaction. “Do they deserve to be killed? Their heads put on spikes on the wall.”

“Of course not,” she said.

The brunette grimaced as if the idea was completely barbaric, and her teal eyes shifted to stare into mine. There was more humanity there than I’d seen in any of the other colonists, but Sara said that some of the native tribes were heathens, and that was a big red flag. She could have just used the term because it was what the colonial woman knew to call them, especially if they didn’t have the same religion as her, but it was important to know how the tall woman would react to them if I took her with me, because the last thing I needed was an ally that offended any other allies that I might garner.

“So, heathens don’t all deserve to die?” I asked and watched as she took the key from my hand.

“No,” she said. “They should be taught the right way. The path of truth. The word of God.”

“And if they refuse?” I asked as Sara stared at the key in wonder. “What then?”

“Then nothing,” she huffed and gripped the key tightly. “They have their own choice. But when they die they will go into the fiery lake with all the other heathens. You have a very strange way of interrogating, Mr.… What is your name?”

“Kevin Owens,” I said. “But my friends call me K.O.”

“K… O?” she asked with a skeptical look.

“Short for Knock Out,” I shrugged. “Because I knock out anybody that stands in the way of what’s right.”

“And you think that working for the Governor General is right?” she asked as rage washed over her face again. “That imprisoning me, beating me, and threatening to burn me at the stake as a witch is right?”

“No,” I shook my head. “Which is why you’re holding that key right now and I’m not.”

Sara pursed her pouty lips together as if she wasn’t sure whether to trust me or not, looked down at the key, and then back up to study my face. Her brother must have taught her well if she could stand on her own two feet even with the beatings and the threat of being burned alive, and so far the colonial woman hadn’t shown the same innate evil that even that teenage boy had shown. If she wanted to come with me, then I would welcome her, though we still needed to get out without being seen.

I let silence fall on the dungeon as the tall woman sorted through everything that I’d said so far. She still hadn’t gotten a direct answer from me about what I wanted with her, but there was hope in the colonial woman’s teal eyes, and a crack in her tough outer shell. I was sure that Sara would take the opportunity to come with me, but it might take longer to actually gain the strong woman’s trust.

“K.O.,” she said in a slightly softer tone. “What do you think is right?”

“Honestly?” I asked.

“Yes,” she nodded and gripped the key so tight that her knuckles turned pure white. “I’d rather have the truth than a lie.”

“I think that this entire colony should be burned to the ground,” I said. “Starting with the Governor General’s mansion, and spreading to Reverend Michaels’ chapel.”

“The chapel?” she asked and glanced at the stairs like she could see the building from her cell.

“Is that a problem?” I tilted my head to the side and studied her. “Or does that make me a heathen as well? Would it offend your Lord God?”

“Doubtful,” she snorted and reached up to tuck a stray strand of hair behind her ear. “The Lord God abandoned these people long ago. That’s why my brother and I bought the property that the Governor General wants you to clear for him. There’s nothing but evil and hatred left in their hearts. And the Great Reverend Michaels is the chief heathen among them.”

The priest’s title dripped in so much sarcasm that I knew without a doubt that Sara would stab him if given the chance. The colonial woman’s eyes had the same raw hatred that I’d seen in villagers that had been overrun by rogue soldiers, and it just needed an outlet. One that I’d be more than willing to give to her.

“Then,” I smiled and stepped away from the door so that she could unlock it. “I think it’s time that we get out of here.”

“And where will we go?” she asked as she stepped up to slip the key into the lock.

“The forest,” I said. “For starters. We’ll need more allies if we want to take down the entire colony.”

The lock clicked, and a wide grin spread across Sara’s pouty lips as she pushed open the door. She looked a lot younger with a smile, like the colonial woman might be younger than me, and I wondered just how old the tall woman was beneath the layers of dirt and bruises.

“I assume that you’re talking about the natives,” the suspicious woman said and stepped out into the hallway. “That’s why you were asking if I’d kill them.”

“Yes,” I nodded and watched her closely.

It would be suicide for the supposed witch to try and escape to the surface, but there wasn’t any other way out. At least, not without me, and I sincerely doubted that the guards would let me take her anywhere without supervision, especially since they were supposed to have their turn with the gorgeous woman after I was through with her. Sara’s teal eyes darted around as if she was looking for another way out, but then a deep frown tugged on her lips when none presented itself.

“You must have a plan,” she said and handed the key back to me. “What is it?”

“The guards are bringing me supplies,” I said and tucked the key into one of my pockets. “I’ll go and ask for some… specialized gear. Along with a nice hot meal that might loosen your tongue.”

Sara’s stomach growled in response, and the brunette blushed all the way from her sharp collarbone to her ears.

“A hot meal might help,” she said and then cleared her throat, lifted her chin, and met my eyes. “But don’t think that I’ll give you the information that the Governor General wants just because you promised to take him down. Or because you let me out of my cell.”

“Naturally,” I shrugged. “And I don’t really need to know about your property. That’s the first place that they’ll send soldiers to look for you. No. I need someone who can get me through the forest to one of the tribes. Preferably one that would want to build an alliance with me to take down this colony.”

“That shouldn’t be hard,” Sara snorted. “Most of the natives are more than happy to kill any Anglish that they come across. Or feed them to their dinosaurs. Though, that may include us. Are you sure that we won’t be killed as well?”

“Don’t you mean devil lizards?” I grinned and winked. “And maybe. But we’ll definitely be killed if we stay here, and I’ve been around enough violent tribes that I’ve learned how to negotiate with them. Besides, I’d rather take the risk than stay here and be at the mercy of the Governor General.”

“I like dinosaurs better,” the brunette said as her tough exterior started to chip away. “You do make a valid point about the risk being worth it. I can help you find several tribes in the area, but most of them would kill us before we even reached them. We’ll need to think of a way to get in their good graces.”

“We?” I asked and then glanced over my shoulder as the guards’ voices drifted down the stairs.

“Yes, we,” she said and then pinned me with a hard stare. “And if you betray me, then I’ll feed you to the nearest dinosaur myself.”

“Fair enough,” I said as the pimpled guard shouted down the steps.

“How’s it going down there?” he called. “I don’t hear anything yet.”

“I’ll be right back,” I promised and stalked toward the stairs.

Sara nodded and blended into the shadows like she had when I’d first come down, and in seconds, it was almost impossible to pick up where the tall woman had gone. If it weren’t for the bright teal eyes that followed my every movement, then I would’ve thought that she’d actually become one with the wall. She would definitely be helpful during a hunt, and I made a mental note to ask the colonial woman how she’d learned to become invisible.

“You still alive down there?” the younger guard asked. “Or did the witch put a hex on you?”

“I’m still alive,” I huffed and climbed up to the surface. “But she’s a lot harder to deal with than I thought she’d be. I need you to bring me something to eat. Something hot like a stew that’ll drive her mad with hunger.”

“We haven’t tried that yet,” the pimpled guard snorted and hit his comrade. “Go see what they have at the tavern.”

The younger man took off like a bat out of Hell, and I turned all my attention to the smelly man in front of me. It took all of my self-control not to gag as the pimpled guard laughed and slapped me on the back, especially when his rancid breath hit me. I just needed to make the guy trust me for a little longer.

“How does she taste?” the lecherous man waggled his eyebrows at me. “Or have you not gotten that far yet? I’d expected to hear some screams. Though that stubborn woman hasn’t let out a cry yet, and I’ve done my best to get her to scream for me. It’s always so sweet when they do. Like honey. ‘Course, I haven’t really been able to get into her yet. But I’m looking forward to when you’re done with her so I can finally get a real piece.”

“Naturally,” I said in a dry tone. “She hasn’t given anything up yet, but if the hot meal doesn’t loosen those lips, then I have another idea that just might.”

“Just make sure not to use her up before I get some.” He patted me on the back again, and it made my skin crawl.

“Did you manage to get all the supplies that I need?” I asked. “I want to leave by sundown.”

The guard nodded and strolled over to the little shack to lift up a leather satchel. It looked stuffed to the drawstring, and it was heavy when the pimpled man handed it over, but at least everything was inside. Everything except for the hunting knife that the creep handed me with a wicked grin.

“I kept this out for you,” he said. “Just in case you wanted to play. Those high-bloods always have such pretty skin. It would be a shame if something marred it.”

“It would,” I said and took the sheath, knife, and the belt that came with the hunting blade. “I appreciate all of this. Why don’t you two have a nice long dinner?”

“Want to be alone with her?” the guard snorted and then turned as his friend came back. “Can’t say that I blame you. I’ll be sending this one off once it’s my turn. I don’t want anyone to interrupt my fun.”

“Naturally,” I said.

“Here’s some stew,” the younger guard said and skidded to a halt right in front of me.

It was a minor miracle that anything was left in the clay bowl with how much the guard had sloshed over his hands, but there was enough for Sara to have a hot meal, and it was better not to eat too much after being starved. There was no doubt in my mind that the two men in front of me hadn’t given the curvy woman a proper meal since she’d arrived, especially with how loosely her torn dress had fit. No. It was better to let the brunette eat a small dinner, and then we could eat properly once we’d found somewhere to hide in the forest.

“This is perfect,” I grinned and slid the backpack over one shoulder, took the bowl, and then looked at the two guards expectantly. “I’ll be needing you to go now. It’s best that I’m alone for what happens next.”

“You just remember what I said,” the pimpled man said and wagged a finger at me. “I’ll want enough to devour once you’re done. And make sure that she’ll still be able to scream.”

“We’re leaving him?” the younger guard asked as his friend started toward the tavern. “B-but I thought that we were going to get to play with her, too.”

“Oh, we will,” the first guard laughed. “We will.”

I watched them walk toward the tavern and fought the urge to stab them with the hunting knife right then and there. I’d never actually been responsible for anyone dying before, but there was a first time for everything, and the two guards definitely deserved it. Still, that would ruin my plan, because someone was bound to see, and then the rest of the colony would come to throw me into a cell right next to Sara.

“They’ll get theirs eventually, K.O.,” I said. “Keep your eyes on the prize.”

The stew smelled delicious as I trotted down the stairs, but my stomach was still full from the lunch that the Governor General had laid out. It may have been hard to eat with the stench of burning flesh in the air, but that meal would last me well into the next morning. Besides, the guards had packed a few loaves of bread in the bag that they’d given me, so I didn’t need to worry about food just yet. I just needed to make sure that my new companion had enough strength that we could get into the forest before anyone realized we were gone.

“Your dinner,” I said as Sara peeled away from the wall right next to the bottom of the stairs.

“It smells divine,” the brunette said and quickly tucked into the meager meal. “You didn’t tell me the rest of your plan.”

There was still distrust in the tough woman’s teal eyes like she wasn’t entirely sure whether or not I’d betray her, but that would fade once we were out of the colony, and after I’d proven that I wasn’t like the disgusting men that had just gone off for their own dinner.

“I didn’t,” I said as I tied the belt and knife around my waist. “But it’s not that complicated. And it’s going well already.”

Sara lifted an eyebrow and then stuffed the last of the stew into her mouth. The pointy end of the brass spoon in her hand would be the perfect shiv if the colonial woman decided to turn on me, but there was no ill-intent in her body language, and I’d learned the hard way how to read violence before it was released. My new friend managed a smile as she set the bowl onto the stairs, and everything in me wanted to protect the gorgeous woman from the men on the surface.

“What’s the next step then?” she asked.

I pulled the bag around and tugged the drawstrings open. It had been a bit of a longshot to ask for a change of clothes and expect them to fit an unknown woman, but thankfully it had paid off, because Sara was curvy enough to fit easily into the tunic and hose that the guards had packed for me. I handed the extra set over to her, motioned to one of the cells, and then sat down on one of the steps.

“Go change into those,” I said. “You’re about to become a man. And we’re going to walk right out of here.”
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Chapter 6

“I’ve never been particularly fond of the hose that men wear,” Sara said as she came back out of the nearest cell. “They’re too tight in some areas and too loose in others. And they don’t have the proper pockets to store anything.”

I nodded as the tall woman complained about the outfit, but most of my attention was on the curves that the tunic and hose did nothing to hide. There was no way that anyone would think that Sara was a man, even with all the dirt that covered her face. I walked around her in search of any way to modify the clothing to be baggier, but her large breasts and bubble butt filled them out a little too well for what I had planned at the moment.

“You still look like a woman,” I sighed and then came around to stare at her face.

Sara’s teal eyes were brighter than anything that I’d ever seen back home, which was also a dead giveaway. None of the other colonists had them as far as I could tell, but if we stayed far enough away, then maybe no one would notice. Which brought us back to her very lovely body. She was just too feminine, especially with her button nose and pouty lips. At any other time I would’ve been excited to meet her, but at the moment I needed her to be more masculine.

“Thank you for noticing,” she said as a blush crawled up her pale cheeks.

“Of course I noticed,” I laughed and met her gaze. “But you’re too pretty for us to sneak you out as a man. I’d hoped the clothes would be baggy enough.”

“Then what do you suggest?” she asked with a look around. “I’ve heard that some women bind their breasts to look more like men, but I don’t think that the ropes around here will work.”

“I don’t think they will, either,” I said and ran a hand through my hair. “Okay. New plan. Go put your torn dress over the tunic and hose.”

“It’ll tear more,” she frowned but followed my instructions. “It was just loose enough to be a decent work dress. And that doesn’t allow much room for another set of clothes beneath it.”

“It’s fine,” I shrugged and then studied her as she came back out.

The hose and tunic’s cuffs were still visible, but the modest dress managed to cover almost everything, and I doubted that the guards would be paying that much attention to her outfit.

“What is your plan?” she asked as she fidgeted with her clothing.

“You have to die,” I said.

I glanced up the stairs at the door to the cellar-like dungeon. The two guards were supposed to stay away long enough for me to do whatever I wanted with Sara, but something told me that their curiosity would get the better of them. It was why I wanted to hurry and get the hell out of there before they came back, but now they needed to be witnesses.

“I have to die?” Sara repeated slowly with a look around. “I was a fool to trust you.”

“What?” I asked as the colonial woman reached for a loose chain curled up on the ground.

“Was this all some joke?” she asked and tried to free the end of the chain without success. “You wanted to make me think that I could have my revenge and freedom before you brought me to the Governor General?”

“No,” I said and put my hands up to show her that I didn’t pose a threat. “You’re not actually going to die. You just need to look like it.”

The tall woman paused her struggle for a moment to pin me with a suspicion-filled glare. Sara’s body language was like a cat ready to run from a stranger on the street, or maybe hiss and scratch at me, but at least she let go of the chain. The brunette straightened, lifted her chin in the air, and then motioned for me to go ahead with my explanation.

“We’ll use the blood pool that the Spurya man left,” I explained. “We’ll soak it into your dress enough to make it look like I’ve killed you during the torture session. And we’ll add some more dirt for good measure. You’ll scream and then go silent. The guards will think that you’re dead, and I’ll volunteer to bring your body to wherever they keep the dead. And then we’ll sneak out.”

“Interesting.” Sara nodded and tapped her foot as if it helped to process the plan. “They’ve recently started to throw the bodies outside of the walls. There was a terrible disease a few years ago that almost wiped out half the population, and the Great Reverend Michaels suddenly realized the dead needed to be buried away from the colony before they could contaminate the rest of his… flock.”

“That’s good,” I said. “But will anyone see you stand up and walk away?”

“I doubt it,” she said. “It’s far enough away that they hardly ever go there except to add another body.”

“Perfect,” I grinned and then clapped my hands together. “Let’s kill you.”

“Such an odd man,” she smirked, but a playful light danced in her eyes. “I have to admit that I’ve never met someone quite like you before. Where did you say you were from again?”

“Somewhere very, very far away,” I shrugged and started toward the Spurya man’s abandoned cell.

Curiosity filled Sara’s eyes as I went to work painting her with the dead man’s blood. There was enough of it to really play up the idea that she’d been mortally wounded during an interrogation, and there was just enough wet sand and mud in the cells from the morning mist to cover her clothes. I walked around the tall woman to make sure that we hadn’t missed anything, nodded, and then led her back into her old cell.

“Here’s where the hard part comes in,” I said.

“Harder than smelling blood all over me?” she asked and then grimaced as she fidgeted with the blood smears on her arms.

“Yeah,” I laughed. “You need to scream like your life depends on it. Because it does. If they aren’t convinced that I’m doing something terrible to you, something that could kill you, then this will never work.”

“I think I can manage that,” she said.

“Good,” I said as I knelt down to wipe the blood from my hands on the sandy floor. “I’m going to see if the guards are back. And then the show can begin. You can start screaming the second that I nod.”

Sara bobbed her head as I headed back to the stairs. They were steep enough that I could duck down and sneak up for a look around the guard shack, but the two men hadn’t returned from their dinner yet. I was almost at the top step when I finally spotted them near the end of the road.

They both had tankards in their hands as if the tavern owner had let them take them along, though something told me that they wouldn’t take no for an answer even if they had bothered to ask. Evening light poured over the colony as the sun sank toward the treeline faster than I’d expected. At least the guards were finally back, and the cover of night would make it easier for us to sneak away from the graveyard without being seen.

“You’ve gone on night hunts before, K.O.,” I said and rolled my shoulders to release the tension that had built up. “This is no different. Okay. Maybe a little different. You’ve never dealt with dinosaurs before.”

I waited a few more heartbeats before I headed back down into the underground dungeon and nodded. Sara was by the cell door with an expectant look, and a grin spread across her pouty lips as she threw her head back and released a scream that would make a fox proud. I hurried back over to the woman and tried to ignore the ringing in my ears as my new friend screeched at the top of her lungs like I was actually torturing her.

It didn’t take long for the guards to stumble down the stairs, with their tankards still in hand, and Sara was on the ground by the time they reached the last cell. I’d reached down to grab the chain that we’d brought in as a prop, and it didn’t take much effort for me to breathe heavily as my nerves tried to get the better of me. If the two men didn’t believe that I’d accidentally killed her, then we’d both be dead, and that was definitely not part of the plan.

“What the hell happened?” the pimpled guard snarled as he looked down at Sara’s prone body. “I thought that you were supposed to save her for us.”

“Is she dead?” the younger man asked and then chugged the rest of his mead. “Tell me she isn’t dead. I’m not fond of playing with corpses.”

“The damned woman wouldn’t give up the information,” I huffed and tossed the chain to the ground.

I knelt next to Sara and put my head on her ample chest like a lifeguard checking for signs of breathing, but the gorgeous woman remained perfectly still as if she really had passed away. It took me a second to find her pulse, just to make sure that she was alive, but the vein in the colonial woman’s wrist raced like a hummingbird’s wings. I bit the inside of my cheek to hide a smile, stood up, and then spun toward the guards as if I was pissed.

“This is your fault,” I snapped and waved a hand at her.

“Our fault?” the first guard gasped and flung his tankard against a wall. “How is this our fault? You’re the one that killed her. We left you alone to eat dinner and came back to a dead body.”

“If you had fed her properly, then she would have been strong enough to withstand the interrogation,” I said with an accusatory glare. “But you let her get so weak that her heart gave out. Now I’ll never get the information--”

“And the Governor General won’t have another witch to burn,” the other man said with wide eyes. “And he won’t get to taste her, either. You know that he’s been wanting to try her out.”

“If he really wanted to take her for a ride, then he wouldn’t have given us permission to play with her,” the pimpled guard rolled his eyes. “He knows that we aren’t very gentle with our toys.”

I balled my hands into fists as I resisted the urge to punch the men straight in the teeth. A woman had supposedly died right in front of them, and all they were worried about was the fact that they couldn’t fuck her until she was a useless husk. I managed to take a calming breath and reminded myself that the two men would die, and die horribly, once we took down the colony, but for the moment, the idiots still served a purpose.

“I need to leave,” I said and stomped over to grab my satchel from near the cell door. “It’s already getting late, and the Governor General wants that land cleared whether the witch gave me any information or not.”

“You’re not leaving her here with us, are you?” the younger man gasped. “You weren’t supposed to kill her.”

“Of course he’s not,” the pimpled guard snapped. “He’s going to take the little witch out to where we dump all the trash. It’s just on the other side of the wall. Just follow the smell.”

“Who’s going to tell the Governor General?” the other man asked and shifted from foot to foot nervously.

“We both are,” the first guard sighed. “I’d send you, but you’ll start crying like a child. Which’ll be helpful since you’re his favorite nephew, but I’ll need to actually tell him what happened. And you… if you don’t come back in the alloted time, then I’ll join the hunt that comes for your head.”

The pimpled guard glowered at me like an angry doberman, but there was no bite in his bark, especially with his yellowed teeth.

“I’ll get the job done,” I huffed and then stared down at Sara. “And I’ll take the witch’s body with me. You just make sure to tell the Governor General that I’m on the way to clear that land.”

“Yeah, yeah,” he said with a lecherous look in Sara’s direction. “It’s a damned shame. She would’ve been such a sweet toy. But at least I got to hear her screaming before she went into the Great Beyond. Sweeter than honey, that was.”

“It was nice,” the other man said and stared longingly at Sara’s breasts. “Maybe we can keep her around for a couple of days. They don’t start to smell for a little while.”

“I thought you didn’t touch the dead,” I said in a dry tone as I hefted Sara into my harm.

“There’s always exceptions to every rule,” he laughed. “And she was exceptional.”

“Come on,” the pimpled guard said and tugged his friend toward the stairs. “We need to tell the Governor General that his new tracker killed the witch before he could get any information out of her.”

“Make sure that you tell him that I’m going to clear the land as soon as I’ve dumped her in the pit,” I said as the two men retreated. “And that the job will be done in two weeks.”

They both waved their hands dismissively over their shoulders and then headed to the surface while I was left to clean up the mess. Sara took a deep breath the second that their voices faded, and I turned to offer the tall woman a hand up. The guards had been in a hurry to tell the governor about what happened, so we didn’t have much time to get the hell out of Dodge, but at least everyone would think that the witch was dead.

“That went well,” she said as I hoisted her up. “I was sure that they’d see me breathing. Though, my brother did teach me how to play dead when we were little. Of course, that doesn’t usually work on the dinosaurs.”

“Most reptiles can sense heat,” I said. “Honestly, I’m a little surprised that they don’t have feathers. There were some recent discoveries back home that said that they were closer to birds than lizards. But I guess they evolved differently here.”

Sara stared at me for a few seconds and then shrugged as if whatever questions had overwhelmed her could wait for the moment. The brunette motioned for me to lead the way to the stairs, and I double-checked that we had everything before following her.

“We’re going to have to move fast,” she said as we snuck up the steps. “And you’ll have to carry me for most of the way since I’m supposed to be dead.”

“All part of the plan,” I winked and then scooped the tall woman into my arms.

“Oh!” she gasped and stared up at me with wide teal eyes. “Y-you’re very strong.”

“I try,” I chuckled as I hugged her close. “Now, play dead.”

The colonial woman nodded and then went limp so fast that I had to catch myself before we both careened back down the stairs. It was hard to even tell if Sara was breathing, because her chest barely moved, and I shook my head in awe at how good of an actress she was. She was definitely the ally that I needed to at least get out of the colony and find my way through a forest filled with dinosaurs.

“It’s always good to have local help,” Addo’s voice whispered in the back of my mind as I trudged across the field toward the wall.

Addo had been a poacher hunter for most of his life, even before puberty had hit, and most of his adult life had been colored with various tribe leaders and locals that either wanted to help us get rid of the illegal animal killers or they wanted to add us to the extinction list. Either way, he’d learned quickly, and I’d been lucky enough to be his mentee over the years. His lessons would no doubt help me get through the strange world, though admittedly, I’d still rolled my eyes at the idea of reaching out to complete strangers whenever he brought it up.

“Where are you going?” a man’s voice snapped me out of the past.

I looked up at the guard station tucked into a curve in the wall and squinted in the last rays of sunlight. It was hard to see the man’s face with the light that reflected off his shiny metal plate armor, but there was no way to miss the pike in his hand. I was sure that he’d be able to toss it right through me if necessary, and that was not the way that I wanted to go out, especially with Sara still clutched in my arms.

“The witch is dead,” I said and motioned to the prone woman. “I was told to dump her in some kind of pit for the dead.”

“She’s dead?” another man gasped. “But she was so--”

“Quiet. She was a witch, and that’s all that you need to know about her,” the first man snapped and then turned back to me. “The pit is right through the woods. It shouldn’t take you long to find it. Just follow the stench.”

“Sure thing,” I said.

A thin young man in plate armor three sizes too big for him ran out to open the small gate for me. It was barely more than a doorway that led outside of the colony, and I took a deep steadying breath as I neared it. The soldier’s attention was glued to Sara as we passed, and the beautiful woman managed to hold her breath so that the guard didn’t figure out our ruse.

“Will you be coming back?” the first guard shouted from the tower.

“In two weeks,” I said with a glance over my shoulder. “I have some property to clear out. The witch didn’t give me anything, but the work still needs to be done.”

The only response the soldiers gave me was to close the door with a snap, and the heavy thud of a wooden bar being slammed into place.

Sara and I had officially made it through the guards, so now all we had to do was get far enough into the woods to make a break for it. My arms were starting to get tired, but I told myself there wasn’t much further to go. I probably could have slung her over my shoulder, though I had a suspicion that the guards would have asked for one last look if I had.

So I kept her in my arms as I passed underneath the prehistoric trees. At least she didn’t weigh too much, and since Addo had always had me carry the heavier gear so that I could bulk up, I was up for the task.

“We should be far enough away,” I said with a look over my shoulder to make sure that the guards couldn’t see us.

“I’m surprised that they didn’t try to check to see if I was breathing,” Sara said as she dropped to the ground. “I never thought that I’d be grateful for the Governor General’s witch accusation.”

“It did seem to help,” I chuckled and wiped the sweat from my brow. “Though I was worried they’d ask for one last look at your face… or your breasts.”

“Bastards,” she muttered.

A salty breeze rustled the ferns at our feet, and my heart raced as I waited for more Compy to jump out and try to eat us. But there was nothing in the area except for the strong death smell that lingered after the wind had gone on without us. The sour scent made my stomach churn, and I had a flashback to a pride of lions that had been slaughtered for sport and left to rot in the summer sun. I swallowed hard, pulled the tunic over my nose, and then turned away from the stench to try and find fresh air.

“We should get out of here before the Governor General orders someone to make sure you’re really dead,” I said as Sara tugged the ruined dress over her head.

“It might be some time,” she said through clenched teeth. “They don’t usually come out here.”

“I understand why,” I said and started through the trees in the opposite direction of the smell. “This place will probably keep out most of the dinosaurs. Fresh flesh is one thing, but rotten can drive away even the most hungry predator. I hate to say it, but we may need to use it as cover for a little while.”

“Is that really necessary?” the tall woman asked as she walked beside me. “I don’t know if I can handle it. My nose has always been very sensitive. I could smell a rotten potato at the bottom of the cellar even with the doors shut. Though, my senses have been dulled a bit since I was thrown in the prison.”

“Probably for your own survival,” I said with a sideways glance at the beautiful woman covered in dirt and blood. “It couldn’t have been easy. How about we just use it to circle around to the beach? I saw some smaller boats tied to the poles in the sand. We can use those to go around the island and find somewhere to hunker down.”

“Not a good idea,” Sara said and then reached over to grab my arm to steady herself. “The dinosaurs in the forest are nothing compared to the ones in the water. A lot of ships have been lost near the beach just because they were caught unaware. And they all had weapons to defend themselves with. We’d be defenseless in one of the smaller boats.”

“Sea dinosaurs,” I asked and slowed down so that the exhausted woman could keep up with me. “Now that’s something I want to see. From the safety of dry land. Okay. Into the forest. You know this area best. Where should we head?”

Darkness had already consumed the last rays of daylight as we walked, and it was hard to see anything through the never-ending blackness, though at least the trees were just a shade or two different than the air, so I could still make out enough of where we were going that I wouldn’t run us into anything. A couple of stars managed to pierce through the heavy canopy overhead, but their light barely illuminated enough for me to tell the ferns apart from the tree trunks.

“This way,” Sara said and pointed a little to the left. “The beach rises into cliffs along this stretch, and there are caves that run deep in the ground. Most of the colonists don’t even know they’re there. We can use one of them to sleep in for the night.”

“And there won’t be dinosaurs in them?” I asked as the tall woman led the way.

“Not if we’re lucky,” she said with a small smile.

It was so beautiful and fleeting that it stole my breath, and I was even more happy that I broke the gorgeous woman out of prison. There was no way that I’d let the guards take her, or the Governor General, even when we went back to burn the whole place to the ground.

But that was a long time away, and first, I had to survive the night. I forced my mind back from Sara’s full hips and breasts and focused on the woods around us as she took me further away from the monsters in human skin.

Silence fell on us as the tall brunette weaved through the ferns with expertise that could only come from being in one area for a lifetime. It seemed like the colony had been there long enough for Sara and her brother to have grown up there, so she’d probably snuck out to play in the woods several times, especially since she seemed more like a tomboy than a proper lady.

“I have to confess that this is the way to my property,” Sara said after an hour of walking. “It won’t be close enough that they’ll find us, and not many people know about the underground caverns. My brother and I only found them, and our property, because I used to follow him out on hunts. It used to drive him crazy.”

“I’m sure he was just worried,” I said with a look upwards as the moon broke through the leafy canopy.

The forest was surprisingly peaceful once the sun set, and I wondered if that was because the bigger predators were slinking around in the darkness. If there were larger dinosaurs in the area, then the quiet would give away any sound that they made, and there were enough ferns and broken branches that nothing bigger than a Compy would be able to sneak up on us without giving itself away.

“He was always worried,” she whispered and then sniffed.

I pretended not to see the strong woman swipe at her face, but the moment flew past as she suddenly jolted like a bolt of lightning had struck ehr.

“We’re here!” she exclaimed and released my arm. “There should be an entrance right over there.”

“I’ll go first,” I said and pulled the hunting knife from my belt. “Something might’ve made this place its home since the last time that you were here.”

“Okay,” she said.

Sara hung back as I crept forward to peer into the hole in the ground. Sure enough, there was a cave system just below, and I could smell running water from an underground river. The colonial woman had managed to find the perfect place for us to hide, and there were no signs that anything had made it into a home, though I wasn’t sure if that was a good thing or not.

The place probably flooded during the rainy season, but there was no sign of rain in the sky, so it would be fine for the night. I took a deep breath and forced myself to climb down in the hole for a closer look. The main entrance was wide enough that we’d be able to sleep without anyone seeing us if they looked inside, and the sound of rushing water was close enough that I could easily find it.

“It’s all clear,” I said and then turned to help the tall woman down.

“It’s as perfect as I remember,” the brunette said and took a deep breath like a soldier returning home from a war. “I used to stay here for hours. Whenever my brother and I would get in a fight. There’s a tributary further in, but the stone is slippery. There should be drinkable water that comes down from the surface… right over here. Here it is!”

Sara cupped her hands against the rough stone wall, and I blinked in the low moonlight that peeked through the hole above us. Sure enough, there was a steady stream of crystalline water that became a tiny stream that went further into the sloping cave. The brunette quickly stepped away to wash off her hands like she didn’t want to get the rest of the water dirty and then drank deeply.

“It’s so delicious,” she whispered. “My father always told us that we can’t drink water from still sources, but places like this would naturally filter out the evils that get into it. He was actually the one that came up with the plumbing system in the colony. He was a great inventor. Ahead of his time.”

“He must have been,” I said with a reassuring smile. “And you’ve had this water before?”

“Many times,” she said and motioned for me to go ahead. “It won’t make you sick.”

“I’m trusting you,” I said and then plunged my hands into the icy water.

It tasted sweeter than anything that I’d ever had before. Like something from a springwater commercial, though nothing back in my world had been left unpolluted by the time I left. I’d always carried the little chlorine water cleansing tablets with me, just in case, but the water always tasted slightly of chemicals.

“Wow,” I whispered and drank some more. “We should fill up my canteen with this before we leave.”

“I’m going to take a bath,” Sara said and started toward the slope downwards.

“Be careful,” I said. “I’ll stay up here and keep watch.”

“Get some rest,” the brunette smiled. “I’ll take the first shift. Besides, I’ve done nothing but sleep for a week. It’ll be nice to be awake, free, and safe for a little while.”

“Okay,” I said. “But wake me up if there’s any trouble.”

I watched Sara disappear on the other side of the slope and heard a high-pitched scream followed by giggling and splashing water. The brunette didn’t seem worried that any dinosaurs would hear us, but I still kept the hunting knife by my side just in case. I drank a little more water, splashed some on my face, and then eased down onto the cold stone ground.

It wasn’t the most comfortable place to rest, but at least it was safe, and soon sleep tugged on my eyelids. Sara came back up just as exhaustion pulled me under, and the tall woman sat next to me and offered her shoulder as a pillow. I yawned one more time, breathed in the smell of the cave water that clung to the now clean brunette, and then let sweet slumber wash over me.

“K.O.,” a voice called through the heavy fog that settled on my brain. “K.O., you need to wake up.”

I snapped awake so fast that I knocked my head into Sara’s, and we both groaned in pain. It wasn’t the first time that I’d woken up like that, and it probably wouldn’t be the last, but it was always an annoying way to wake up.

Sara sat hard on the cold stone floor as if she was dizzy, but the tough woman seemed more nervous than injured, and I looked around for any signs of dinosaurs, though there was nothing in the small cave other than us.

“What’s going on?” I grumbled and rubbed the sore spot on my forehead.

The answer came with the baying of hounds.

And they were close.
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Chapter 7

“I don’t think they can smell us,” I said as the hounds passed by for the third time.

Their sniffles echoed through the small cavern like sonar tech, but the large dogs still hadn’t spotted us. Shadows cast from the trees right outside of the hole helped to hide us, and the water’s scent filled the air to mask our scent, but it was still only a matter of time before they found the cave. The dogs’ owners hadn’t moved on, and something told me that the Governor General knew about Sara’s old hiding spot, even if he didn’t know exactly where it was.

“They have to be here somewhere,” a familiar voice said, and I risked a glance upwards to see the pimpled guard right outside of the hole.

Dark bags had formed under the soldier’s eyes as if he hadn’t slept, and I wondered how long it had taken them to realize our ruse. The light looked like it was from a mid-morning sun, so it had taken them all night just to find the cave system, and hopefully that would work in our favor. If the pimpled jerk was that exhausted, then he and the others would make a mistake, and we’d use that to our benefit.

“There are other exits to this cavern,” Sara whispered in my ear. “I can find us another way out.”

A shiver ran down my spine as the gorgeous woman’s breast pressed against my shoulder, and it took all of my self-control not to stare when I turned to look at her. Sara’s deep teal eyes quickly had all of my attention, and I felt like I could get lost in their depths as she stared at me expectantly.

“Lead the way,” I said and then fought back a cough as my dry throat cracked. “We should fill the canteen before we go.”

“Already done,” she said with a small smile.

“Perfect,” I said and then motioned for her to go ahead.

“I swear by the Lord of the Heavens and of Hell that I’ll teach that witch a lesson when we find her,” the pimpled guard’s voice echoed through the cavern as we slipped deeper into the cave system.

There was no way that I’d let that bastard get his hands on Sara, and my fingers curled a little tighter around the hunting knife in my hand. I’d slept with it at the ready, just in case, but thankfully nothing had come after us. At least, not until the guards had shown up, and those idiots would probably spend the whole day circling the same area as the dogs tried to find the source of our scent. I hefted my knapsack on my shoulder, glanced back one last time, and then followed the colonial woman deep into the cave system.

She led me along a flat, hard surface until we reached a point where the ground started to curve downwards. The slope looked like a slide from a water park, and I pressed my lips together to keep from shouting excitedly.

“It’s smooth enough to slide down,” she said as she sat down and then started to scoot toward the bottom.

“It’s every kid’s dream come true,” I chuckled as I followed her down.

The prehistoric ride ended at a wide stone riverbank filled with a glowing stream, and the water splashed against the stone as Sara’s feet landed gently against the bottom of the river. I, however, quickly hopped to my feet before I landed in the water so I could check for any signs of dinosaurs, but the only creatures in the area were some strange iridescent fish that lit the entire cave like LED light bulbs.

“Can we eat those?” I asked and inched closer to the edge.

“I’ve never tried,” Sara said with a curious look down. “They only swim through here during the day. I’ve never seen them at night. Maybe one or two that got lost.”

“Where do they go?” I asked and watched them swim upstream like salmon during mating season.

“No idea,” the brunette said as she turned to follow the path of the glowing fish. “My brother would never let me follow them. He was always afraid that there was something bigger that they were headed to, though that never made sense to me. Why would they work so hard to go to their doom?”

“A lot of people do that,” I laughed. “But you do have a valid point. We should still keep an eye out, just in case. So now where?”

“This way,” she replied as she splashed through the water.

We walked along with only the glowing fish to guide us, until we reached a cliff so steep that it might as well have been a rock-climbing wall. There were plenty of pockets in the stone that would work as hand and footholds, but it took considerable effort not to picture what slimy bug might be waiting to bite me in the darkness.

“We’re close,” Sara said as she started to climb.

“Oh, good,” I sighed as I sheathed my knife.

I took a few moments to give myself a pep talk, and then I started to scale the wall. I’d never been fond of being underground, and my heavy breathing when I reached the top had nothing to do with the physical exertion it took to climb to the next tunnel.

Sara rested against the wall across from me and flashed a small smile as I plopped down. It was hard to believe that the woman had grown up in a colonial world, though it sounded like her father was an inventor, so that probably had something to do with how adaptable she was. The brunette was definitely too beautiful and smart to be tied down to someone like the Governor General, and I grinned at the idea of her staying with me, or maybe coming back to my world if I ever found a way home.

“We should eat,” I said before I could get carried away in my thoughts. “There’s enough bread to get us by.”

“I’m famished,” she said and quickly took the piece that I handed her from the bag.

We ate in silence for a few minutes, but then one of the dogs barked, and it echoed throughout the cavern. The soldiers had actually managed to find the entrance, and it sounded like they would catch up soon. Sara and I were up without a word to each other, though we both looked back as something splashed in the river below.

Screams filled the air as the other soldiers and the dogs slid down the slope into the river. Their heavy armor clanged against the stone as the men struggled to get out of the water, and all the racket covered our hasty footsteps. My ears rang as the screeching metal on rock continued for what felt like an eternity, but finally I saw a shaft of light up ahead.

The tunnel was so dark that I could only see Sara’s silhouette ahead of me, but the brunette let out an excited gasp and turned enough for me to see the light. There was another hole up ahead, and it looked just big enough for us to squeeze through. I glanced over my shoulder as a dog barked and growled, and the first hunting mutt snarled as he climbed into the tunnel.

“Shit, shit, shit,” I whispered. “Sara, get up top right now.”

“Working on it,” she huffed as she grabbed onto a rope vine that dangled into the tunnel.

It was braided so thick that it was practically a ladder, but there wasn’t time to be suspicious about why it was there. If someone had made it, then we could deal with them when we reached the surface. And at the moment it was the perfect escape plan for us, especially as the soldiers lobbed the other dogs over the tunnel’s edge like the Tasmanian Devil ready to spin over and eat us.

“I’m up!” Sara shouted through the hole. “It’s clear. Come on.”

“Coming,” I said and jumped as high as I could onto the ladder.

Snapping teeth barely missed my ankle as I scrambled up the ladder, and my heart beat so fast that it felt like a bird beating against a cage. The dogs growled and snarled beneath me, but thankfully there was no way for them to climb up after me, and the soldiers were still too far behind. I managed to get all the way up before the first armor-plate-wearing jackass hefted himself into the tunnel, and the ladder came up right behind me.

“It won’t take long for them to double back,” I said as I tugged the vine ladder all the way up. “But this will at least keep them in check for now.”

“My property is almost half a day from here,” Sara said and offered a hand to help me stand. “And if they know about the cave system now, then they’ll be on the lookout for more places that we could hide.”

“We’ll head into the interior of the island,” I said and tugged the tall woman behind me.

Sara stumbled along beside me as we crashed through the ferns that littered the forest floor. I was glad that I’d had the tall woman change into trousers and a tunic, because there was no way that she’d be able to climb over logs and force her way through thorny bushes in a long dress, even one as tattered as the one that she’d had on in the dungeon. Still, the brunette had to pause a few times to catch her breath, and I listened hard for the hounds with every step.

“I think we lost them,” I said after an hour or so. “We can slow down and look for somewhere to get water.”

“They might not come this far into the forest,” Sara panted as she retrieved the water pouch from my bag. “Most of them are cowards. They won’t chance getting caught by one of the larger dinosaurs. Of course, the Governor General will be very angry about our little trick, so he might insist.”

“I wouldn’t put it past him to put someone else’s life in danger,” I huffed and gladly took the water when Sara was done. “I only met him for a few minutes, but he definitely seems like the type to sacrifice everyone else to get what he wants.”

“He is,” she said and then stiffened like someone had just groped her on the subway. “He might even let the men take the horses.”

“The horses?” I asked and turned my attention back to the trees. “I didn’t see any horses in the colony.”

“He keeps them in a stable in the back of his property,” the brunette said and stretched from side to side. “They’re from very good stock so he tends to keep them close, especially with the dinosaurs so close by. But he already let them take his hunting dogs, so--”

One of the mutts in question burst through a fern like a hungry wolf, but instead of attacking he lifted his head and let out a howl like it was a flare to alert the others. It wouldn’t take long for them to find us, and there wasn’t anywhere for us to hide even with the thick tree trunks that surrounded us. The dog crept forward as if it was about to pounce, so I held my hunting knife at the ready.

The last thing that I wanted to do was hurt an animal, especially a dog, but the hunting dog that inched closer was all hungry predator and definitely not man’s best friend. If it came after us, then I’d have to defend myself, and there was no way that I’d let us get killed by some ravenous Cujo. I’d just have to take it down, and then I’d make its owners pay for making it into a salivating monster.

“What are we going to do?” Sara asked in a slightly panicked voice. “There’s nowhere for us to run, K.O.… And neither of us can go back. The things that they’ll do…”

Sara’s voice broke as if the Spurya man’s torture had rushed back to the surface of her mind, but we both knew that would be mild compared to what the lecherous men would do to the beautiful woman. If there was nowhere for us to run, then we’d just have to stand and fight. The brunette seemed to come to the same conclusion as I did, because she looked around and quickly found a large branch that was sturdy enough to act as a bat.

It only took a few seconds for the horses to break through the brush, but thankfully there wasn’t enough room between the trees to easily get to us. The dog trotted back to the pimpled guard from the day before, and the other hunting hounds stayed right by the horses as if they were just waiting for the command to devour us whole.

“There you are,” the guard said with a satisfied smirk. “And here I was starting to think that something had come along and eaten you. Which is fine for you, Tracker, but I have plans for the witch.”

“You’ll take her over my dead body,” I said and flipped the hunting knife around in my hand.

I’d learned how to do it so fast that it was hard to keep track of, and the trick must have been as intimidating as it was supposed to be, because two of the soldiers looked at each other nervously. Of course, all four men had arquebuses, long blades, and pikes were strapped to their backs, but even a hunting knife could be scary with the right bladework, and Luca had taught me everything that he knew in between mending our clothes. I finished the trick and then flashed a smile that had made the most vile hunters have second thoughts about attacking me.

“Don’t think that you’ll survive this encounter,” the pimpled man laughed.

One of the dogs whined, and the entire pack backed up as if they could sense the storm that was coming. There was definitely enough tension in the air to make most animals nervous, but the mutts had that hard edge that only came with being beaten until they were nothing but mindless monsters, so if something scared them, then I needed to pay attention.

And the pack turned tail and ran before their keeper could stop them, and even the horses started to prance.

“Dinosaurs…” Sara whispered right as I came to the same conclusion.

“Be ready to run,” I said and inched closer to the tall woman. “With any luck, they’ll take these assholes out for us so we can run for cover.”

Sara nodded, and I took a deep breath to steady my nerves. It wasn’t the first time that I’d been in a no-win situation, but it never got any easier. At least my companion was ready to fight as she held on tightly to the thick branch that she’d picked up.

“Sir,” one of the younger soldiers said with a nervous look around. “If the dogs ran…”

“You shut your mouth right now, boy,” the pimpled guard snarled. “I’m getting a taste of that witch if it’s the last thing I do. She’s going to scream for mercy by the time I’m done with her.”

In the blink of an eye, three horse-sized raptors raced out of the forest behind us like bullets out of a gun, and I stared in shock as one of them leaped up to devour the pimpled guard’s head in one bite. The six-foot-tall lizards swiped at the horses with the giant claw on their hind legs and chomped on the soldiers so fast that it was hard to keep track of them, but my attention was on their riders more than their claws.

Each of the three raptors had a human on their back like something out of a Hollywood movie, and I quickly motioned for Sara to start running. The tribesmen hadn’t noticed that we were there yet, and I didn’t want to try and fight them or their mounts, especially since they were already halfway through the soldiers despite the heavy plated armor.

“Let’s go,” I said and grabbed Sara’s hand.

We crashed through the ferns as the soldiers’ death screams filled the otherwise silent forest. It was as if even the trees wanted to hear the Anglish jerks die, but I had no intention of joining the list of deceased for the day. Sara and I stayed close together as we burst into a clearing where the midday sun shone like a spotlight on a stage, but we didn’t make it to the other side before the raptors and their riders had caught up to us.

Blood covered the giant lizards’ claws and dripped from their teeth. One of them still had skin dangling from its mouth, but it quickly flung that into the air and then caught it like a piece of popcorn. The raptors were a lot bigger than the textbooks had claimed they would be, though there were a lot of different types that varied from the turkey-sized ones to the giant ones in Jurassic Park, and they also didn’t have feathers, but I was beginning to wonder if anything from the textbooks would be accurate, including when different dinosaurs lived, or how big they’d get since these were bigger than what Hollywood had depicted.

Of course, that would all be a moot point if I was eaten.

Two of the dinosaurs had men on their backs, and they chomped at the air like they and their riders wanted to tear into us just like they had the soldiers, but their female leader put a hand up to signal them to stay in place. The petite woman’s dark skin glistened in the afternoon sun, and the pure white tattoo beneath her right eye glittered like a jewel, but it was her purple irises that caught my attention first. The other two men had dark violet eyes, but hers were as bright and vibrant as Sara’s teal color, and just as breathtaking.

“Who are you?” the woman asked in a thick accent as her raptor came forward.

“You speak Anglish?” Sara gasped. “Are you one of the escaped slaves?”

“I am no slave,” the woman snapped and glowered at the colonial woman.

The older of the two men hissed something in their native tongue, and his raptor chomped at the air to tell me everything that I needed to know about what he said. It was clear that the gray-haired tribesman wanted to finish the job, and the younger man nodded in agreement, but the woman shook her head firmly at them. They all started to argue in their own language, and I took a step backwards.

“You cannot outrun us, Anglishman,” the woman said as she slowly turned back to stare at us with those intense purple eyes. “And if you try, then I am likely to take my uncle and my cousin’s side and let our mounts devour you.”

“Don’t trust her,” Sara said. “These people will stab you in the back the second that you turn it.”

“You’re starting to sound like the Governor General,” I warned.

Sara gasped and put a hand over her mouth as if the accusation had struck her to the very core. A deep blush crawled up the colonial woman’s neck, and she pressed her full lips together.

“You’re right,” she whispered after a few moments of silence. “I apologize.”

“Accepted,” the purple-eyed woman said as her raptor trotted forward.

The older man said something that sounded a lot like a warning, and I took a risk and sheathed my hunting knife. It wouldn’t do much against three six-foot raptors anyway, and the woman had two long scimitar-like blades sheathed on either side of her thin hips. If they wanted to kill us, then I couldn’t stop them, and I’d learned a long time ago that putting away weapons could open dialogue a lot faster than suspicion.

My heart still pounded like a jackrabbit, especially as the woman inched closer on her raptor. I had to fight the urge to look at the dinosaur’s claws, though that middle one was big enough that I could easily see it out of the corner of my eyes. The giant lizard looked like some of the fan drawings of dinosaurs rather than anything that archeologists had actually dug up since they were bigger than even the largest raptor bones that stood at about six-feet. It was like they were some kind of ultra-raptor that had eaten all of their Wheaties to grow up big and strong.

“Why were the soldiers hunting you?” the woman asked as she leaned forward on the raptor’s back.

“Because I wasn’t as dead as I was supposed to be,” Sara said over my shoulder.

“We pretended that I killed her during an interrogation,” I explained when the woman tilted her head to the side.

The woman’s braided hair was pulled into a high ponytail, and the beads and bits of sharp bone interlaced in her silver hair clinked together like a windchime. She didn’t look as old as the man behind her, and there wasn’t a single wrinkle around the tribal woman’s purple eyes. Despite her youth, there wasn’t any color left in her hair, which somehow made her more beautiful. Taut skin and muscles peeked out from beneath her lizard-skin miniskirt and halter top, and there was no mistaking the fact that she was in the prime of her life.

“You may stare as long as you want,” she said quietly enough that only Sara and I heard her. “But you will not touch me, Anglishman.”

“I’m just trying to figure out how old you are,” I said and ran a hand over the back of my neck.

“My hair,” she said with a knowing nod. “It was a gift from the gods. Along with my eyes. It is why my uncle and cousin will allow me to make the decision whether to let you live or die.”

“You’re one of those heathen tribes that sacrifice humans, aren’t you?” Sara gasped and then gripped my arm tightly.

“As if your Anglish blood could appease the gods,” the woman sneered and then turned her attention back to me. “You have not answered my question.”

“He does that,” the colonial woman laughed. “He’s as tight as those leathers that you have on.”

The two women glowered at each other, and I could practically see the sparks flying through the air before I stepped between them. The last thing that we needed was for Sara to start a fight that we couldn’t win, and the tall woman blushed when I turned to pin her with a pointed stare. If they kept it up, then the leader would feed us to their raptors, and my companion quickly bobbed her head in apology.

“I’m pretty sure I answered your question,” I pointed out. “I said that she was supposed to die in an interrogation. She didn’t. And they came after us.”

“That is only half an answer,” the woman said, and her raptor chomped the air as if it sensed her agitation. “It does not explain how someone who tortures people would take a woman’s side, even if she is beautiful. And I sincerely doubt that this Anglishwoman is one of the witches that I’ve heard so much about. There is no power in her.”

“I’m not sure if I should be offended or grateful,” Sara muttered.

“Okay, okay,” I said and put my hands up as the uncle snapped something that I was pretty sure was a death threat. “Let’s try this again. My name is Kevin Owens. You can call me K.O. And this is Sara.”

“I am Naona,” the woman said with a slight bow.

“Nice to meet you,” I said with a smile. “First and foremost, I don’t torture people. I’m a tracker. And I’m not Anglish.”

“Then you are from one of the other tribes,” Naona said. “The ones from the other side of the island. We have heard of your kind. Just as evil as the Anglish.”

“No,” I shook my head. “I’m from somewhere entirely different. It’s hard to explain.”

Naona’s cousin said something, and her uncle seconded the notion. She turned her raptor around as they all began to argue with one another, and I wasn’t sure if that was a sign of respect, or just a way to show that the tribal woman didn’t see us as a threat. Of course, their raptors were fast enough that we wouldn’t stand a chance if we tried to run, so she wasn’t exactly wrong to remind us.

I’d already planned to make friends with some of the tribes in the area in the hopes of taking down the Anglish colony, and thankfully Naona hadn’t let her uncle and cousin kill us on sight like they’d done with the soldiers. It showed promise, and that was all that I needed to convince them that we were genuinely interested in friendship. I’d have to watch Sara, since the colonial woman seemed to have more ingrained hatred for the tribes than she’d originally shown, but at least the brunette had apologized, and I was pretty sure the two women would’ve butted heads even if they were both from the same tribe.

It was like putting two strong lionesses in the same pride. There was bound to be a fight for dominance. And while I kind of wanted to know who would come out on top, it wasn’t the time for it.

Naona shouted something that sounded a lot like a final order, and I fought the urge to reach for my hunting knife as the tribal woman spun her raptor around. Neither man looked happy with the conclusion, so there was still hope, but the older man looked like he might defy orders and have his raptor eat us whole anyway. The purple-eyed woman took a deep breath as if she needed to calm down and then flashed a smile that showed two small dimples on either side of her face.

“You may live,” she said.

“I planned on it either way,” I said and then glanced behind her. “But I would like us to be allies against the Anglish. Are you sure that they agree on that point?”

“Of course they don’t,” Naona said and shook her head so that her beaded braids clinked against each other. “But they will respect my decision. You will come with us to the tribe, where you will answer my questions until I’m satisfied.”

“And then what?” I asked and shifted from foot to foot.

“They’ll sacrifice us to their bloodthirsty gods,” Sara huffed and crossed her arms over her ample chest. “I won’t go with you. I’ll not trade one prison for another.”

“You don’t have a choice,” the purple-eyed woman said. “You may either die here by my uncle and cousin’s hand, or you can come to our tribe and meet with our chief. A hot meal and a warm bed will be your reward for as long as you can answer my questions. But only if you answer them truthfully.”

“Sara,” I said and turned to look into the colonial woman’s teal eyes. “We wanted to meet with them anyway. This is exactly what we need right now.”

Sara opened and closed her mouth a few times like a fish on a boat deck, but then the colonial woman huffed and threw her hands in the air. We both knew that I was right and that Naona was the exact person that we needed at the moment. The brunette might not have trusted the silver-haired tribal woman, but she spoke Anglish, and she was likely the only person we’d run into that wouldn’t try to kill us first and ask questions second.

“Fine,” she sighed. “But if they try to sacrifice us, then you’re the one to blame.”

“As I said before,” Naona sniffed and looked Sara up and down in disdain. “Your Anglish blood would not appease the gods.”

“Perfect,” I said and clapped my hands together before they could argue. “I have some questions for you, too. Since I’m new around here.”

Naona stared at me for a few seconds as if I was the strangest person that she’d ever met, though I probably was if the Anglish colonists were all she had to go on. The intrigue in her purple eyes gave way to a bright smile before she turned to motion to her cousin. The tribal leader had a quick argument with the younger man, but then he finally came over and offered a hand to Sara.

“Your woman can ride with my cousin, and you can ride with me,” Naona said. “I assure you that my cousin will take good care of her.”

“Sara,” the brunette said and then let herself be hauled up onto the raptor’s back. “My name is Sara.”

The younger man scooted forward on the raptor’s back like he didn’t want to risk touching Sara at all, and I watched as the brunette made herself comfortable. Excitement coursed through my veins as Naona helped me onto her raptor and a childhood dream to ride dinosaurs was finally fulfilled. Sara looked equally as excited, though the teen in front of her looked like he would be sick from just being near the Anglish woman.

Naona said something to her cousin, and he flashed the most irritated teen face that I’d ever seen before he and his father took off through the forest with us right behind them.

The raptors ran so fast that it was like being on a thoroughbred, but I’d only been horseback riding a couple of times, so most of my concentration was on not falling off. There wasn’t a single harness in sight, though they did have leather reins that wrapped around the dinosaur’s heads so that they could be guided in the right direction. But Naona let her mount lead the way as if it was a well-worn path, and I wondered if she’d been the one that made the ladder that we used to climb out of the cave system.

She was clearly smart.

And maybe even a new ally to help fight against the Anglish.
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Chapter 8

“How much further?” I asked as we came around yet another bend in a path no bigger than a deer trail.

“Not too far,” she said and patted her raptor on the side of the neck.

The sun had already started to dip behind the tall trees to cast horizontal rays on our little group, but we still hadn’t reached Naona’s village. Sara had been on high alert the entire time, as had the young man in front of her. The two were like oil and water, and if we didn’t arrive soon, the chances of an alliance would probably vanish for good when one or the other couldn’t take it anymore.

There was always the chance that we were simply being led on a merry chase that would end with our deaths, though I had a suspicion that Naona wanted to make it impossible for us to find our way back to the tribal village after we left. If the Anglish and tribesmen fought as much as European colonists and native Americans had in the history books, and it looked like they did so far, then it was just smart planning to make sure that Sara and I would be hopelessly lost if we tried to bring the colonists back to wipe them out.

I was pretty sure that we’d looped back once already, but the prehistoric trees had all started to look the same, and even the giant oyster mushrooms growing off their tree trunks seemed identical. It would be impossible for me to use the landscape as a guide once the sun went down, and that would be the perfect time for the tribesmen to turn on us. I didn’t think that was Naona’s intention, but her uncle had fallen back to watch our rear, and the older man glowered at me like a rhino about to charge.

“We will not betray you, Anglishman,” Naona said as if she could read the concern in my silence.

“It’s K.O.,” I reminded her. “And saying it doesn’t make it true.”

“You have no trust for those different from you?” she asked and glanced over her shoulder to pin me with those bright purple eyes.

“I don’t trust many people,” I shrugged. “And those I do trust…”

The words caught in my throat as if saying them out loud would make them true. There was very little chance that Addo, Luca, and the rest of my team had made it to safety, but until I made it back home, I was going to lie to myself and say that they’d made it to the shipping lane and were picked up. If I said that they were at the bottom of the ocean, then going back home would become unnecessary.

The only thing I was certain about was that I didn’t want to live on dinosaur island for the rest of my life. So, I told myself the team was alive and well, and we’d be reunited just as soon as I found a way back.

“I understand,” she said with a solemn nod. “The loss is written on your face. Our chief will want to know everything in detail. Prepare yourself.”

“Will do,” I said and then cleared my throat. “You said we were almost there?”

“Yes,” the dark-skinned woman said and then turned back forward without another word.

Naona’s accent was as thick as Addo’s had been, but she seemed to speak Anglish perfectly, and I had the sudden urge to ask about her life story. The strong woman had declared that she wasn’t an escaped slave, and I didn’t see any marks on her smooth skin except for the pearlescent tattoo under her right eye, but that didn’t mean that there wasn’t one hidden somewhere.

“We are here,” she said before I could figure out what question to ask first.

Her cousin said something in their language that sounded a lot like ‘Thank God,’ and Naona shot him a stern look as if one of us might understand him. I may not have known exactly what he’d said, but that relieved expression was universal, especially when he glared at Sara and scooted forward on his raptor as if one touch would burn him to ashes.

“Welcome to my home, K.O.,” Naona said and pulled her attention back from her cousin.

An archway formed by branches and jasmine vines waited just ahead of us, and the raptors dove through the flowering curtains with a little more pep in their step than they’d had for the last hour. It was like a dog greeting its owner after they’d been away on a long trip, and the three dinosaurs trilled at each other excitedly as they trotted toward the village.

Smoke rose from homes constructed with logs like the Anglish settlement, but the roofs were covered in leather dinosaur skins, and a crude plaster had been stuffed between the wooden slats. The walls bowed in some places, especially where windows had been cut into them like a kid making a gingerbread house for the first time. It was clear that the tribesmen had cobbled their homes together quickly, especially the ones near the edge of the village which were only held up by logs. One strong storm would probably knock the whole place down like a house of cards, which made me wonder what kind of storms the island even had.

Every eye turned toward us as the raptors pranced down the narrow road between the houses. It was like a horror movie where everyone was possessed, and their heads slowly turned to watch us like evil porcelain dolls on strings. At least their expressions were largely ones of terror rather than hatred, so I didn’t think anyone was about to attack us. A couple of the older men spat on the ground as if we were a curse that needed to be banished, and the children were all yanked out of the way like I’d reach down to devour one whole, but other than that, we were left alone.

“Do not mind them, K.O.,” Naona said as we passed through the crowds. “They rightfully fear the Anglish. Your kind has not been good to ours over the years. And if you endanger my people, then I will personally feed you to my mount.”

“Naturally,” I shrugged and shifted to get a better look at our destination.

The house at the end of the road was only slightly larger than the rest, and there was new patchwork on the front wall as if it had recently fallen down. There was even a wooden front door instead of the leathers that covered everyone else’s entryway, and someone had mounted torches on either side to make the whole place feel more welcoming, though the armed men out front were anything but.

A man that would make Andre the Giant look small walked forward with a black obsidian blade pointed straight at Naona and me. He snarled something in their language in a voice so deep that it sounded more like a lion’s roar than actual words, but the purple-eyed woman must have understood everything that he said, because she shot back with an irritated declaration of her own.

Her uncle interrupted the argument before it could come to blows, though something told me that Naona would actually win that fight despite their size difference. The purple-eyed woman reminded me of a lioness lounging in the summer sun. She was beautiful and serene, but ready to defend herself at any moment. The older tribesman hopped down from his raptor, said something to his son, and then motioned for the giant man to watch both of us while he went inside the building.

“I’ll help her,” Naona answered an angry question from her cousin as he hopped down from the raptor.

“I can get down on my own, thank you,” Sara said and then swung down from the dinosaur mount with the grace of a noblewoman. “But thank you so much for the escort.”

Sara’s teal eyes bored into the younger man, and it was clear that he understood her meaning even if they didn’t speak the same language. The two of them glared at each other for a few more seconds before he grabbed his mount’s reins and then went to collect his uncle’s raptor. The colonial woman straightened her tunic, ran a hand over her perfectly tamed hair, and then huffed as if she was a complete mess.

“Nothing to be done about it,” she muttered as I hopped down from the raptor. “At least I no longer smell like blood and mud.”

“You okay?” I asked as she fidgeted with her clothes more.

“I hate pants,” she said. “I miss my dress. And my underside is sore from sitting on that dinosaur all day.”

“It takes getting used to,” Naona said as she walked up to us.

The tribal woman had dismounted and strolled up to us so silently that I wouldn’t have noticed her if I wasn’t a tracker. I’d barely even heard the rustle of the raptor’s reins or the slap of Naona’s leather boots on the muddy ground. She was definitely a huntress, but at least for the moment she was an ally, and one that would definitely be helpful in a fight against the Anglish.

“It is not the first time that I’ve ridden a mount,” Sara said and jutted her chin in the air. “But we Anglish usually have saddles on our horses.”

“I have seen them,” the tribal woman said with disdain. “They wrap around your mount’s belly and restrict their movements. And you shove bits of metal into their mouths to keep them from biting. We allow our mounts more freedom.”

“I’ve seen,” I laughed and gave Sara a pointed stare.

“That’s not what bits are for,” Sara muttered. “They’re simply there to help us guide them with the reins.”

“Just let it go,” I whispered.

We needed to be friendly with the tribesmen if we wanted their help, and that meant that Sara needed to stop butting heads with Naona like a baby goat.

“It’s quite impressive that they follow your lead without the bits,” the brunette said with a tight smile.

“Thank you,” Naona said with a slight inclination of her head.

It was the best that I could hope for at the moment, but at least the two women hadn’t started to claw at each other. The image of two lionesses fighting for control of a pride flashed across my mind, and I shook my head to get rid of it. I really hoped that they’d be able to find some common ground, and the sooner, the better.

I pulled my attention away from the two women as a heavy silence fell on us like a wet blanket, and I focused on the village. Everyone had already gone back to their work as if the excitement from our arrival was over, but I noticed that the children were still hidden, and more than one glare was shot in our direction whenever someone thought we weren’t looking. I forced myself to relax my body posture, but charm had never been my strong suit. The best that I could hope for under the circumstances was to look less like a mercenary than I usually did.

Naona’s uncle came back out and snapped something at the younger woman, and I spun to see him gesture toward the building. It was clear that he wasn’t happy about any of it, and I quickly realized that the man’s obsidian blades were no longer strapped to his side.

“You will have an audience with the chief,” Naona said and then motioned to the hunting knife on my hip. “But you must disarm yourself.”

“Sure,” I said while Sara gasped like death had just strolled through the village. “We’re here to make friends, right?”

“Right,” the purple-eyed woman said.

“Right,” Sara sighed and tugged on her tunic again.

“You may give your blade to Arak,” Naona said and motioned to the giant.

“Arak?” I asked as I handed the blade to the big man. “Nice to meet you.”

Arak narrowed his eyes as he took the blade and then looked at Naona as if she would tell him whether to hit me or not. The giant’s body language was tense like one word from the petite woman would end my life, but she just shook her head, and he stomped back over to the door.

“Follow me,” Naona said and led the way inside.

The chief’s home was the exact opposite of the Governor General’s, and it had nothing to do with the absence of chained slaves or the lack of gold and copper. Thick rugs made from some kind of fur like a bear spotted the main room, and I briefly wondered what kind of animal would have evolved to live side by side with dinosaurs before my attention turned to the glowing braziers that released smoke into holes in the leather roof. The plaster on the inside walls was so thick that it was like drywall, and heavy dinosaur-skin curtains covered every doorway.

A thin man sat on a wooden bench around a small campfire like an old man cuddled around a heating lamp in the middle of winter. His pure white hair was braided and pulled back into a thick bun with bits of bone sticking out at odd angles, but it was his dark purple eyes that were just like Naona’s uncles that caught me off guard. There was no doubt in my mind that he was the chief, especially with the unwavering confidence with which he stood and motioned for us to take a seat on the other benches around the campfire.

“Welcome,” he said with a smile as warm as the fire. “My brother tells me that your names are K.O. and Sara. I am Chief Wislu. Please sit.”

Chief Wislu’s accent was so thick that it was hard to understand half of what he said, and the older man stumbled on some of the words as if it was unusual for him to speak Anglish. Still, he played the part of host well, though that probably had something to do with the guards armed with obsidian blades that were stationed around the room. At least his smile reached his eyes, but the older man reminded me of a man that I’d met in Ghana once that had the power of an army behind him. That man would have slit someone’s throat without hesitation if they showed that they were an enemy, and I had no doubt Wislu would do the same.

“Thanks for seeing us,” I said and sat on the bench to his right.

“Yes, thank you,” Sara said in a tight voice as she sat on my other side.

Naona sat next to the chief, and the older man wrapped an arm around her in an affectionate but brief hug. I’d already guessed that she was the chieftain’s daughter, especially after the man had said her uncle was his brother, but the easy smile that Wislu flashed at the younger woman confirmed it. She nodded once when he glanced at us, and the tribesman’s shoulders relaxed as if his daughter had vanquished some of his fears with the simple gesture.

“My brother’s Anglish is not as good as mine or my daughter’s,” Chief Wislu said as he made eye contact with me again. “And Naona may need to… what is the word?”

“Translate,” Naona offered.

“Yes, translate,” he said. “But I will hear your myth.”

“A myth is fiction,” Sara said. “We will tell you the truth.”

The chief tilted his head to the side and studied Sara for a few seconds as if the man wasn’t sure if she’d meant to embarrass him or not. The colonial woman’s back was so rigid that it would’ve made a yardstick jealous, but at least the brunette managed a small smile. Wislu nodded with a grateful expression and then motioned for me to go ahead.

“Yes, the truth,” he said. “Tell me.”

“Sara, did you want to tell them about your story first?” I asked and shifted to look into her teal eyes.

The beautiful woman pursed her lips together as if that was the last thing that she wanted to do, but then Sara took a deep breath, nodded, and then smiled at the chief and Naona.

“I’m from the Anglish colony,” she began. “I grew up there, playing in the woods with my brother. We were recently gifted a very generous plot of land to build a plantation.”

“Plantation?” Wislu asked with a look to Naona.

The warrior woman said something in her own language, and a dark cloud covered the chief’s face. If the plantations were anything like the ones back home, then that expression was well-deserved, and something told me that they might be even worse. Naona took her father’s hand in her own, squeezed it, and then motioned for Sara to continue.

“My brother insisted that we start work right away, but there were a lot of dinosaurs,” the colonial woman said.

“Dinosaurs?” the chief asked again, but this time Naona was just as confused.

“It’s the name my people have for your mounts,” I said. “Or any of the giant lizard-like animals.”

“Colrasa,” Naona said. “This is the word for all the animals that are like our mounts. They eat plants or meat. And some are more dangerous than others.”

“Colrasa,” I nodded and repeated the word a few more times so that it would stick in my memory. “Colrasa. I like that.”

“I think I prefer dinosaurs,” Sara frowned. “But Colrasa does roll off the tongue better. I’ll have to decide later. Shall I continue?”

Chief Wislu nodded and then motioned to some of the guards. I tensed as two men hurried into one of the rooms, but it drained out of me when they came out with a water jug and clay mugs. The chieftain said something in their language, and the guards grimaced as they came to pour Sara and I some water.

“Your throat is parched,” he said.

“It was, thank you,” the colonial woman said and then chugged the water like a dying man in the desert.

“Continue,” Wislu said when Sara had downed a second mugful.

“My brother and I encountered several… Colrasa,” she began. “And they were quite treacherous. My brother helped the slaves build homes so that we’d all be safe, but then he got sick. Some wasting disease that ate away at him over the course of a few months.”

“What happened to your slaves?” Naona asked suddenly.

Sara’s hands clenched into fists as if the memory was painful, and the tough woman quickly blinked away tears.

“Killed,” she said in a tense voice. “They were killed after my brother…”

I put a hand over Sara’s in comfort, and she swallowed hard like that would push the emotions back down. The colonial woman may have had some bias against the tribesmen, but she’d told me that her family had always treated the slaves well. I was sure that it had been hard to watch them die, and there was no doubt in my mind that the Governor General had been behind it.

“Did you do it?” the chief asked in a quiet voice that echoed with barely-contained rage.

“No,” Sara shook her head. “No. I-it was the Governor General. As punishment f-for my insubordination.”

“Punishment?” Naona asked and tilted her head to the side. “Why would our people be killed because of you? How would that hinder you in any way? Other than to take away your workforce?”

The two women glowered at each other, and any signs of grief from Sara were swallowed up by a hatred that washed off of her in heated waves.

“I may not trust you,” she started in a tense tone. “But the slaves that belonged to my family were good and loyal. We specifically picked a plot of land so far away from the colony that they would have more freedom. M-my brother even wanted to pay them a wage and let them go see their families. He had this radical idea that happy workers would be so productive that our income… nevermind that, but his dream didn’t…”

Her words drifted away as tears spilled down her cheeks. I squeezed her hand again and then met Naona’s eyes. Sara’s story seemed to have struck a chord with the tribal woman, and I watched as some of the distrust toward the colonial woman faded.

“Continue,” the chief said when Sara had managed to stop her tears.

“When my brother died,” she said and then took a deep breath as if saying the words out loud had been like being hit with a spear to the heart. “When my brother died… the property, and the slaves, were passed to me.”

“You’re doing great,” I nodded when the colonial woman paused again.

I already knew some of the story, but with each word, it seemed like my choice to trust Sara was right. Addo had always told me that my ability to read people was a gift, and it was one that the older man had relied on a lot over the years. I’d learned to trust it too, but it was still good to hear that the colonial woman wasn’t as bad as the rest of the Anglish.

“I don’t understand how that has to do with your slaves being… what’s the word?” the chief asked.

“Murdered,” Naona supplied.

“Yes, murdered,” he said.

“Because the Governor General wanted the property,” Sara said and then stared into the fire as if it held her memories. “And the only way that he could legally claim it is to have me marry a man of his choosing. One that would defer to him for any important decisions. But I refused. I would not give him what he wanted.”

“So, they killed your slaves to force your hand?” I asked and swallowed hard on the pure hatred that swelled in my heart.

“Yes,” she sniffed and wiped a few tears away. “Even my dear Erla. She helped to raise me after my parents died. She told me to be strong. But…”

The words fell away as Sara started to sob quietly, and I used my tunic’s sleeve to wipe them away. I would burn down the Governor General’s entire world if it was the last thing that I did, whether the tribesmen decided to help or not.

“Erla,” the chief said with a glance at one of the guards. “She went missing many years ago. Shortly after the great massacre. And you thought to own her?”

“Erla was free to go whenever she wanted,” Sara snapped and then seemed to think better of it when the chief glowered at her. “But I know about the great massacre. She told me about it when my brother died. She said that the Anglish can never be trusted. That their greed is too much. That I would be faced with… with an impossible decision. She said… she said to never bow before them.”

“A warrior to the end,” Wislu said. “I am surprised that she stayed with your family.”

“I think she wanted to return once my brother and I were all grown up,” Sara said so quietly that I almost didn’t hear her. “My father taught her how to build houses with plumbing. He taught all of our slaves. It was important to him that they could survive without us.”

“We can survive well without you already,” Naona said in a tense tone. “We do not need the Anglish to act as our saviors.”

“Naona,” he said with a small shake of his head. “Continue, Anglishwoman.”

“Sara,” she said. “Well, Erla was right. The Governor General gave me the ultimatum, and I refused. And then he killed them. In front of me. It was one of the worst days of my life. My parents, my brothers, and my slaves were all gone. But I refused to bow before that despicable pig.”

Naona nodded in approval, and the two women shared a small moment before Sara continued.

“Because of that, he threw me into prison,” the brunette said. “He claimed that I was a witch. That I’d joined hands with the heathens and that I would bring about their doom. Of course, he kept me alive to find out what kind of dinosaurs were around the property and how to read my father’s books. But he was growing impatient, and I believe he planned to burn me at the stake soon.”

“He was going to give you to the guards first,” I said through gritted teeth. “The man is despicable. He deserves to die a thousand times.”

“Odd for an Anglishman to speak so ill of his chief,” Wislu said, and his purple eyes seemed to pierce straight into my soul. “Who are you?”

I took a deep breath to buy some time and tried to decide just how much to tell the man. Chief Wislu was clearly perceptive enough to pick up that I was different from the other Anglishmen that he’d met, just like Naona had, but it would still be hard for him to believe everything. I looked around the room and wondered if they’d kill me for being a warlock if they knew that I’d come from another world. But I decided it was better to just be honest, especially if they were going to be allies in the future. Maybe I’d even get lucky, and the tribe would be one that didn’t fear magic as much as the colonists did.

“My name is Kevin Owens,” I said. “But you can call me K.O. I’m not from the island or the mainland. My ship sank, and I washed up on the beach. Some Compy attacked me and--”

“Compy?” the chief asked with a look at his daughter. “I don’t understand this word.”

“It’s one of the words that my people use for Colrasa,” I said. “They are small and hunt in packs.”

“Treasar,” Naona shuddered. “They are terrible. But you survived them?”

“Barely,” I laughed. “I managed to beat up enough of them with a stick that they turned on each other.”

“Interesting,” she said and then motioned for me to continue as her father studied me.

“Well, the Governor General found out that I was a tracker and wanted me to use my skills to clear Sara’s land,” I said. “But obviously I wasn’t going to help that asshole with anything except maybe his own quick execution, so I helped to break Sara out of the prison instead. And when they found out, they chased us and tried to kill us. That’s when you came in.”

“There is more to your truth,” Wislu declared. “What are you leaving out?”

I shifted in my seat and looked around the room. There were a lot of obsidian blades that could put a swift end to my life, and that would leave Sara vulnerable. I was very sure that they’d think I was either crazy, or a warlock, but it was better than an enemy.

“I’m from another world,” I said simply. “One without colrasa. And where things are more… advanced.”

Naona and the chief started to talk rapidly in their language, and I watched their body language carefully for any signs that they were about to attack me, but it seemed like they were more excited than angry.

“You’re from another world?” Sara whispered. “Not just another country?”

“Yeah,” I said with an apologetic smile.

“Are you a warlock?” she asked with a suspicious look.

“No,” I laughed. “I don’t have any magic. That doesn’t exist in my world, either. And honestly, I’m pretty sure it doesn’t exist in this one.”

“Magic is very real here, K.O.,” Naona said as her father watched me carefully. “My father has decided to allow you to stay. I will see you to your tent.”

I stared between Naona and her father for a few seconds and searched for any signs of betrayal, but there was nothing but intrigue from the older man. It was hard to believe that magic was real in any world, but then again, a week ago I would’ve said that dinosaurs were extinct, and I’d already fought several. I needed to adjust my way of thinking when it came to my new reality, especially since it had to be magic that brought me there in the first place.

“Great,” I said as another silence stretched through the room. “We’re grateful for your help. May I ask what your price is?”

“You will answer my questions first,” the dark-skinned woman said and stood in one fluid movement. “And then I will answer yours. The price will be decided after.”

“Not a very good business practice,” I frowned and stood, offered Sara my hand, and then helped the brunette to her feet. “What if the cost is more than I want to pay?”

“That is what negotiations are for,” Naona said with another smile that showed off her dimples. “Come. I am sure that you are tired.”

“I am,” Sara smiled with relief as Naona led us back outside. “I think that I could sleep for years.”

“You may rest as long as you would like,” the purple-eyed woman said as we were led toward the outskirts of the village. “You are safe here. As long as you remain true. However, I will personally slit your throat if you betray us.”

“Fair enough,” I shrugged.

“I suppose that’s fair,” Sara said and then cleared her throat. “I apologize for my excess emotions before. I haven’t said any of that out loud before. I didn’t realize that the slaves’ deaths were as hard on me as they were.”

“You have time to grieve now,” Naona said in the most gentle tone she’d used yet. “This is your home for now.”
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Chapter 9

“Thank you,” Sara said with a tight nod like a Tin Man that needed some oil on his neck.

Naona nodded in understanding and then stopped in front of a tent that reminded me of a yurt at a campground. There was a wooden deck beneath it, and I could see pillows and more fur rugs inside the dinosaur skin covering. It even had a small sitting area outside where a campfire could be lit, though it didn’t have the indoor plumbing that the colony had.

“This looks very comfortable, thank you,” I said as I stepped up and peeked inside.

It was roomy enough for Sara and I to sleep comfortably, though there was only one bed and only one comforter to share between us. The yurt was a whole lot nicer than some of the tents that I’d slept in over the years, especially in the middle of hunts. Even the dinosaur skin looked like it was waterproof, so we’d be fine even if it rained in the middle of the night.

“It will be your place for the moment,” Naona said. “But do not get too comfortable. I’m not sure how long my father will allow you to stay. Even if you really are from another world.”

“Well, he doesn’t act like anyone else on the island,” Sara said around a yawn. “I’m ready to believe it.”

“Thanks,” I laughed and then waved her inside. “Go get some sleep. I’ll take the first shift.”

“No one will attack you in this village,” the purple-eyed woman next to me said with a sharp look. “You are under my protection. And I am not one to betray those under my protection. I’m not Anglish.”

“I didn’t betray my slaves, either,” Sara said and jutted her chin in the air. “I did everything that I could to save them. Even hid them. It’s not my fault that the Governor General found them and then…”

The tough woman’s words fell to the ground as more tears slid down her cheeks. The wounds from the deaths were still too fresh, and heavy bags had formed under the brunette’s eyes from all the crying. Sara needed to get some rest before she said something that we’d all regret later, and before the memories could drag the colonial woman into a pit of despair with no escape.

I’d seen it happen before when we passed by a village that had recently been raided by warlords or rebels. We did what we could to help, and we often called in support so that the soldiers wouldn’t come back for a while, but the vacant faces on the women still haunted my dreams on long nights. I’d asked Addo if their children had been stolen, and he’d just nodded, put a hand on my shoulder, and then said that wasn’t the only thing.

It had taken me a few months to realize what he’d meant, and it had hit me like a freight train. That was one of the many reasons that I wouldn’t leave Sara for the Governor General, or for those despicable soldiers that wanted to give the colonial woman the same treatment the other women had endured. No woman would have to face that horror while I was still around to protect them.

“I think you’re right,” Sara sniffed and brought me back to the present. “I should sleep. And maybe you’re right about the other thing, too. I should’ve kept them safe. My brother would be ashamed… ashamed of me.”

“A change of clothes should be arriving any moment,” Naona said in a swift change of subject that left Sara with a relieved expression.

If the Anglish were anything like the English back in my world, then the colonial woman had already shown enough emotion for a lifetime. The brunette sniffed one last time, took a deep breath, and then plastered a small smile on her face like it was its neutral position. She even pulled her shoulders back as the tall woman’s teal eyes went politely blank like the Queen did during press conferences.

“I appreciate that,” Sara said and then cleared her throat as if there was still some emotion stuck inside of it. “And your hospitality.”

“Do not do that,” the tribal woman said and narrowed her bright purple eyes. “It reminds me too much of the Anglish in the colony. You must show your emotions. Good or bad.”

“Do you?” the colonial woman countered as the facade cracked to show amusement.

“Oh, look,” I said as a little boy ran up. “The clothes.”

Both women looked at me and then each other before they burst out laughing. It was the first time that either of them had shown so much joy, and I sucked in a breath at how gorgeous they were. They were like night and day, but their beauty was unmistakable, and everything in me wanted to make sure that they had a reason to smile every day for the rest of their lives.

“I will help you dress,” Naona said as she took the clothes from the boy.

“I can--” Sara started and then seemed to think better of it. “Actually, I may require some assistance. It took quite a bit of effort for me to dress myself earlier, and I’m afraid that the hours on the dinosaur have made me too aware of the aches and pains in my body right now.”

“I’ll stay here,” I said.

“You… come,” the little boy said in broken Anglish. “Food.”

I glanced at Naona, and the tribal woman nodded once in approval. She patted the little boy on the head, smiled so wide that her dimples showed, and then motioned for us to go ahead while she followed Sara inside the yurt. I was sure that they could get along well enough for a few minutes, as long as they didn’t say anything to offend each other, though maybe they needed to fight it out at least once.

“Lead the way,” I said and tore my attention away from the tent flap as it closed.

“Butler,” he said in such a thick accent that I wasn’t sure that I heard him right.

“Butler?” I asked.

Butler bobbed his head once and then hurried back through the camp toward a run-down house near the chieftain’s home. It was smaller than a shed back home, but there were three women inside around a fire and a cauldron big enough to cook for the entire village. The little boy ran up and said something in their language, motioned to me, and then held out three fingers.

“Hello,” I said with a polite nod.

One of the women grunted but reached for three clay bowls and started to ladle what smelled like chicken soup into them. She had the same purple eyes as the chief, but the other two women had dark brown and honey-colored eyes, so I was almost positive that they weren’t directly related. They did share some similarities in the shape of the face and body, though, so they were probably at least distantly related.

“Food,” Butler said and handed me one of the bowls.

“Thank you,” I said with a warm smile. “I can take one of the other bowls for you.”

“No,” he said firmly.

He couldn’t have been more than ten years old, but there was a stubborn expression on his face that reminded me of Luca whenever the Frenchman was having trouble with the sewing. I’d learned to just leave it alone and not offer help, and my heart warmed a little as Butler carefully teetered back to our yurt. He managed to make it all the way to the porch without sloshing too much of the hot liquid over the sides, and thankfully, none of it splashed onto him.

A burn scar peeked out from beneath Butler’s cloth collar when he leaned down to set the bowls on the porch, and rage rushed through my veins when I saw it was actually a design. The kid had been branded like he was a piece of cattle, and I was pretty sure that it was the same mark that I’d seen on the slaves in the Governor General’s house.

“I leave,” Butler said as he turned to look at me. “Sorry.”

“You’re fine,” I said and forced myself to smile. “Thank you so much.”

The little boy looked confused, and his eyes dropped to my shoulders and clenched fists. It took all of my self-control to release the tension in my body, especially when all I wanted to do was to go and skin the Governor General alive, but Butler had clearly learned to be on the watch for violence before it happened, because the kid inched around me and then took off toward the house with the women.

“You scared him,” Naona said in an accusatory tone as she emerged from the yurt. “Why?”

“I didn’t mean to,” I said and rolled my shoulders to try and relax. “I saw the scar. He’s an escaped slave, right?”

The warrior woman narrowed her eyes and studied me for a second as if she wasn’t sure how to answer the question. If I did turn out to be an enemy, then Butler’s very existence in the village was a reason for the Anglish to invade and either kill or enslave everyone. Naona must have seen something in me, though, because she just nodded once and then sat on the edge of the wooden deck.

“Come eat with me,” she said. “You can have the second bowl. I believe that your Anglish companion will sleep through the night.”

I glanced at the closed tent flap and debated whether or not to check on Sara. The tough colonial woman probably wouldn’t have screamed even if Naona had done anything to her, though it wasn’t like she was in the prison where there was no one on her side. I was sure that the brunette would’ve called for my help, and there wasn’t enough noise in the village that her screams would’ve gone unheard.

“I’m sure she’s tired,” I said and carefully sat next to Naona with my hot soup in hand.

“What did they do to her?” the purple-eyed woman asked as she picked up one of the bowls. “She is bruised and cut all over.”

“They wanted information,” I said and blew on the steaming broth. “And she didn’t want to give it to them.”

Naona nodded in approval, took a big spoonful of the soup, and then motioned for me to do the same. She closed her eyes as if it was the most delicious thing that the tribal woman had ever tasted, and a smile tugged at her lips. It did smell delicious, and the broth shimmered with rich fats like a twelve-hour tonkotsu. There were even potatoes and carrots mixed with some kind of meat that could be pork or chicken, and my mouth started to water as I brought the spoon up.

“Oh, my God,” I said as the first sip washed over my tongue.

The broth was richer than anything that I’d ever tasted before and was just salty enough to combat the fattiness from the strange meat. It slid down my throat and warmed my stomach like whiskey, but without the harsh afterburn of the crap that Addo always brought us. I quickly ate a bigger spoonful, and when the broth mixed with the meat and the vegetables, it was like heaven had descended to land in my dinner.

“Good?” the purple-eyed woman asked with a dimpled smile.

“Amazing,” I said and then tucked into my dinner.

I’d planned to save the second bowl for Sara whenever she woke up, but I told myself it would be cold by then and probably not as good. Besides, the women would probably have hot soup ready at all hours, so Sara could have a fresh bowl whenever she woke up.

Naona watched me with an amused expression as I devoured both bowls like a starving beggar. I savored the last half of the second bowl a little more, but soon it was empty, and my stomach was completely full.

Some part of me was tempted to ask what the meat had been, but I’d learned a long time ago that it was best not to ask. I knew that it wasn’t human flesh, and that was the only thing that mattered. That was one lesson from Addo that was never too far from my mind, but that was mostly because it had freaked me out so much that some people actually did eat other people, and it wasn’t limited to just some crazy village with very little human contact.

“Are you full?” Naona asked as she finished her own dinner.

“Yeah,” I said and patted my stomach. “That might be the best meal that I’ve ever had.”

“Good,” she said and set her bowl aside. “Then you’re ready to answer my questions.”

The purple-eyed woman shifted so that she faced me and then glanced at the guards by the chieftain’s home. They weren’t so far away that they couldn’t be there in the blink of an eye, and they still had my hunting knife. Naona’s curved blades were still sheathed, but there was no doubt in my mind that the warrior woman could have them out in the blink of an eye.

“I thought I already did that,” I said and shifted so that I was facing Naona, too.

“You answered my father’s questions, not mine,” she said. “Not all of them.”

“Okay,” I shrugged. “Let ‘em rip.”

“I don’t understand that saying,” she said with a confused expression.

“Sorry,” I laughed and ran a hand over the back of my neck. “It just means go ahead.”

“Let ‘em rip,” she repeated like she was tasting the words. “Interesting.”

I shrugged and then waited for the warrior woman to begin. Naona probably had a thousand questions for me, whether she believed that I was from another world or not. And I’d do my best to answer them, though that would come with questions of my own.

“You say you’re from another world,” she started and then paused as if she was trying to find the words she needed. “Advanced?”

“Yeah,” I nodded. “Pretty much everyone has the plumbing that the camps have, and we have electricity.”

“What is electricity?” she asked.

Physics class had been my worst subject in high school, and I wasn’t sure there was anything that I could reference that Naona would understand. There hadn’t been a single steam engine or gadget other than the indoor plumbing on the island, at least not that I’d seen, and the plumbing had been rudimentary.

“It’s…” I said and tapped my fingers on my knee as I tried to figure out an explanation. “It’s like lightning that’s been harnessed. It can make things move or light things.”

“Lightning is dangerous,” she said. “Your people play with it? And you say that you don’t have magic.”

“We don’t,” I shook my head. “I’m not really good at explaining it. But electricity can be dangerous. We have people that specialize in it that have made it safe for everyone else to use.”

Naona nodded as if that made perfect sense and then pursed her lips together as if she was trying to decide the next question.

“Your weapons?” she asked. “Are they stronger?”

“Yeah,” I said. “They can wipe out entire cities. But we don’t usually use those. Mostly people use guns. Like the ones that the colonists have, but with better accuracy. And there are some that can shoot more than one bullet at a time.”

“Bullet,” she repeated.

“Uh… yeah,” I said. “Have you seen the round balls that they put in the arquebuses? That’s basically a bullet. And the guns we have are just more advanced arquebuses.”

“Can you make these?” she asked with a hopeful expression.

“No,” I shook my head. “I might be able to modify an arquebus if we can get our hands on one, but I don’t think I’ll be able to make anything like what I have in my world.”

The tribal woman nodded, and the bone chips in her hair sounded like a wind chime as her ponytail bounced. Naona’s silver braids practically glowed in the sunset light, and I balled my hands into fists to resist the urge to reach out and touch one. She’d given no indication that physical contact would be allowed, though the gorgeous woman sat so close that our knees were almost touching.

“You said that there’s magic here,” I said to distract myself. “Does everyone use it?”

“No,” she shook her head. “There are priests that are linked to the gods. They can use magic. And the King on High.”

“King on High?” I asked. “Who’s that?”

“He’s…” she started and then paused to glance over her shoulder into the treeline.

A warm breeze wafted through the trees as if nature itself wanted to answer the question, and a shiver ran down my spine. It was hard for me to believe in magic, even if it had transported me into a different world, but if it did exist, then this King on High had to be like a high priest or something. And I didn’t think he was a kind high priest, after the way Naona looked around nervously as if the man himself would appear in a puff of smoke.

“He’s the king of the tribes,” she said. “He lives in a city beyond the valley that is just past this forest. We must all pay tribute to him, and he uses that tribute to bless our crops.”

“But he doesn’t keep you safe from the Anglish,” I noted with a frown.

“No,” she said. “But it is not for lack of trying. There are simply too many Anglish. And their weapons can even tear through the skin of a colrasa. Our racasar have died at their hands too many times. We were lucky today that we killed them before they could use their… arquebuses?”

“Yeah,” I said. “That’s what we called them back in my world. It’s a very old weapon, and they have shit aim at a distance. But the ones back home aren’t strong enough to get through a rhino’s skin, though raptor skin probably isn’t as thick since they’re more like lizards than tanks like rhinos are.”

“Raptor?” she asked and tilted her head to the side.

“I think you called it a racasar,” I said. “It’s your mount.”

“And a Rhino is a racasar?” She asked.

“No, it’s a different sort of creature, but also dangerous,” I replied and felt like there wasn’t a point in trying to explain the difference between a mammal and a reptile with our language barrier.

“Ah,” she said with a small smile that showed her dimples. “Your language is different from the Anglish. Similar, but I must learn.”

“I’d like to learn yours, too,” I grinned. “I’m not very good at learning languages, but I’ll do the best I can. Especially if we’re going to be allies.”

“Allies,” Naona said. “This I am familiar with. Though the Anglish that have allied with me would still sell me to the soldiers if it was beneficial to them.”

“Naturally,” I said in a dry tone. “All the more reason for us to take them down.”

“I do not understand,” she said with a curious expression.

“Sara and I want to burn the Anglish settlement to the ground,” I explained. “But we’ll need allies. And a plan.”

Naona jolted like she’d been struck and then glanced around as if she was worried that someone might have overheard. The warrior woman had killed the soldiers without a problem, so I assumed that she’d be okay with taking down the entire settlement, but Sara and the chieftain had mentioned some kind of massacre, so maybe it was too big of a risk.

“You should be careful who hears you,” she leaned in to whisper like we were planning a coup. “There are those who would not risk another war. My own parents died in the Great Massacre. And Chief Wilsu will not want to risk everything for another war. At least not without the promise of victory and minimal deaths.”

“Your parents?” I asked. “But I thought that the chief was your father. You even have similar eyes. I mean… yours are brighter, but they’re both purple.”

“He is my father now,” the silver-haired woman said and sat back a little. “My parents were his children.”

“So he’s your grandfather?” I asked.

“He raised me after they were slaughtered,” she spat with a glare at the woods like she could see the Anglish colony. “Their heads were put on spikes for months. Until they were nothing but bone. And this is how I remember them.”

“I’m sorry,” I said, though the words weren’t nearly enough to cover the swirl of emotions.

I reached out to put a hand over hers in comfort, and surprisingly, the warrior woman allowed the contact for a few seconds before she pulled away. There was something soft in Naona’s purple eyes when she looked up at me, but then it quickly disappeared behind a wall just like Sara’s had. I had my work cut out for me when it came to getting them to let their guards down, but I was patient, and I knew it would be worth the wait.

“It was not your doing,” she said with a glance at the yurt. “Nor was it the Anglishwoman’s. She has suffered greatly and deserves a place to rest. Revenge will get her nowhere.”

“It’s justice, not revenge,” I said. “And if we let them go unchecked, then they’ll just spread through the island like a plague until you and all of your people are either dead or enslaved.”

“You’re right,” she said after a moment. “But we have no way to fight them. Not yet. Perhaps you should try to find a safe place to live with the Anglishwoman. Or go back to your own world. It sounds much safer there.”

“I don’t know how,” I said and shrugged. “Besides, I’m not leaving you guys here to fend for yourselves.”

Naona squinted at me as if my words were hard for her to understand, though I was pretty sure it was just that the warrior woman wasn’t sure if she trusted them or not. There probably hadn’t been very many people that she could rely on, except for the other tribesmen, but it wasn’t the first time that I’d had to gain someone’s trust. She nodded once and then stood up so quickly I barely had time to register that she’d moved. She leaned down to get the bowls and then flashed a small smile at me.

“Go rest,” she said. “I will have more questions tomorrow. And I will talk to my father about finding you a place to live. There is land far enough away that you will not be found easily by the Anglish.”

“Is it too far for you to visit?” I asked as I stood.

“No,” she said with a shy smile. “But I cannot promise to see you often. I must protect my own.”

“Of course,” I nodded.

“But I will want to hear your plans for the Anglish when you have them,” she said. “I may even help.”

“Thanks,” I said. “I’ll do everything that I can to keep your people out of it. Speaking of which, will you guys be okay after killing the Anglish soldiers?”

“This is not the first time that they have wandered into our territory,” the warrior woman smirked. “And there will be nothing left but shredded corpses. They will think that the Anglishmen found themselves in colrasa territory.”

“You don’t seem to worry about that,” I pointed out. “And you don’t have the high walls that they do.”

“Our racasar are enough to keep other colrasa at bay,” she said with a proud smile. “There are few colrasa that would dare to attack the home of the racasar, or their keepers. You are safe here.”

“Good,” I sighed with relief and then waved goodbye. “Sleep well.”

“You as well, K.O.,” Naona said.

I watched as the beautiful warrior woman strolled back through the village toward the women’s hut. Naona’s small hips swayed enticingly in her leather miniskirt, and her silver braids clinked together with every step. I definitely wanted to get to know her better, but first, I needed to make sure that Sara was safe. And the first step in that task was to make sure I was well-rested.

The yurt was warm despite the rapidly dropping temperature outside, and Sara was tucked beneath the only blanket with a sleepy smile. I watched as the colonial woman’s ample chest rose and fell in a soft cadence for a moment, and then I laid down next to her. She scooted a little closer and threw the blanket over me before snuggling into my side and going right back to sleep.

It didn’t take long for me to fall asleep as exhaustion from the last couple of days washed over me. Nightmares about the shipwreck and the man burned at the stake woke me up after what felt like only a few seconds, but buttery morning light peeked through the open tent flap when I opened my eyes, and Sara was nowhere to be found.

“Sara?” I asked and quickly hopped to my feet.

I instinctively reached for the hunting knife that should’ve been at my side, but the guards still hadn’t given it back. At least my multi-tool was still in one of my cargo pockets, and the little knife could do damage if I put enough force behind it and hit the right spot. I started to step outside, but then Sara popped her head into the yurt. I instantly relaxed as the colonial woman grinned and motioned for me to come out and join her.

“Good morning,” she said. “Naona brought breakfast. And we were just going over a lesson.”

“A lesson?” I asked and rolled my shoulders to release some of their tension.

“I want to learn their language,” she said. “Erla taught me a few words. But there was always so much to do to keep the house up after my parents passed. And my brother insisted that I focus on Frax and Spurya.”

“Naturally,” I said and followed her back out to the deck. “Good morning.”

“Good morning,” Naona said with a motion to the soup and bread next to her. “This is for you. You should eat quickly.”

“Why?” I asked as I plopped down and started to eat. “Are you guys kicking us out already?”

“Not yet,” she said. “My father has agreed to give you a place where you can make your home. It is close enough to our village that the other tribes will not give you an issue, and far enough from the Anglish that they will not easily find you.”

“Okay,” I said and then groaned as the first sip of broth washed over my tongue. “How is this even better than yesterday?”

“It’s quite delicious,” Sara said and sat down next to me. “I will need to learn how to make it. Erla taught me a few things, but she usually kicked me out of the kitchen.”

“It is the way with the elders,” Naona shook her head and rolled her eyes. “I have not been taught to cook, either. Though that has more to do with my destiny than my age.”

“Your destiny?” I asked around a mouthful of soup.

“It is one that my father believes you share,” she said. “But that can be discussed another time. For now, you should eat and prepare yourselves.”

“For what?” I asked and then slurped up the rest of the delicious broth.

“My father has decided that you are honored guests of our tribe,” Naona said with a mischievous smile. “Not only will you be given a place to live, and protection, but you will be allowed to have your own racasar.”

“What’s that?” Sara asked. “Is that a dinosaur? It sounds quite a bit like the name you used for dinosaurs yesterday.”

“It is the name for our mounts,” the warrior woman said. “It is not a guarantee that you will find one that is suitable for you, but you will be allowed to try. And should one choose you, then you may keep it forever.”

“Choose us?” the colonial woman asked as I devoured the bread. “I didn’t realize that they were particularly picky. I was under the impression that they were simply lizard-like horses to you.”

“They are not,” Naona said with a slightly exasperated look. “They are noble mounts that will only allow one person to ride them.”

“They let us ride them yesterday,” I pointed out. “And there wasn’t a problem.”

“That was because my cousin and I were there,” the purple-eyed woman said. “Had we not already been on our mounts, then they would have eaten you the moment that you approached them.”

“Sounds about right,” I said and stood, dusted off the dirt from my pants, and offered both women a hand to help them up. “I’m pretty sure that yours wanted to bite me even with you there.”

“That’s likely,” Naona said and stood on her own while Sara let me help her up. “My mount is a rare breed. A leader, like me. And she does not allow others to touch her lightly. Even the keepers must be careful lest they incite her hunger.”

“So I was really lucky she already ate,” I laughed and then clapped my hands together. “Shall we?”

“I’m not sure that I want to try,” Sara said with a nervous smile. “What if it tries to eat me?”

“Then you will run, and I will try to stop it,” Naona said with a shrug and then started toward the other side of the village.

“How can you be excited about this?” the colonial woman whispered as we followed Naona. “What if this is a trap and they’re really planning to feed us to those things?”

“I’m pretty sure Naona would just slit our throats if she wanted us dead,” I said and grinned from ear to ear. “Besides, are you saying that you’ve never wanted to ride a raptor before?”

“I did that yesterday,” she said. “That need is satisfied.”

“It’s different when the racasar has chosen you,” Naona said with a glance over her shoulder. “You will be connected. It will sense your needs and move with you.”

“If one of them actually likes me,” Sara muttered.

“I’m sure we’ll be fine,” I said as excitement raced through my veins. “I’ll go first and show you that it’s not that bad.”

The paddock was just on the other side of the chieftain’s house, and a crowd had already gathered around with everyone from the very old to the very young. Butler waved at me eagerly as we approached, and Naona’s uncle frowned so hard that I was surprised that he didn’t spit at me. There was a mixture of excitement and irritation on everyone’s faces as if some of the tribespeople wanted to see if a raptor would pick an Anglishman as a rider while others were just there to see me get eaten.

“Here we are,” Naona said as the crowd parted to show a gate. “Go ahead, K.O.”

“Sure thing,” I said and rolled my shoulders to play it cool. “Time to meet some raptors.”

But inside I was giddy: I was going to get a pet dinosaur. If I lived, this would be the greatest day of my life.


[image: ]




Chapter 10

“Be careful,” Sara warned as I strolled up to the paddock.

“Will do,” I smiled over my shoulder and gave her a thumbs up.

Every muscle in my body was tense as Naona’s cousin unlocked the gate and swung it outwards, but I forced myself to take a deep breath and relax. The raptors were just like any other predator, and they’d sense any fear the second that I walked in with them. I needed to keep a clear head, let them take the lead, but not back down if they charged at me.

An old woman shouted and shook a fist at me as the gate closed behind me. I didn’t need to know the tribe’s language to figure out that she hadn’t been giving me a blessing, especially when she spat in the dirt and then sneered in my direction. A few others followed her example, but then Naona coughed, and silence fell like someone had hit the mute button on a TV remote. Even the elderly lady went silent, though her face was red with rage, and her old jowls shook with hatred.

“You can do this, K.O.,” I said as I moved away from the gate.

There were only five raptors in the paddock, and none of them were the ones that I’d seen the day before. Of course, those dinosaurs were already bonded with humans, so the guys in front of me must have been riderless. All of them were at least six feet tall, but there was one in the back that was a head above everyone else, and it had scars all over its hide like the giant lizard-like creature wasn’t a stranger to fighting.

The others gave it a wide berth and even tried not to look directly at it, though a younger one did and was quickly snapped at. It reminded me of a wild stallion that had been captured and forced to remain in captivity. I wasn’t sure why Naona and her people would make it stay there if the dinosaur didn’t want to be, but the dude was definitely big enough to escape if he wanted, so maybe there was a reason it stayed.

“Just stand in the middle,” Naona said. “One of them will come up to you. And if one doesn’t… then you’ll have to try again when more racasar are ready to find riders.”

“Sure,” I shrugged and waited in the middle.

None of the giant lizards even looked in my direction, and several minutes started to pass as the crowd outside grew restless. A few of them shouted in their language, and I was almost positive they were thrilled that a raptor hadn’t chosen me as its rider. It lent credence to their belief that the dinosaurs chose their riders and that the Anglish were definitely not on the list of preferred raptor companions.

“Come back, K.O.,” Naona said when I turned around to look at her. “You will have to wait. We can try with Sara.”

“If they didn’t want him, then they definitely won’t want me,” Sara shook her head firmly. “And I’m not going in there with--”

Sara’s sentence trailed off, and her teal eyes went wide with fear as the ground shook beneath me. I didn’t even have to turn around to know that the big raptor had trotted over to me, and shivers ran down my spine as the overgrown lizard’s warm breath rolled over my neck. The colonial woman motioned for Naona to do something, but the tribal woman just put a hand up to stop anyone from entering the paddock.

“What do you mean by leaving him in there?” Sara hissed. “That thing is going to eat him.”

“If we go in there now, then more lives will be lost,” Naona said. “And if she wanted him dead, then he would be. I’ve seen that particular racasar rip apart a colrasa twice her size in a matter of seconds. He would be gone before we could reach him.”

“She’s got a really nasty temper,” Butler said in a loud whisper that only a young kid could think was quiet. “She’s eaten a handler once.”

“Right,” I said and took a deep breath to steady my nerves.

The last thing that I needed was to show the creature fear, especially if she was as terrifying as everyone’s faces implied. Even the old woman had paled as if she was preparing herself to see me ripped limb from limb. I had to stay calm. I had to not freak out.

Though that was easier said than done.

The raptor blew another hot breath on my neck, and I slowly turned around to look at it. There were some creatures that preferred you to look them in the eyes to establish dominance, but Addo had always taught me to turn my gaze just past their shoulder. It would let the dinosaur know that I wasn’t terrified of it, even if I was, and that I wouldn’t attempt to put it in its place.

“Stay perfectly still, K.O.,” Naona warned as the raptor leaned down to sniff me.

That was definitely easier said than done, because homegirl opened her mouth to show just how big her teeth were. I kept my gaze just over the raptor’s shoulder as the dinosaur snapped her jaw closed and then started to sniff my stomach. The overgrown lizard chirped irritably when one of the others got a little too close, and even the tribesmen took a step back like the crowd at a watermelon smashing competition.

She hopped back, sliced at the air right in front of me, and let that one giant claw just barely rip open my tunic. It would’ve been easy for the dinosaur to rip me open from neck to groin, but there was a challenge in the raptor’s eyes as if she wanted to see if I’d flinch.

I managed to stay perfectly still, and even kept my breath relatively steady, though the dinosaur could no doubt hear my racing heart. It beat so fast that it felt like my rib cage would burst open, but this was a game, and it was one that I’d played before. I’d faced down an angry lioness before and not been devoured, and homegirl was just like the giant cat, complete with scars from numerous battles.

“K.O.,” Sara gasped when the raptor lunged forward and snapped her jaws shut right next to my head.

“He’s okay,” Naona answered. “He’s okay.”

I wasn’t sure if Naona was trying to comfort herself or Sara, but it wasn’t the moment to check on the human women. The female dinosaur in front of me had my full attention, and she demanded that it stay on her with another slash through the air. I had to fight the urge to ball my hands into fists when the second cut actually scraped across my now exposed belly, but it barely left a red mark, so it wasn’t meant to do harm.

The raptor lowered her head to stare at the mark and then looked back up at me, and I could almost see something shift in its mind. She snorted and hissed again, this time right in front of my face so that I could smell the rotten blood on her tongue, but I stayed put. I was sure that the power struggle was almost over and all that was left was for her to acknowledge me as her rider.

Naona hadn’t given me any special instructions for what to do once the raptor had chosen me. Most animals would just wander off or plop down and show some kind of submissive pose, but the dinosaur gave no indication that it would bow down in front of me. She just took a step back and bent her head so that I would have to look directly into her slitted eyes.

“We good?” I asked and forced myself not to break eye contact. “Or are you going to tear off the rest of my clothing?”

My torn tunic fluttered in a warm breeze that wound its way through the forest, and the raptor tilted her head to the side as if she’d actually understood me. Scientists had theorized that the predators would be smart, but they’d also said that they would have feathers, so clearly they weren’t right about everything. Still, there was intelligence and wisdom in the dinosaur’s eyes that demanded respect, and I had every intention of giving it to her.

“So?” I asked when the raptor didn’t move.

I slowly lifted my hand, and a woman screamed behind me as if the raptor had already torn into me, but she’d remained perfectly still. The dinosaur’s resemblance to a wild mustang grew with every passing second, especially when I gently patted the giant lizard’s snout and she bowed her head to let me. I stroked the top of her long nose a few times, kept my eyes on hers, and then let my hand fall away to let her dictate our next move.

The other raptors had all moved to the other side of the paddock, though there was one that seemed braver than the others. It still kept its distance, but it seemed interested in whether or not the giant dinosaur in front of us would eat me or not. They definitely wouldn’t come to my help, though I couldn’t blame them because homegirl was terrifying. There was even a scar across her right side that reminded me of one that I had on my own rib cage.

“I think she likes him,” Naona said just loud enough for me to hear. “K.O., you should see if she’ll let you ride her.”

Another voice joined the conversation, and it sounded like the two were in a heated argument in their own language, but I could easily guess what it was about. The raptor was clearly feared by everyone, not just the other raptors, and Butler had said that she’d eaten a couple of them, so it wasn’t too hard to guess that at least one of the stablemen didn’t want the crowd to see me torn apart. He finally went silent after Naona said something in a harsh tone, and I focused my attention on the dinosaur inches away from my face.

“What do you think?” I asked. “You want to go for a ride?”

The dinosaur tilted her head to the side as if she understood the question but wasn’t sure what answer to give. The crowd had started to talk again, though nothing was said louder than a whisper, and the hushed words washed across the paddock like a wave. The raptor chirped at the others a few times, turned her massive head back in my direction, and then glowered at the tribesmen over my shoulder.

I stayed perfectly still until the dinosaur shifted and squatted down in front of me. It was more than the other raptors had done when Naona, her cousin, and uncle had arrived at the chief’s home. I took a deep breath to steady my nerves and then climbed onto the raptor’s back.

There was a dip right in the middle of her spine that acted almost like a saddle, and my knees fit perfectly behind the raptor’s shoulders. I didn’t have any reins to hold onto, and the dinosaur’s thick skin didn’t exactly offer something to hold onto, but I was steady enough that it wouldn’t be a problem unless she bucked.

“Okay,” I said and then ran my hands down the side of the raptor’s neck. “So far, so good.”

Silence had fallen on the crowd again as if they were all too shocked to say anything. Whatever excitement they’d had when the giant raptor had tested me was now overcome with wide eyes as she trotted around the paddock. The old woman that had jeered at me earlier was so pale that she could’ve been a ghost, but Butler had a grin on his face that spread from ear to ear.

“Try this,” the little boy said and tossed reins over the fence.

I caught them as the raptor passed close enough and then held them up for the dinosaur to inspect. She snorted once and stomped one foot into the ground so hard that it left a giant gouge where her long claw scraped into the dirt. I took that as a definite pass on the bit in her mouth and tossed the leather contraption off to the side so that she’d know that I’d read her loud and clear.

“You’re doing great, K.O.,” Naona said with a bright smile that showed off her dimples. “You can come down whenever you want.”

The raptor spun around so fast that I almost fell off, and my hands landed perfectly on her shoulder blades. They weren’t exactly hand holds, but they shifted enough when she reared up like a stallion that I was able to hold on. My new mount clearly wasn’t ready to finish our ride, and I had to admit that I wasn’t, either.

We took another few turns around the paddock at a gallop while the other dinosaurs leaped out of the way like bunnies, and then homegirl ran straight toward the fence. It was a little over five feet high, so the six or seven-foot raptors would’ve had trouble getting over it, but that extra foot on my mount must have put some spring in her step, because we bounded over without any issue.

Naona shouted something in a panicked tone, but it was way too late, and there was nothing that anyone could do to stop our retreat. The tribal woman would just have to wait until we came back, and I had no intention of turning around for a while.

“Woohoo!” I shouted at the top of my lungs.

I threw my head back as the wind whipped through my hair. My mount was a lot faster than Naona’s, though they hadn’t exactly been at top speed when we were headed to the village. Still, I was sure that my raptor would be able to outpace any of the other dinosaurs, especially with how long her legs were.

Pure joy raced through me as the village fell behind us. There was nothing but my raptor, fresh air, and the joy of a wild freedom ride. I held on with my legs as the dinosaur shifted directions like a trolley on the rails on a rollercoaster, and we were suddenly headed deeper into the woods and the sound of falling water.

A clearing next to a river appeared out of nowhere, and a short waterfall poured over a nearby cliff to feed the crystalline water in front of us. The early afternoon light glistened on the damp grass, and my raptor tore off after a group of compy in the shallow reeds. Chilly water splashed up onto my boots as the larger predator chomped down into the chicken-sized dinosaurs, and in seconds, she’d devoured three of them.

“Eat to your heart’s content,” I shrugged and held on so that I didn’t fall off when she bent down to snap another one up. “Oh… uh… thanks… but I’m going to say no for now.”

My new mount had tossed a headless Compy backwards at me, and I’d caught it without a second thought. The smaller dinosaur still twitched as blood and muscle dripped down onto the now red grass. I held it out for the raptor, and she gently took it from my hand before she threw it into the air and then ate it like a piece of popcorn.

Another group of compy trilled angrily at my raptor from the other side of the small river, and I hopped off her back before she leaped across to hunt the rest of them down. They didn’t stand a chance against the larger predator, and I was more than happy to let the scarred dinosaur trot through the grass to find any hidden compy like it was a messed-up treasure hunt.

I was glad that none of the bodies had fallen into the water, so at least I didn’t have to worry about this world’s version of a piranha trying to attack me. But some of the Compy blood had splashed onto me when I’d caught the headless body, so I quickly washed it off and then looked around at the clearing.

It wasn’t big, but it was warm and sunlit, and there was enough sand and rocks along the river’s edge that there was already a natural filter for the water. I knelt down and scooped some of the water into my hand, and then I smiled as I realized the river tasted sweeter than anything that I’d had on the island so far. I drank until my stomach sloshed with every move and then laid back in a clean patch of grass while my mount hopped back over and plopped down next to me.

“Did you eat enough?” I asked with a sideways glance.

She yawned and stretched her long neck out toward the river to lazily lap at the water like an old dog, and I studied the raptor’s scars. I hadn’t been able to look at them clearly earlier during our meeting, but there were some that looked as if they’d been created by her own kind, and a couple of bite marks from something much, much bigger. My new friend had clearly been through it over the years, and it suddenly made so much more sense why she was prickly to everyone else.

Addo had told me once that I was like a cranky old wolf that had fought too many times for its survival. It was the reason for my hardcore resting bitch face, and why almost everyone was intimidated the second that they met me. I’d managed to learn how to be more charming, but my default was still an angry look, though that had proven more useful than my friend’s smiles on more than one occasion.

“This is really nice,” I yawned and stretched. “It might be the first time I’ve actually relaxed since I came to this island. Thank you.”

The raptor shifted in the sunlight and then swept her tail from side to side like a contented cat. I’d clearly passed all of the tests, and something told me that the freedom run had been another one, though it had been less scary than the chomps right next to my head. The dinosaur was still on high alert as if something might attack at any moment, but the way that she looked at me had softened dramatically.

“We should probably head back,” I said and climbed to my feet. “Naona and Sara will be worried.”

My mount hopped up so fast that I tensed, but she managed to miss me completely as her tail swept back and forth to steady her giant body. It was amazing to see the raptor’s graceful movements, and I hopped onto her back just as easily. I settled in the dip in her spine, locked my legs, and then patted the dinosaur’s neck.

“Do you have a name yet?” I asked as we slowly trotted back through the forest.

The raptor let out a trill that echoed through the trees, and I took that as a decisive no just like the reins earlier. It made sense that she wouldn’t have a name since she didn’t have a rider. Of course, Naona hadn’t used one for her own mount, so maybe the natives didn’t bother. My dinosaur would have one though, at least, as soon as I figured out what she should be named.

“How about Rainy?” I asked. “Your skin has a bluish tint in some spots.”

This earned another irritated trill.

“Okay,” I laughed and patted her neck.

I started to recognize some of the trees from our initial freedom run, and then the smell of the soup drifted our way on a lazy breeze. The village wasn’t too far, but my mount had slowed as if she wasn’t in a hurry to get back to the paddock. I couldn’t exactly blame her, because life in captivity sounded terrible, but at least she’d be able to come with me when Sara and I left.

“How about Freedom?” I asked. “Or Liberty.”

The first name got another irritated trill, but the second got something between a snort and a trill, and she even glanced over her shoulder at me.

“I’ll take that as a yes,” I laughed and patted her neck. “Liberty it is. It’s nice to officially meet you, Liberty. Thanks for not eating me.”

Liberty trotted a little faster as the paddock came into view, and the braver raptor from earlier hurried over to the fence right as we jumped over it. The two raptors checked each other out for a few seconds, but my attention was on Sara as she rode the other dinosaur’s back. My mount snapped at the colonial woman, but her own made an annoyed noise, and then Liberty snorted irritably.

“Interesting,” I said as the two dinosaurs trilled at each other.

“Naona says that my mount is your mount’s mate,” Sara said as a blush crawled up her pale cheeks. “I’m really glad that you’re okay. We were all so sure that you were going to be taken away to be eaten.”

“She went to eat some compy,” I said and petted Liberty’s neck. “She even offered me some.”

“Really?” Naona said as she strolled across the paddock. “You have done very well, K.O. Butler was not exaggerating. Your mount has eaten a few of our own, and too many colrasa to count.”

“She did eat like fifteen compy,” I said and then hopped off Liberty’s back, patted her neck, and then turned to help Sara down from her own mount. “She even offered me one, but I’m not quite ready to eat raw dinosaur yet.”

“She offered you one?” Naona gasped and then watched the larger raptor lead her mate away.

“Yeah,” I shrugged. “Is that weird?”

“Very,” the purple-eyed woman said. “I have never known a mount to share its food. Especially one as… strong… as yours.”

“Dominant,” I said. “I think that’s the word that you’re looking for. She’s the one in charge.”

“Yes,” she nodded, and her braids and beads clacked together like a windchime.

“Apparently my mount is very tough, too,” Sara said. “That’s why they’re mates.”

“Of course he is,” I smiled and squeezed her hand. “Mounts pick their riders, right? So they’ll pick someone that’s like them. You are a very tough woman.”

I glanced around to see that the crowd had already started to thin now that Sara and I had found mounts. Some of the tribesmen still stared in awe as if we were the only Anglish in the world that wouldn’t be eaten right away. I waved at them and then followed Naona back across the paddock with Sara right beside me.

“We will leave your mounts for now,” the tribal woman said. “Come. Let’s eat. It’s already late in the day.”

“Sure,” I said and then turned as Liberty trotted over to the gate before we could go through. “Hey, girl. I’m going to eat something and talk with Naona and Sara. I’ll come back later to say hi, and then I’ll let you know what we’re planning.”

“Does she understand you?” Sara asked with a dubious expression.

“They are very intelligent,” Naona said.

Liberty gave Sara the hardest side-eye that I’d ever seen in my entire life, and I reached up to pat her snout affectionately. It didn’t seem like the raptor would try to attack the colonial woman, especially since her mate had picked the brunette as her mount. Still, I took a step forward to stand between them and let the dinosaur know where I stood on the matter.

“She’s a friend,” I said. “We don’t eat friends.”

The raptor trilled like she didn’t agree but then trotted back over to where Naona’s cousin had just refilled the water trough. At least I’d be protected if anyone tried to come at me, because my mount was very protective, but it might be a struggle to control her if she was the kind that chomped first and asked questions second. She’d have to learn to get along with others if we were going to survive in this world, but for the moment, all I cared about was the fact that she hadn’t eaten me and that we were officially bonded.

“Your dinosaur is very rude,” Sara huffed and then spun on her heel to stomp through the village. “Mine didn’t try to eat me at all.”

“They balance each other well,” Naona said as we followed the colonial woman. “But do not underestimate your mount. I have seen him tear apart a colrasa twice his size. They are mated for a reason.”

“I do have some bite as well,” the teal-eyed woman said over her shoulder as we reached our yurt. “And I intend to use that to destroy the Governor General.”

I glanced around to make sure that no one else had heard the brunette, but only Butler ventured close enough to hear, and the boy was focused on the three soup bowls balanced in his tiny arms.

“Sara,” I said in a cautious tone. “We should be careful about who hears us.”

“I can’t imagine that anyone in this village would be opposed to my plan,” Sara said and plopped down on the deck. “They’ve been through enough because of that man. It would be the perfect revenge for all their losses.”

“It would,” I said. “But not everyone wants to fight. Some would rather just let it go and stay hidden.”

“K.O. is right,” Naona said and took a bowl of soup from Butler. “Not everyone will agree with us. First, we should discuss the land that my father wishes to give you.”

“I’ll go with you,” Butler said and handed Sara and I bowls. “I will grow stronger. And I will pay the Anglish back.”

“When you’re older,” I said and patted his head affectionately.

“Tell no one about this,” Naona said with a stern glare. “We do not want anyone to attack before we are ready. Or for anyone to give the Anglish a warning.”

The kid nodded solemnly and then glanced around as if someone would be in the shadows to catch us. I had so many questions about how Butler had managed to escape the Governor General and about what intel he could give us. He would definitely be an asset when we were actually ready to make a move, but I needed more information, and a home base that we could return to before we started to plan anything solid.

“How do you like your soup?” Naona asked and then motioned for me to eat.

“It’s still just as good as it was yesterday,” I said. “Tastes like chicken.”

“Is it made from the small dinosaurs? I believe K.O. calls them compy?” Sara asked. “It reminds me of something that Erla used to make.”

“Compy?” I asked and stared down at the strange meat.

“It is,” Butler said and then turned as someone blew a horn.

“They’re early,” Naona said with wide eyes. “Hurry. Get into your yurt. Do not let them see you.”

“What?” I asked.

“I’ll explain when you’re out of sight,” the purple-eyed woman said.

I craned my neck to see who had arrived, but Naona and Butler motioned for us to get inside, and I gave in. It would be easy enough to see them from the yurt, and the two tribesmen were so nervous that I was sure it was an enemy, or at least a frenemy. I didn’t think it would be the Anglish, especially after the greeting that we’d received, but there were bound to be other tribes, and the King on High did ask for tributes.

“Okay,” I said as the tent flap fell behind us. “What’s going on?”

“They’re here for the tributes,” Butler said and peeked through the slit at the new arrivals.

“Tributes?” Sara gasped. “For the blood sacrifice? Are you giving us to them?”

“No,” Naona rolled her eyes at the colonial woman. “Your blood won’t work for a tribute.”

“What’s wrong?” I asked as the tribal woman chewed her bottom lip. “Is it that bad that they’re early?”

“Yes,” she said. “Very, very bad.”
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Chapter 11

“What’s so bad about it?” I asked.

“They don’t like to come here,” Butler whispered with a frantic expression.

The strangers were definitely richer than anyone in the village with their gauged turquoise earrings that looked like something a tattoo artist would wear. I focused on the man in front with his long black robes embroidered with gold thread, since he was clearly the leader. The two guys behind him were probably bodyguards because they were as big as the giant that greeted them at the chief’s home. All three men had golden chains laced through their braids, though the muscle also had huge dinosaur teeth capped in silver and gold woven into their hair.

“Where are they from?” I asked and scooted over to see them better.

“The King’s city,” the little boy said as Naona ran a hand over her silver braids like a nervous schoolgirl. “They only come to the outer tribes like ours when it’s time for the harvest sacrifices.”

“Which aren’t for another few months,” the tribal woman said and then put a hand on Butler’s shoulder. “Keep them safe. They won’t talk to any of the villagers, so hopefully they won’t realize that there are Anglish nearby.”

Butler said something in their language that sounded an awful lot like a panicked question, and Naona squatted down to stare right into his eyes for the answer. It didn’t take a genius to figure out that the kid had asked about the worst-case scenario, and there was no doubt in my mind that the purple-eyed woman had told the boy to sacrifice us if it came down to it. We were still outsiders, while the boy was part of her tribe, and I didn’t blame her one bit.

“Butler will do everything in his power to keep you safe,” she said and stood.

“Where are you going?” Sara asked. “Are you going to give them a heads-up about us?”

“As I’ve said,” Naona sighed and shook her head. “Your blood will not help with the sacrifice. Butler will explain why. But for now, I need to go help my father with the emissary. And to find out exactly why they’re early.”

The colonial woman’s words were harsher than the slightly frantic look in her teal eyes, but the rest of Sara’s body language showed the lioness that was ready to fight if necessary as if the emotional war inside was too chaotic to settle on just one feeling. Her shoulders were pulled back, and the tall woman lifted her chin in the air in defiance just like she had in the prison cell. If Naona wanted to betray us, then the claws would definitely come out, but I could still see the hope in the Anglish woman’s eyes as she studied the tribal woman carefully for any hints that things were about to turn violent.

“Be careful,” I said.

“Don’t betray us,” Sara said.

Naona looked at all three of us in turn, took a deep breath, and then strolled out of the yurt with her head held high like a mighty warrior. The tribal woman mentioned that her silver hair and bright purple eyes were some kind of prophecy, as well as my appearance in their world, but she hadn’t gone into it. I had no idea if these visitors knew about these prophecies as well or even believed them, but part of me hoped they did. If they listened to her with the same respect as her tribesmen, we just might survive this unexpected visit.

I took a deep breath and ran a hand through my hair as a thousand different scenarios raced through my head. The idea that I was part of some prophecy was hard to get around, like I’d been transported into a video game where the fated hero had to save the world. But the fact that magic had been involved made it hard to deny that something like the hand of fate seemed to be involved in whatever was happening in this strange world. Of course, I’d want to hear more about it at some point, though Naona and her adopted father didn’t seem interested in telling me the details just yet.

As I watched the guards for a moment, I realized there were only two things that I knew for sure about this place. The Anglish colony needed to be destroyed, and there was something very off about the emissary and his guards. If the tribesmen were that worried about the strangers arriving early, then clearly Sara and I should be worried as well. I wondered if whatever magic had brought me to the dinosaur island had started a chain of events that would change Naona and Sara’s world forever, and maybe this unexpected arrival was just another part of the sequence. I shook my head at the absurdity of it all, but then I reminded myself that it was better to consider every possibility than to be caught off guard, no matter how ridiculous it seemed.

“I don’t like this,” Sara said and started to pace around the yurt. “I’ve heard about what the heathens do during their blood sacrifices. They just rip people’s hearts out while it’s still beating. And they’d love to get their hands on the Anglish. That’s why they kidnap us.”

“They kidnap you?” I asked in an incredulous tone. “I believe that the Anglish are the ones enslaving the tribesmen.”

“That’s different,” the teal-eyed woman huffed and spun to glare at me. “We’re offering them a better life.”

“Like the one that the Governor General was offering you?” I asked with a lifted eyebrow. “You know that’s bullshit, right?”

“I-I… well…”

I could see Sara’s mind work a thousand miles a minute as if she was rethinking everything that she’d ever been taught. It would be hard to get around the idea of blood sacrifices, but at this point I was willing to hear Butler out. I’d already found myself in a strange world that was stuck in the 1700’s, one with dinosaurs, and there was no reason to think that the victims had to lose their lives.

“I suppose you’re right,” Sara huffed as a heavy silence fell on the tent. “Erla may have liked living with us, but I’m not sure that everyone felt the same way. And our slaves were treated much better than those in the colony. And… and I can’t remember anyone ever actually being stolen away in the night.”

“There you have it,” I shrugged. “People tend to make up stories, especially to keep people in line.”

“The ones about the Anglish are true,” Butler said in a small voice. “They stole me right out of the forest while I was picking berries. And they burned me.”

“They shouldn’t have done that,” Sara said as hatred flashed in her teal eyes. “No one should be labeled like cattle. I promise that I will get revenge on them for you.”

“I’ll get my own revenge,” the little boy said with a stubborn expression. “Which is why I will stay with you.”

“Fair enough,” I said and plopped down on the ground near the tent flap.

Naona had already disappeared inside of the chief’s house, and since there weren’t any windows that would let me see inside, we were stuck waiting for her return. So the next best thing was to find out more about the blood sacrifices. It felt like something out of an old fable that I’d read as a kid, but it was real, and it was happening.

“Butler,” I said and patted the ground in front of me. “Come over here and tell me more about the blood sacrifices. You said that Anglish blood won’t work?”

“No,” he laughed and then collapsed in a heap of thin arms and legs in front of me.

“Naona said that the sacrifices bless the crops,” I said. “I know that some trees feed on iron, so burying a body underneath them helps. Is it something like that?”

“I am unsure what you mean,” the boy said with a confused expression.

“You bury your dead beneath trees?” Sara asked as she sat down next to me. “That is an interesting idea. But not entirely unfounded.”

“No,” I shook my head. “We have them in cemeteries. But I’ve heard that burying a body under a tree helps to nourish it. It’s one of the only things that I remember from that field trip in eighth grade.”

“Field trip?” Butler asked and glanced at the colonial woman like she could answer. “You often take your people to fields? For fun?”

“No,” I said and put my hands up. “It’s too hard to explain. Let’s just move on.”

Sara and Butler exchanged looks as if they had a thousand questions to ask me, but then the colonial woman shook her head as if to tell the kid that it wasn’t worth the fight. I’d have to learn how to explain more about my world later, but at the moment, the only thing that I wanted to know about was these sacrifices that the emissary had come for. The kid had agreed with Naona that Anglish blood wouldn’t work in their rituals, but a whole new concern surfaced as I thought about whatever prophecy Naona had been born into.

If she was really that special, then maybe they’d ask to give her blood to their gods like an Aztec priestess that had been buried alive to serve some ancient god for all eternity. I had no doubt Naona would agree to it if it meant that her people would live well, but there was no way that I’d stand by and let the purple-eyed woman die for some god that probably didn’t even exist in the first place.

“How do the blood sacrifices feed the crops?” I asked when Butler seemed lost for where to begin.

“Oh!” he exclaimed and clapped his hands together.

The kid sat criss-crossed in front of me with a wide grin like a middle schooler about to tell ghost stories around the campfire. It was hard not to smile back at him, and some of the tension drained out of my shoulders as the young boy rubbed his hands together and cleared his throat like an actor setting the scene. The heavy weight that seemed to hang on Butler’s shoulders was lifted for a moment, and even Sara lit up as she leaned in and waited to hear the tale.

“Long ago,” he started, and I fought the urge to roll my eyes at the dramatics. “There was a huge… what is the word?”

He muttered in his own language for a few seconds and frowned as if finding the right word was a calculus problem, but then the kid just shrugged as if it wasn’t that important.

“Group? That will work,” he said. “My Anglish is not as good as Naona. The group of gods were as different as you are from the heathens in the colony.”

“Heathens?” Sara asked and then giggled. “I’m sure that they’d have something to say about that, but you’re quite right. They have left our God far behind and are nothing but heathens serving their own desires.”

“The gods argued constantly,” Butler said and relaxed a little more as Sara approved of his description. “And eventually, some went to sleep. But the God of the Crops has stayed with us. It is his blessing that feeds our crops.”

“And the blood sacrifice,” I pointed out.

“Yes,” the boy nodded so hard that his head looked like it was about to fly off. “The blood sacrifice is provided so that he can nourish the fields. It must be done every year before the crops are laid. That way the… soil? Soil. Is ready for the seeds.”

“But it’s harvest time,” Sara pointed out. “Why would your God need sacrifices now? Shouldn’t they wait?”

“Yes,” he said with a frown. “The sacrifices usually go early to the King on High so that their bodies can be prepared for the ritual, but it is far too early.”

“Why would your king ask for them early?” I asked.

“I’m not sure,” he said.

Butler frowned as his eyes glazed over in thought. The kid seemed to know a lot about the ritual, though the story was probably one that was told to the tribe starting at a young age. That way, no one would ever protest when the emissary came every year to take people away, and it probably ensured that the chosen victims were more amenable as well.

I hadn’t run into any tribes or villages that practiced human sacrifice back home, but there were always rumors. Addo made sure that our hunts stayed far away from those areas, even if a poacher went there to hide out. I’d always said that we should follow them instead of waiting, but as I listened to Butler’s tale, it suddenly made a lot more sense why the older man had avoided them. Besides, the months we spent waiting for the guys to reemerge was time we could use to hone our skills.

If they ever reappeared, which wasn’t always the case.

“It could be that the King on High has a plan for something else,” he said. “But the emissary that came is a priest. If there was some other issue, then he would have sent a servant, right?”

“I don’t know,” I said and glanced at the tent flap. “Maybe. Naona said something about being born as part of a prophecy. That her light purple eyes and silver hair are signifiers.”

“They are!” Butler cheered and pumped a fist into the air. “She is to be a great warrior that will save her people from destruction. It is why we follow her lead. And why the Chief has taken her as his own daughter.”

“Would they sacrifice her?” Sara asked as the colonial woman caught onto my worries.

“No,” the kid said with an emphatic shake of his head. “They would not dare. To spill her blood is to anger the gods. The King on High is protected by gods because he is their descendant, but even he would not risk hurting her without their permission.”

I took a deep breath as a thousand terrible scenarios raced through my mind. If the gods had turned their backs on Naona, then the emissary could be there to take her away. I had to fight the urge to run over and drag her out of the chief’s house right then and there, but that would only embarrass her, and it would put me in hot water with the tribes if nothing was actually going to happen to the purple-eyed woman.

“Okay,” I took a deep breath and ran a hand through my hair. “So, Naona is safe, but the emissary is still very, very early. What could be going on?”

“I don’t know,” Butler said and tapped his chin. “She’s going to be okay, right? We all will be? What if they found out that we took in Anglish?”

“We’ve only been here for a day,” Sara said and patted the child on the shoulder. “I don’t think that they would have heard about us just yet, do you?”

“No,” he said and swiped at his eyes. “I’m sure that it’s nothing. Or just something that adults worry about. Like… um, paying our tributes.”

“Probably,” I said and met Sara’s eyes.

The colonial woman shook her head as I lifted an eyebrow, and I knew that neither of us believed that it was actually nothing. Rituals were always done at certain times for a reason, no matter what the religion, and to come months early meant that something was definitely up. Sara scooted closer to comfort Butler, though the boy took a few seconds to relax enough to rest in the Anglishwoman’s arms.

“I’m guessing that the sacrifices for this year haven’t been picked out yet?” I asked as a heavy silence fell on the yurt.

“No,” Butler shook his head. “They won’t be chosen until closer to the harvest. It’s an honor to be chosen.”

“Are you one of the hopefuls?” Sara asked before I could.

“No,” the boy laughed and rolled his head back to meet her teal eyes. “I’m too young. The sacrifices are only chosen from the elderly. Those who have been fed from the land their entire lives. They’ve been blessed so much that they’ll be able to bless us.”

“The elderly?” I asked.

“Yes,” he smiled and sat back up. “Only those who are closer to the… afterlife? I think that is the word that Reverend Michaels used.”

Butler’s voice cracked at the mention of the Great Reverend Michaels, and the boy squirmed a little as if he wanted to get away from whatever memory had resurfaced. If it was anything like what the priests did to young men back home, then I had one more reason to burn the colony to nothing but ashes, and the Governor General and the Great Reverend Michaels would be the first to go.

“The afterlife is waiting for those who leave us,” Sara said in a sweet tone despite the rage that flashed through her eyes as if she’d come to the same conclusion as I had. “The sacrifices are those who are about to die? And do they come from every tribe?”

“No,” he shook his head again. “It changes every year, but this year they are supposed to come from our tribe. A man and a woman are chosen to go to the capital city. They will live there and prepare themselves for the ritual for weeks, and then they will pour out their blood for our crops before they go to the afterlife.”

It sounded a lot like the cows that were fed really rich foods and treated like royalty before they went to slaughter, but at least these sacrifices went willingly. I still wasn’t sure how I felt about a blood sacrifice, but at least the people that went were okay with it. And while the chief might be old enough to be selected, or Naona’s uncle, the purple-eyed tribal woman would still have a lifetime before her name came up, if it did at all since she was apparently a favorite of their gods.

“Maybe this year is special?” Sara asked after a few moments. “That’s why they need to come early? My father always said that every twelve years the fields needed to be given a break and left alone. Maybe the emissary is here to tell the chief that no sacrifices will be needed. Or that they will be sacrificed earlier than usual.”

“Maybe,” I said, but I could hear the doubt in my voice.

“I know that the fields must be rested,” Butler said. “But that’s not something the priests control. It’s just something the farmers do.”

“Right,” I sighed as I tried to will Naona to appear.

“Well,” Sara sighed. “There’s really nothing we can do but wait for Naona to return. Unless you’d like to walk over there and ask what’s going on.”

I felt myself start to laugh, stopped myself, and then I flashed a grin at the Anglish woman.

“It’s tempting, but for now, I think I’ll wait for our hostess to return,” I said.

“Smart choice,” she replied.

There was still a few hours before the sun actually set, and something told me that the wealthy emissary wouldn’t want to stay in the poor village longer than he absolutely had to. The man had barely managed a nod for the tribesmen that he passed on the dirt road, and his robes had been pristine despite the distance that they’d traveled to reach Naona’s home. No. People like that wouldn’t want to linger, and so he’d leave soon just so he could be sure he was home safe and sound.

And then I’d go over to the chief’s house the second that they were gone.

“Butler, can you go keep watch for me?” I asked. “I want to talk to the chief once the visitors are gone.”

The kid’s face twisted with an inner battle as if he wasn’t sure if that was allowed or not, but then Butler nodded and trotted outside to the wooden deck to clean up our bowls. It was the perfect excuse for him to be outside, though I hoped that the emissary’s guards didn’t ask who was in our yurt. The last thing that the tribe needed was for the King’s representative to find out that Anglish had been allowed to settle in the town, even if it was only temporary.

“I have a bad feeling about that man,” Sara said as I retrieved some water from the jug in the corner. “I don’t know what it is… but he and his guards remind me of Reverend Michaels. As if they think that our Mighty God is with them, and therefore, they can do whatever they want without repercussion.”

“I don’t remember much from Sunday School,” I said and then chugged a glass of water. “But I’m pretty sure that even God’s prophets were punished if they went too far from his teachings.”

“They were,” the brunette nodded and then smiled when I offered her a glass of water. “It seems that the Lord Almighty visited your world as well. Still… I’m concerned. Men like that will use power to their advantage and to get whatever they want. They think that they’re above the teachings.”

“Power-hungry assholes are always like that,” I said and took the now empty glass back from Sara. “They’ve corrupted religions everywhere just to serve their own needs, and from my experience, they aren’t true believers. They only worship power.”

“What if Butler is wrong,” Sara asked with a nervous glance at the tent flap. “What if they really are here for Naona? I may butt heads with her, but she is a good woman, and she’s loyal to her people. And no one deserves to be sacrificed for some blood ritual to a fake god. Even if they do take care of the sacrifices like Butler says they do.”

“I know,” I said and pulled the tent flap back just in time to see the boy bounding up to the yurt.

“They’re gone!” he exclaimed and motioned for us to follow. “They left early. Something about going to another tribe before dark.”

“Perfect,” I grinned and motioned for Sara to follow me. “Let’s go find out what they’re actually here for.”

I half-expected the giant guard outside the chief’s house to stop us when we walked up, but the big man seemed as if he was a thousand miles away. Something was definitely wrong if the huge guy was worried, and it took all of my self-control to walk in normally instead of racing in like a panicked chicken.

The air inside of the chief’s house was so thick with tension that I could’ve cut it with a cold butterknife. All of the guards stood around with blank expressions, and even Naona’s uncle had plopped down on one of the benches near the fire with a distraught look on his face. I had no idea what the emissary had told them, but any hope that it was good news had officially been burned away like pieces of tissue paper.

Naona sat next to her father, and both of them seemed to be lost in a completely different world. The emissary must have come with truly terrible news if they were that upset, and my fear that the purple-eyed woman would be sacrificed quickly resurfaced. Silent tears streamed down the warrior woman’s cheeks, and I eased down onto the bench next to her, reached out a hand, and took hers in mine.

“What happened?” I asked.

“K.O.?” she asked and blinked like a child waking up to the sunrise. “When did you get here? Did the emissary see you? Please tell me that he didn’t.”

“He didn’t,” I promised as Sara sat on the bench behind me. “He didn’t see either of us. Butler came and got us once he left.”

“Butler,” Naona whispered and looked around the room for the boy.

The tribal woman’s gaze was a mixture of pity and rage as it landed on Butler, and I felt a hot coal of rage form in my stomach, though I still had no idea what had happened. If Naona was that upset about just seeing the boy, then the emissary’s news had to have involved the entire village. Naona glanced around the room at the guards, her father, and her uncle as if it was the last time that she’d see them and she needed to drink in their faces as much as possible.

“What happened?” I repeated.

“I will tell them,” Chief Wislu said as Naona flinched at the question. “It is my duty. And I will also tell our people the good news.”

“Good news?” Naona snapped and twisted to stare at the older man in shock. “This is not good news.”

“It is good for our people,” her uncle said as he snapped out of the fog that still hung over the guards.

“Our people?” the purple-eyed woman asked in a tight voice. “No, Uncle. It will not be good for our people.”

Naona and her uncle started to argue in their own language while I gaped at the man in disbelief.

“I didn’t know that he could speak Anglish,” Sara whispered in my ear.

“Neither did I,” I said.

“I don’t like it,” she responded and studied the man across the firepit. “Why did he want us to know that it would be good for them?”

“Probably because he wants to make sure that we don’t get in the way,” I said.

“Silence,” Chief Wislu said and put his hands in the air.

Naona and her uncle cut off their argument like someone had hit the mute button on a TV remote, and then both of them hung their heads as if they were ashamed of themselves.

“Now is not the time to argue,” the older man continued. “We must come together as a tribe.”

His brother said something in their language with a pointed look in our direction, and I didn’t need to understand his words to get the fact that the tribal man didn’t include us in the tribe. Naona’s uncle had apparently used up all his Anglish for a year with that one sentence, and the glare that he saddled me with confirmed that I wouldn’t understand anything else the man said until I figured out their language.

“What happened?” I asked for the third time.

“The emissary has come bearing good news,” the chief said and reached over to take Naona’s free hand when she started to object again. “I have heard rumors that you and the young Anglish woman wish to destroy the colony in search of revenge, but you no longer need to worry about that.”

“He came asking for soldiers?” I asked with a look around the room at the able-bodied men that would definitely die at the other end of a pike or an arquebus. “Do they know what kind of weapons the Anglish have?”

“Of course,” the chief said with a sad smile. “We have lost too many good warriors.”

Emotions seemed to choke the chief as tears welled up in the older man’s eyes. I was sure that he was thinking about Naona’s parents, and my heart ached for the entire tribe. If the gray-haired man was forced to send more of his soldiers to fight the Anglish, then there would be more bodies for them to bury, because even the raptors wouldn’t stand a chance against the guns.

“Then why would they ask for more soldiers?” Sara huffed. “They should know that they can’t win a straightforward fight with the Anglish. We have to come up with a plan that will minimize the casualties.”

“That is not the plan that the King on High has come up with,” Naona said and pulled her hands free from both the chief and me. “The emissary was only here to inform us of what will happen and our options.”

There was a coldness in Naona’s tone as if the tribal woman had pushed all of her emotions into a box. It was the same one that I used whenever I had to talk to someone who’d lost a loved one because of a poacher, not that it happened that often since those men usually operated in the shadows, but even once was too many times. If the purple-eyed woman had shut down that much, then my guess that they’d asked for soldiers had to be right, or maybe they’d asked for more sacrifices.

“What is going to happen?” I asked as another heavy silence fell on the chief’s house.

“What has to happen,” the chief whispered. “My brother is right. This is for the good of all the tribes. We cannot concern ourselves with just our own, but of everyone on the island. The Anglish and all the other… settlers must be stopped. As Chief it is my duty to do what is right for our people, not just the ones in my village, those of the other villages as well.”

“They would not care about you,” Naona snapped. “Or any of us. You heard what he said. Only the strong will be accepted in the other villages or in the city. And we will not be treated as equals but as slaves. We might as well go live with the Anglish.”

“Naona,” Wislu said in a strict tone. “Careful of your tongue. You must be strong for our people. They must see the good that will come from this. It will happen whether we want it to or not. As leaders, it is our job to make sure that they are not overcome by fear.”

I was glad that the chief had spoken in Anglish instead of their own language, because it brought Sara and I into the conversation, but it sounded like neither of us would be able to change the older man’s mind.

“Why would they need to go to other villages?” Sara spoke up before I could.

“If they’re not asking for more soldiers, then what exactly is their plan to kill the Anglish?” I asked.

“A plague,” Naona answered as the chief pressed his lips together like he didn’t want to say the words out loud. “The King on High will send a plague. And it will come right through our village.”
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Chapter 12

“I’m sorry, what?” I asked.

I stared between Naona and the chief, but when neither of them would meet my eyes, I turned to look at her uncle instead. The older man had clearly spoken enough Anglish to tell us that this was all supposed to be good for their people, so he had to understand enough to explain what the fuck they’d just said. I couldn’t believe that the King on High could just summon a plague to wipe out the colony, but if he could, then why the hell would he wipe out his own people in the process?

“Okay,” I finally said. “But… if the King on High can really do this, wouldn’t he have done it already? I mean… the Anglish have been here for at least a generation, so why is he suddenly able to send a plague?”

“Witchcraft,” Sara hissed. “Blood magic.”

“I doubt--” I started to say.

“This is none of your business,” Naona’s uncle finally huffed and crossed his arms over his chest.

The tribal man said something to his brother and gestured at us, and I didn’t need a translator to know that he’d said something about outsiders not being welcomed into the conversation. I’d seen that same irritated face in villages that hid poachers, especially when they thought that the illegal game hunters would actually share their wealth with them once they’d sold whatever endangered species they were there to hunt. Naona’s uncle probably expected to be able to escape somewhere, or maybe he’d made a deal with the emissary before they’d even arrived. He seemed like the type that would always try to look after his own survival first.

“Silence,” Chief Wilsu said and put a hand up to stop his brother’s incessant rant. “This has been decided. The only thing for us to do is prepare.”

“Prepare for what?” I asked. “To die?”

“This is not your concern, Anglishman,” Naona’s uncle snarled. “It is an honor for us to be sacrificed for the rest of the tribes.”

“An honor?” Sara asked with wide eyes. “You think it’s an honor to sacrifice women and children just to kill the Anglish?”

“The Anglish have sacrificed many of our women and children,” he shot back.

“So, you’re just adding to the numbers?” I asked and threw my hands into the air. “There has to be a better way. Can’t you just move?”

“Move? And where would we go? Which tribe would take us in? The answer are none. Moving would require submission to servitude. Moving would mean abandoning the dead we’ve buried here. Moving would require replacing our ancestral gods with the gods of our new masters. This is not a possibility anyone would accept.”

“But--” I began.

“It is done,” the chief said and stood so fast that Naona almost fell over.

The purple-eyed woman managed to stay on the bench, and her father turned his attention to her with sympathetic eyes. Naona was his only granddaughter, at least from what I’d gathered, and she was considered special by their gods, but apparently, he’d still sacrifice her just to get to the Anglish.

I wanted them taken out, too, but not at the cost of everyone in the village. There had to be a better way, but before I could figure out what that was, I had to stop the plague before it spread across the island. I didn’t care how much magic was involved, a plague would wipe out more than just this village and the colony, because that’s how they worked. Once the disease was unleashed, it would take aim at every human on the island, and the King on High was a fool to think otherwise.

“I need this to be explained,” I said when no one else spoke. “The King on High is going to send a plague? How? When?”

“You can explain it,” Chief Wislu said and put a hand on Naona’s shoulder. “I am tired. I need to lay down and rest. Tomorrow morning I will make the announcement.”

“You should wait,” I said and stood up. “Because we’re going to figure out a way to stop this.”

Naona’s uncle snapped something in their language as if he’d forgotten how to speak Anglish all of a sudden, though there was a lot more to the man than he let on. I was pretty sure that the warrior told his brother that outsiders didn’t belong in their business, especially when he gestured to me wildly, but the chief just shook his head.

The older man’s shoulders were sunken in, and the creases in his forehead seemed deeper than they had been earlier. It was as if the chief had aged right in front of me, though mass destruction would have that effect. Wislu motioned for his brother to leave, but it was Naona that stood and ushered us out of the hall.

“We can speak in your temporary home,” the tribal woman said with a pointed look at her uncle. “What we decide to do should have nothing to do with the elders.”

“It’s best that way,” her father smiled and nodded in approval. “I will have our people prepare themselves.”

“We won’t let you down,” I said. “We’ll find a way to stop it.”

“It is an honor for us to die for others,” he said. “When the Anglish are gone, our tribe will be honored legends.”

Naona’s uncle snapped something and then stormed out as if he was about to rally the troops, but Naona put a hand on my arm to stop me from following him. The purple-eyed woman shook her head once and then waved goodbye to the guards that stood with determined expressions on their faces as if they refused to hear any plans to go against the King on High.

“Come,” she said and started outside. “Butler, you may join us.”

“I was going to,” the boy said with a proud smile. “I’m old enough now to be a part of the plans.”

“Sure,” I laughed and patted him on the head.

There was no sign of Naona’s uncle when we came out, and I wondered if the man was on his way to tell the emissary about our desire to stop the plague. It would probably ingratiate him to the King on High, but he was too old to be used as a slave, and something told me that a ruler that would spread disease through one of his tribes wouldn’t want to keep an ancient warrior around, even if he’d helped to thwart us.

“My uncle will not betray us,” Naona said as we reached the yurt. “He may wish to die with honor, but he will not want to see our people die.”

“He sounded like he thought it was a good idea,” Sara huffed as we ducked through the tent flap. “That it was an honor to die. Are we sure that he won’t get in the way?”

“It is an honor to die for others,” the purple-eyed woman said and then sat down. “And my uncle hates the Anglish enough that he’s willing to die to see them destroyed, but he will not betray me. Or my father. Even if he disagrees with us.”

“That’s good news,” I said.

We sat down, and a heavy silence fell on the yurt as we all lost ourselves in thought. Sara had just escaped from prison and men who wanted to harm her, and now there was a disease that was about to spread through our temporary home and kill everyone. Everyone had long faces like children that had learned that Santa wasn’t real, but I took a deep breath and prepared myself for the worst.

“Okay,” I said and clapped my hands together. “So, he’s spreading a plague. How and when?”

“Three days from now,” Naona said. “There will be a ritual to offer sacrifices, and the Trickster will send the plague.”

Butler jolted like he’d been struck and started to speak in their language. The kid talked so fast that I wasn’t sure how Naona kept up with him, and there was panic in his eyes like the world was about to end.

“Who is the Trickster?” I asked when Butler finally went quiet.

“He is the most devious of the old gods,” the boy said before Naona could answer. “My grandmother told me about him. He makes deals. But they never go right. They kill.”

“Then why would your king go to him?” Sara asked with an incredulous expression. “Shouldn’t he know better?”

“Of course he does,” Naona said. “The Trickster is rarely even prayed to anymore.”

“Sounds like Loki,” I said and ran a hand through my hair. “Or maybe Coyote. Although neither of them are particularly malicious. Things just kind of go wrong because they like to play pranks. Is the Trickster like that? Maybe it won’t be as bad as it seems.”

Butler snorted and shook his head so hard that the kid almost toppled over like a bowling pin. I didn’t need my question answered if that was his reaction, and rage swept through me like a tidal wave. If even a kid knew that the Trickster was a bad choice, then the King on High definitely knew, and yet, he was still willing to risk everyone’s lives just for something that might kill the Anglish as well.

“Naturally,” I said in a dry tone. “So, we can assume that whatever the King on High has planned for this ritual won’t just include killing this village and the Anglish.”

“No,” Naona said. “But the older tribal leaders are too afraid of him to do anything. They will say that he is the gods’ chosen warrior and that we must obey him.”

“Yeah,” I rolled my eyes. “Sounds like the pharaohs in ancient Egypt. They were supposedly born of the gods, so whatever they say went.”

“I’m sure that Reverend Michaels would say the same thing about himself,” Sara huffed and tugged on her dress until it was perfectly straight, and I had to admit that she filled out the native garb as well as Noana did and I didn’t want to decide who wore it better.

Another silence fell on the yurt as I tried to think of some way to stop the ritual. We’d have to travel to the city that Butler had told us about. Naona had mentioned that it was just through the forest and a valley, so the raptors could definitely get us there with plenty of time to spare. I would just need to come up with a plan once we were actually there, one that would get us in to see the King on High, and more importantly, give us access to the ritual area so that we could stop it before it even began.

“Okay,” I said. “You said that he’ll have the usual sacrifices, right?”

“No,” Naona shook her head. “There will be sacrifices, but they are not the usual choices.”

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“They will be young,” she said.

I glanced at Butler, and the kid shifted nervously as if his name had just been called for the Hunger Games. There was no way that I’d let anyone take the boy, especially not to be sacrificed, and anyone who tried would find themselves in the afterlife. I’d already seen the cattle brand on his shoulder, and there was no doubt in my mind that the Governor General and Reverend Michaels had left other scars that no one would ever see.

“They won’t take Butler,” Sara said what I was thinking.

The colonial woman glared at Naona defiantly as if the tribal woman had already agreed to let Butler be taken, but the purple-eyed woman just stared back. An image of two lionesses flitted across my mind again, and I put my hands up to redirect their attention before they came to blows. The last thing we needed at the moment was for them to come after each other.

“No one is saying that,” I said. “Right, Naona?”

“Of course,” she sniffed and shot another glare at Sara before she turned to me. “He is far too young. The sacrifices must be in the prime of their lives. The emissary says that they have already been chosen. He and his men will collect them on the way back to the city.”

“The sacrifices are from a different tribe?” I asked. “I thought it was your year to offer them.”

“If these were normal sacrifices,” she shrugged. “But the King on High wants only the best for the Trickster’s ritual. He has made a pact with another tribe, one that will not be in the way of the plague, and they are more than willing to offer themselves if it means that the Anglish will be destroyed.”

“Naturally,” I said and tapped my fingers on my knee.

If the sacrifices had already been chosen, then the plan would be harder to stop. The three-day window suddenly didn’t seem long enough, and I heaved a sigh as I tried to force myself to focus.

The chosen couldn’t be too far from this village if the emissary and his guards planned to be there before nightfall, especially since the sun had already dipped behind the tall trees. If that were true, maybe we could do some talking of our own. All we had to do was convince the other tribe that there was no way the plague would be limited to the Anglish and this village, and it would soon destroy their own village as well.

“So,” I said. “We just need to get to the sacrifices and convince them not to be a part of the ritual. If everyone knows how the Trickster operates, then it shouldn’t be that hard.”

“I don’t know,” Butler frowned and rocked back and forth like an inflatable punching bag in a storm. “Everyone hates the Anglish. A lot of people would be willing to make a deal with the Trickster if it meant they were all dead.”

“Even some of our own people will be glad to die if it means that the colony will be destroyed,” Naona nodded in agreement.

“It’s absolutely ridiculous,” Sara huffed and threw her hands in the air. “Your people may not be as advanced as the Anglish, but you have to know that disease spreads. The Trickster is lying if he says that he can contain it.”

“The reward is worth the risk to the King of High,” the purple-eyed woman said. “And it will be worth it to anyone else that hears about it. The other tribes may agree that our village being sacrificed as well is too much, but they will not stand in the way.”

“Especially if they’re getting new slaves in the process,” I pointed out. “You said something about your tribe being able to relocate into the city or the other tribes. Do you think that your people will have time to find new homes?”

“No…” she rolled her eyes and glared at the tent flap. “They are telling nothing but lies. The other tribes will not allow our people to live there, and if they do, then it will be a life worse than one with the Anglish. A few may go into the city, but they must give up everything that they are.”

“How so?” I asked as an idea started to form in my mind.

“They must give up our primary gods, our family names, and any link to our previous tribe,” Naona said. “They will become citizens of the city, and subjects of the King on High.”

“But they’ll start from the bottom, right?” Butler asked with a confused expression. “My father said that to relocate into another tribe is to begin as slaves and pray that the gods bless you enough to be lifted out of the mud.”

A smile spread across my face as the plan began to solidify. The first step would be to convince the sacrifices that it was in the best interests of their village if they didn’t go through with the deal, which meant we had to get access to them when they were alone. And that probably wouldn’t be possible until they reached the city.

After that, we would have to disrupt whatever ritual the King on High planned to use to unleash the plague. It would be risky, but doable, and I was pretty sure that the King on High would jump at the opportunity to have a couple of Anglish and a woman of prophecy in his control. I just had to convince the girls that it was worth the consequences if it didn’t work out, though something told me that they’d be behind the idea.

“What are you thinking?” Sara asked. “You have that same expression that my father used to get when he invented something.”

“I think I know how we can get in to see the sacrifices,” I said.

“I’m listening,” the teal-eyed woman smirked.

“As am I,” Naona said and then looked at the tent flap. “Butler, go outside and make sure that no one is listening to us.”

“But--” he started to protest but then pressed his lips together when she lifted an eyebrow in challenge. “Fine. But I’m old enough to come with you.”

I watched the kid trudge outside like a dog banished from the dinner table, but it was better to leave the boy out unless we absolutely needed him. Butler might be able to help at some point, but first I needed to convince Naona that I had a workable plan. I took a deep breath, tore my eyes from the tent flap, and then looked at the two women while Butler started to sing to himself outside.

“What is the plan?” Naona asked.

“We go to the city,” I said. “Your people have already been offered sanctuary if they give up everything that they are, right? Well, Sara and I are Anglish. Or at least I look like I am. It wouldn’t be too hard for them to accept that we’d betray our own people to get away from the plague, especially if we tell them that we were already planning on attacking them.”

“But what will stop this terrible king from killing us on the spot?” Sara asked. “He clearly hates the Anglish. And I’m sure that he’ll want to have us murdered the second that we step foot in the city.”

“Which is why we won’t,” I said. “Our raptors will.”

“Because they have bonded to us,” the colonial woman said with an excited smile. “And it will show him that the raptors have accepted us, and that we’re not truly Anglish anymore.”

Naona nodded as she processed the idea, and I could see hope start to flare in her eyes.

“It might work,” she said. “And they will not be shocked to see me. My father would never let me be killed. I know that the King on High has asked for my hand in marriage more than once. If I come with you both by my side, then it will be like a wedding present.”

“Absolutely not,” I shook my head. “There’s no need to let him think that you’d actually marry him.”

“I won’t agree to it,” the warrior woman shrugged. “But he’ll assume. And Sara is quite beautiful. He is known to be hungry for women. It will at least get us inside the city walls. And the King on High will want to prove that he has power over us by making us serve the sacrifices that will kill our people.”

I didn’t like the idea of letting the King on High think that he’d get either of the women, but Naona was right that it would at least get us close to the King. I hoped he’d be too preoccupied with the ritual to actually try to bed them, especially if the tribal woman was right about trying to teach them their place. The only real doubt I had was whether he’d let me in with them, especially if he saw me as competition for the beautiful women.

“I think we should just say that we want to serve him,” I said. “I’ll tell him the truth about being a tracker and that Sara is the daughter of an inventor. You’re the daughter of a prophecy, so he won’t want to hurt you. That should be enough to at least keep us alive.”

“I like that idea better,” Sara said with a visible shudder. “I have no intention of letting any man touch me right now, and I refuse to let them even think that they have a chance when they don’t.”

“It’ll work,” I said when Naona frowned. “And if you say that you still refuse to marry him, then he’ll want to make sure to punish you by reminding you that all your people are about to die.”

“And he’ll assign me to the sacrifices,” the purple-eyed woman said as her shoulders relaxed. “That is a better idea. I would rather die than have that man touch me.”

“There you have it,” I said. “We can leave bright and early tomorrow morning. It should only take half a day to get there, right?”

“A day,” Naona said. “We will want to take our time traveling. If we arrive too early, then they will suspect something. It must seem as if we struggled to make the decision to betray everyone first.”

“And it’ll give your people time to leave if they want,” I agreed. “They can arrive before us so that it won’t seem too out of the ordinary when we arrive.”

“I doubt that many of my people will go,” she said.

“I will,” a deep voice said from the tent flap just as Butler stumbled through.

“I told him to wait,” the boy huffed.

The giant guard from the chief’s house squatted down to peer into our yurt with a solemn expression. He’d moved so quietly that I hadn’t even felt the deck beneath the yurt move when the big man had walked across it, and my attention immediately dropped to the obsidian blades at his hip.

“I will go to the city with my family,” he said. “They will need strong warriors, and I am one of the best.”

“You’ll be dishonored,” Naona gasped. “I cannot ask you to do that.”

“You did not,” he said. “Nor did the chief.”

I looked between them as they seemed to have a silent argument. The man’s Anglish was impeccable, even better than Naona’s, and I wondered just how many of the tribesmen could actually speak my language. I knew that the colony had been there long enough that some of the people would have learned a little, but the guard and Naona’s uncle were practically fluent.

“Fine,” Naona shook her head, and her braids clinked together like a windchime. “No one will be shocked that you want to see the Anglish perish.”

“No,” he said.

“Why?” Sara asked. “And how do you know Anglish? How many of you can understand us?”

“Not many,” Naona said.

“Only those of us who were property,” the giant said with a glare at the colonial woman. “And were able to free ourselves.”

“Ah,” I said. “That makes sense. Okay. If you used to be a slave, then it’ll make sense that you want revenge on the Anglish, and that you’ll do whatever you have to do to keep your family safe.”

The big man nodded in agreement but there was no kindness in his eyes when he looked in my direction. There was no doubt in my mind that he expected me to betray them, and he wanted to be the one to slice me in half when I did.

“You’ll set off tomorrow morning,” I said when no one said anything else. “You’ll have to get to the city before us to make it seem natural when we get there. Do you think anyone else will come with you?”

“Yes,” he said.

“Okay, then take them with you  too,” I said. “Don’t tell them that we’re coming as well or that we have a plan to stop the ritual. No one can know, or the whole thing will turn to shit, and then everyone in the village will die.”

“I understand,” he said and then turned to Naona.

The giant said something in their language, glanced at me, and then tilted his head to the side, but the purple-eyed woman just smiled reassuringly. It didn’t take a genius to figure out that he’d asked if we could be trusted, and my heart warmed when Naona confirmed that we could be. He still shot one last warning glare in my direction before the guard silently retreated, and I shook my head at how silently the massive man could move.

“I’ll go with them,” Butler added. “It makes sense that he’d take me in. And that we’d all want to see the Anglish die. And I can prepare the way for you when you get to the city.”

“Be careful,” I warned. “If they’re going to treat you like slaves, then you might be thrown into hard labor.”

“I can do it,” the kid said with a stubborn expression. “And I might even be taken to the palace. I’m young enough to be trained as a groundskeeper or as another priest.”

“That would be helpful,” I said. “You’d be able to get us access to anywhere we needed. Just make sure that you don’t get hurt, okay? There’s no point in us stopping this thing if the people that we’re trying to protect sacrifice themselves before we can stop it.”

“I will be fine,” he said with a reassuring smile. “I am tougher than I seem.”

“I have no doubt,” I said and then motioned for him to follow the giant. “Be careful.”

Another silence fell on the yurt as Butler ran off to leave Sara, Naona, and me alone. The women looked like they were lost in thought, and I was sure that they were worried about what would happen when we got to the city. They were both beautiful women, and I knew well enough that powerful men would covet them, but I’d be right there with them to protect them.

“It’s going to be okay,” I smiled and reached over to pat both of them on the knees. “Butler is a tough kid. And we’ll make sure to get him and the others out once it’s all over.”

“Yes,” Naona nodded so hard that the bones in her braids clinked together.

“I don’t exactly like the idea of going into the heart of heathen territory,” Sara frowned. “But as long as we can stop needless deaths, I’m willing to do anything. We’ll find another way to kill the Governor General and his men. One that won’t sacrifice your people. For Erla.”

“For Erla,” I nodded and then fought back a yawn. “Alright, we should turn in for the night. We’ll need to leave early in the morning. If anyone asks, you can tell them that you’re taking us to some property. You can even say that it’s in the way of the plague so that they’ll think we’re going to die, too.”

“That will make my uncle happy,” Naona snorted and stood. “Though I’m not sure that he’ll believe us.”

“It doesn’t matter,” I shrugged. “As long as he doesn’t get in the way.”

“He won’t,” she promised and then looked between Sara and me. “Goodnight. And thank you.”

“Of course,” I smiled and then watched the purple-eyed woman leave.

“Do you really think that we can stop this ritual?” Sara asked as I tied the tent flap together.

“It’s a long shot,” I said and went to grab some water. “But we’ll have backup in the city, and if we can convince the King on High that we just want to be safe, then it should be possible.”

The colonial woman frowned as she slipped beneath the only blanket and then patted the spot next to her.

“We’ll likely need to use flattery,” she huffed. “It’s not one of my specialties. Likely one of the many reasons that the Governor General sent me to that prison.”

“I’ll handle it,” I said and thought of Addo. “I’ve seen it done enough times that I can figure it out. And powerful men don’t need much to think highly of themselves. We’ll just tell him that we know that he’s powerful enough to wipe out the Anglish, that he’s doing what no one else is brave enough to do… blah, blah, blah.”

“We cannot let them die,” Sara whispered as I laid down next to her. “They’ve taken us in. They’ve even given us raptors. We have to protect them.”

There was a desperate plea in the colonial woman’s teal eyes, and I was sure that she was thinking about the slaves that had lost their lives to protect her.

“We’ll keep them safe,” I promised. “Get some sleep. We have a big day ahead of us.”

I watched as Sara slowly drifted to sleep and then laid awake as the colonial woman snored softly. She’d cuddled against me as if it was cold, but the yurt was nice and toasty, and there was a gentle smile on her face. I wondered what we’d become once everything was settled, and my mind wandered to the property that Naona had mentioned.

If we could clear the land and build a home there, then we could raise a family of trackers that could help the other tribes in the area to become more stable. Heck, maybe they’d even have indoor plumbing one day. Naona could join us, and we could have a ton of kids that looked more like the beautiful women than me, and hopefully with a lot less scars, though if we hunted dinosaurs, then I’d have to prepare the kids well enough that they didn’t die in their first outing. The island may not have been in the plans that I had for my life, but there was something to be said about having two gorgeous girls with me and a dinosaur mount that could help me on hunts.

The dinosaur island could very easily be my new home, though some part of me still wanted to go back to my Earth just to make sure that my team was safe. I sighed as I thought about Addo, who would probably call me an idiot for leaving this land. It took a few minutes, but I finally had to agree with my friend, even if that meant that I had to give up everything that I’d ever known. The new world that I’d found myself in was full of adventure, promise, and amazing people that had welcomed me in.

I just had to save it from a crazy King on High and greedy colonial powers.

And I would.
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Chapter 13

“We are ready to go,” Naona said.

I looked up from my second bowl of compy soup and stared at the purple-eyed woman. I took in the long lizard-skin pants and duster that she’d changed into, which seemed to be the tribe’s equivalent of a more prudish outfit, though she’d kept the short halter top that barely covered her breasts. I was sure there were a few more bones in her silver braids as well, no doubt as a reminder of her exalted status. I had to remind myself how to breathe when the dark-skinned woman stared at me for an extra heartbeat, and it was only when the early morning sunlight winked off of the white tattoo beneath her right eye that I finally managed to find my voice.

“Wow,” I said and then cleared my throat. “You… uh… you look good.”

“Thank you,” she said, and I was almost positive that her cheeks had darkened a few shades. “Where is Sara?”

“Right here,” the colonial woman said as she came out of the yurt. “Butler brought some essentials for me. Just things that will let us clean the dirt off of us while we’re on the road. There’s also an extra set of clothes for each of us as well as water skins that are already filled with clean water.”

The brunette went down the list with the mania of a woman who’d spent the whole day shopping. Her teal eyes practically glowed with excitement as she ticked off each item, and then the tall woman held out a large satchel stuffed full to the brim like she was showing off the great deals she’d managed to make that day.

“Ah,” Naona murmured as she eyed the satchel.

“There’s just one more thing…” Sara said as she thrust the bag at me and then disappeared into the yurt.

“How much more could there be?” Naona asked.

“You’d be surprised,” I replied.

“That giant man with all the scary muscles brought these before the others left,” Sara said as she reappeared with three curved sheaths.

“Obsidian blades,” Naona gasped. “He gave those to you?”

“Yes,” the brunette huffed and lifted her chin in the air. “Not everyone thinks that I’m just some pretty face. His exact words were… well… I can’t remember exactly. But he said that we would likely find use for them.”

“I think he said that we would find ourselves in trouble, and he didn’t want us to die and make Naona sad,” I laughed as I strapped one of the obsidian blades to one of my thighs. “But that’s pretty close.”

“That sounds right,” the tribal woman rolled her eyes. “He’s been very overprotective ever since he was freed. But that comes with the territory. Many come back more vigilant than when they left.”

“Naturally,” I said in a dry tone as I reached for another blade. “They have to be after what they’ve been through.”

“At least he’ll be able to use it as an excuse when he reaches the city with his young bride and Butler in tow,” Sara said and strapped the last sheath to her hip. “I think this goes rather well with my dress.”

“How do you intend to ride in that?” Naona asked with a dubious expression. “That skirt is far too long for riding.”

“I’ll be just fine,” the teal-eyed woman said and then picked up our bowls. “I’ll take these back and then meet you at the paddock. My dear Sammie will be waiting to see me.”

“Sammie?” I asked with a lifted eyebrow.

“Yes,” Sara smirked. “Sammie is the nickname I had for my brother’s old hunting dog. And my mount is just as grumpy and skittish as he was. Of course, that old mutt had some bite to him when he was cornered, and I’m sure that my racasar does, too.”

“Naturally,” I chuckled and then watched her trot toward the old women’s house. “Sammie… I guess I can’t say anything since I named my mount Liberty.”

“You should not be so free with your mount’s names,” Naona said with a quick glance around. “It is not right to share them with outsiders. Only your closest friends or family may know its name. Those that you are bonded with for life.”

“Is that why you only refer to yours as your mount?” I asked and started toward the paddock.

“Yes,” she said with an emphatic nod that made her braids clink together like windchimes. “But you may know it one day. If you are able to save my people, then I may even reward you with more than just my mount’s name.”

“Oh?” I said and lifted an eyebrow.

“Yes,” she replied, and her cheeks darkened again. “Though I am not sure that your colonial woman will want to share you. You will have to ask first.”

“Will do,” I said and then turned my attention to the paddock.

I wasn’t entirely sure if Sara would want to be with me in the first place, though she’d been very excited about the prospect of a home together. Of course, her other options were to stay with the tribe or wander around the jungle, so a homestead with a complete stranger might sound pretty good.

And yet…

I could remember the smell and feel of her when she’d snuggled against me the night before, and I wondered if there was something more than just two people being thrown together. I had to admit that the prospect of both women having my children had already crossed my mind, and excitement raced through my veins as I envisioned a successful farm filled with kids and a pair of happy wives. Assuming, of course, I was stuck here forever, and for better or worse that was beginning to seem like a distinct possibility.

A high-pitched trill brought me out of my reverie, and I turned to see Liberty trot across the paddock toward me. It was easy to forget just how massive the raptor was when we weren’t around each other, and I craned my neck back to look into the giant dinosaur’s slitted eyes. She quickly lowered her head and rammed it into my chest affectionately like a cat that wanted to mark its human, and I patted her head and neck.

“You seem to be in a good mood today,” I said when the dinosaur backed up to let me through the gate. “Did someone tell you that we’re going on an adventure?”

Liberty trilled again, and Naona’s mount trotted over with Sammie right behind her. My mount was clearly the one in charge, which made sense since she stood a full head taller than the other raptors and there were enough scars all over the dinosaur’s hide that anyone would think twice before they messed with her.

“Hello,” Naona flashed a dimpled smile at her mount.

The tribal woman said something in her own language, and the other raptor bounced excitedly.

“How long has she been your mount?” I asked as I walked into the paddock.

“Since I was very young,” the purple-eyed woman said. “Most in my tribe do not meet their mount until they are considered adults, but mine chose me when I was still learning to walk. She will take me wherever I need to go, and she can sense when I’m in danger.”

“That must be part of why everyone follows your lead,” Sara said as she rejoined us.

“Yes,” Naona nodded.

I double-checked that our supply bag was secure around my shoulders and then hopped onto Liberty’s back while the girls studied each other. I half-expected them to circle each other in a fight for dominance, and my fantasy farm filled with these two women and our kids suddenly vanished. Even our mounts stayed perfectly quiet, like they were waiting to see the outcome of the battle, so I sighed and climbed up between my raptor’s shoulder blades. I made sure that I could pull out my obsidian blades if necessary, and then tilted my head to the side.

“You guys coming?” I asked.

“Of course,” Sara said and tore her gaze away from Naona. “I wouldn’t miss this for the world. It’s an opportunity to finally destroy some of the heathens that have this island in their thrall.”

“And who, exactly, do you count as a heathen?” Naona asked as she climbed onto her mount.

“Those who would sacrifice their own for some blood ritual that is meant to be the destruction of everyone on the island,” the brunette responded and then straightened her perfectly pressed dress.

“And were you not about to be ‘sacrificed’ on the pyre by your holy man for the spiritual well-being of your tribe?” The native woman retorted.

The tension between the two women was as thick as the pudding they used to serve us in kindergarten, but we had things to do, and a long way to travel before nightfall.

“Okay, okay,” I said and put my hands up. “We have the same goal here. Let’s not fight.”

“I’m not fighting,” they both said at the same time.

“Naturally,” I said in a dry tone and then leaned down to whisper to Liberty. “Why don’t we get out of here? We need to get to the city, without being seen by anyone.”

Liberty stomped her feet a few times and then shot a glare at the other two raptors like a general calling her soldiers into line. I was a little surprised that the dinosaur seemed to understand me, even though they were supposed to be incredibly smart. My mount definitely was intelligent, if a little violent, but at least she hadn’t tried to bite either of the girls or the other raptors.

“Off we go,” I said and motioned toward the paddock gate. “I don’t think anyone else can jump over the fence.”

“They can’t,” Naona said and picked up her reins. “But my mount can keep up with yours. Not sure about Sara’s…”

Sara’s mount trilled and stomped a foot like it was offended by Naona’s comment, and the colonial woman barely had time to grab the reins before he took off toward the fence. That was the only signal that Liberty needed, and soon my raptor was in pursuit of her mate while Naona’s hurried to keep up with us.

Excitement raced through my veins just like it had the day before, and I threw my head back to drink in the fresh air as the raptors weaved through the trees. Even Sara seemed to enjoy herself a little, though the colonial woman’s grip on the reins was so tight that her knuckles were bone white. I patted Liberty’s side and then motioned to the others to signal that we needed to slow down, and the giant raptor trilled an order that immediately called the others back to her.

“Do they really know the way?” Sara asked in a breathless tone. “Or are we letting the dinosaurs lead us into the wilderness without a plan?”

“They know the way,” Naona said and stroked her raptor’s neck. “The racasars are some of the best hunters on this side of the island. They are smart and quick to react to new threats. And my own mount has been to the city before.”

“Has mine?” I asked and adjusted in my seat.

“I am not sure,” the purple-eyed woman frowned and studied Liberty. “She was not born to our tribe but came of her own accord. She was already an adult and had many battle scars. It took a full moon cycle before she would allow anyone near, but she never left.”

“It’s starting to make sense why she chose me,” I laughed and double-checked the supply bag’s strap.

The last thing we needed was for our water and backup food to fall to the wayside, especially since the trip was supposed to take a full day. There wasn’t enough time to turn back for more, and Naona had made it clear that the other tribes wouldn’t want to see us. It was one of the reasons that I’d told Liberty that we shouldn’t be seen, but it also meant that we wouldn’t have a waystation to refill any lost supplies.

“It’s actually quite nice in the forest when there aren’t dinosaurs attacking,” Sara whispered like even the mention of dinosaurs would call them into action.

“None will approach us while the racasars are with us,” Naona said with a reassuring smile. “There are few colrasas on the island that will willingly fight with a racasar, let alone three of them. You may enjoy our island.”

Sara’s shoulders dropped a little as if all the tension had suddenly drained out of them, and her teal eyes scanned the prehistoric trees with wonder. Buttery light pierced the thick canopy above us, and I reveled in the smell of wet moss and leaves underneath our raptors’ clawed feet. Even Sara started to smile more like it was just us and the rest of the world had disappeared along with our worries.

A comfortable silence fell on us as we slowly left the village behind. The city was too far away for us to make it in one day, and we needed to give Butler, the giant guard, and his wife time to get there before we did for our plan to work. And that meant that we could actually enjoy the trip, even if we knew what waited for us at the end of it.

I’d gone over the plan again as soon as I woke up, and it seemed like it might actually work. Sure, the odds were definitely against us if even the slightest thing went wrong, but overall, it was pretty solid. I’d definitely come up with crazier ideas in my own world, and those had all worked out in the end.

The key was to be adaptable to any situation, and the girls had already proven that they were. I was sure that neither of them had ever expected to work together, especially not to save Naona’s people from the King on High, but there we were. There was no doubt in my mind that they’d be able to go on to stop the plague if the worst happened and I died, though that was definitely not part of the plan.

A bunny the size of a hound hopped across our path, and Liberty quickly chomped down on it like a red berry on Yoshi’s Island. The sound of breaking bones gave way to a single death screech that seemed to fill the quiet woods, but then it was over, and my mount trotted along happily. It was the first normal creature that I’d seen since my arrival, and my mind raced with the possibilities of mammals that had evolved right next to dinosaurs.

“Are there a lot of bunnies?” I asked.

“Bunnies?” Naona asked and fell back so that our mounts were side by side. “You mean the creature that your mount just ate? There are some. They breed as fast as the small colrasa. I believe you called them compy.”

“Yeah,” I nodded and glanced around for more bunnies. “I’m guessing that bunnies are pretty low on the food chain.”

“I am not sure what a food chain is,” the tribal woman grinned so wide that it showed off her dimples. “But they are usually eaten soon after they’ve finished growing. The colrasa are usually smart enough to let them get big before they devour them, but they do not have a way to protect themselves besides their wits and are hunted quickly.”

“Huh,” I said and shifted in my seat. “I never thought about dinosaurs raising prey. Kind of just thought that they’d eat whatever they came across.”

Liberty whipped her head around to pin me with a glare and hopped over a fallen log a little higher than she probably needed to. I managed to hold on and patted the irritated dinosaur’s neck to calm her down. She trilled back at me and even snapped her jaws, but then the raptor nudged my leg like a cat showing affection.

“My bad,” I laughed. “I’m still learning.”

“Your mount has grown attached to you very quickly,” Naona nodded in approval. “Though I would not risk her anger by saying that her kind are stupid.”

“I never said that!” I threw my hands up when Liberty’s head popped up.

I didn’t even have to see the raptor’s face to know that she was about to throw me into the underbrush, because every muscle in her body had suddenly tensed. It took a few more pats before Liberty finally relaxed, and I let out a sigh of relief. I’d been on a few horses over the years, but being thrown off an eight-foot-tall dinosaur would hurt a whole hell of a lot more than a horse.

“I apologize,” the tribal woman said despite the grin on her face. “I know that you would never insult your mount in that way.”

“I learned pretty fast that dinosaurs are very intelligent,” Sara said as she fell back to join the conversation. “And that compy are the worst devils on this entire island.”

“They are quite agitating,” the purple-eyed woman nodded in agreement. “I remember once when I was very young they found me all alone in the forest. I was surrounded in seconds. If it hadn’t been for my mount sensing my distress, then I would have been eaten alive.”

“The same thing happened to me!” the colonial woman gasped. “Well, no raptor came to my rescue. It was my brother and one of our slaves, but they fought the little devils back before they could eat me. Took an entire moon cycle before I was willing to go back into the woods, but of course, I wasn’t going to stay in the colony for too long.”

“I too, would rather risk death than be bound by the village,” Naona said.

I smiled as the two women bonded over their mutual need for adventure, and another daydream about the three of us building a life together flitted across my mind. We’d have a large home with so many rooms that all of our kids would be able to have their own, and we’d raise raptors to ride and compy to eat. I could even picture us on longer hunts to the interior of the island where the larger dinosaurs were supposed to be.

“K.O.,” Sara said in an awed tone. “K.O.… look.”

My mind snapped back to the present just as the trees fell behind us and the ground sloped downwards. A valley stretched out below like something out of a Hollywood movie, though even CGI could never capture the colorful flowers. There were even waterfalls in the distance that fell from nearby cliffs, and the early afternoon sun created misty rainbows that glittered like jewels in a chandelier.

“Wow,” I breathed and patted Liberty’s neck to tell her to stop. I blinked a few times and fought the urge to just stare down at the valley filled with small towns and farmlands with giant produce that actually looked normal size even from so high up. My mouth watered when I saw a strawberry field, and I now had a whole new hope to find wild strawberries the size of my head.

“Welcome to the Valley of Tribes,” Naona said as her own raptor stopped next to me. “The name is not very creative, but the land itself makes up for it.”

“It’s gorgeous,” I said and leaned forward.

“But deadly for us,” the tribal woman said and turned her mount to the left. “We will have to travel through the mountains so that we are not seen. It will leave us vulnerable to arasar, but we must take that risk.”

“What’s an arasar?” I asked.

“It is a flying colrasa,” the purple-eyed woman said and took to a thin trail that led higher into the mountains. “They are very territorial. And one of the only colrasas that are not afraid of racasars. They do not usually attack without reason, but they are more fearless than most colrasa, and if they feel threatened, then they will not stop until we are dead.”

“I think I’ve heard of those,” Sara said with a worried glance at the clear skies. “They have long beaks with sharp teeth, right?”

“Yes,” Naona said and twisted on her mount to flash a reassuring smile at us. “But my mount knows a way around the valley that will keep us out of their territory. We may still see some, but they will be less likely to attack.”

“They sound like pterodactyls,” I said and squinted at the top of a nearby mountain.

A bird-like creature circled around the peak like a vulture over a carcass in the desert, but it was way too big to be a bird of prey. At least, it would be in my world, but it was clear that any animals that had evolved in this world were a lot bigger than what I was used to, because the one bunny that we’d seen had been as big as a medium dog. Still, it was probably one of the arasars that Naona had mentioned, and if it was that huge from miles away, then I definitely didn’t want to get up close and personal with it.

My dinosaur history was just fuzzy enough that I couldn’t tell which of the giant lizard-like beasts were supposed to live in what era, but whatever timeline the scientists had come up with back on my Earth was completely useless. From what I knew already, there were compy, raptors, pterodactyls, and possibly T-Rexes somewhere on the island plus presumably a bunch of herbivores. And there were mammals, so it wasn’t that much of a shock to look into the valley and see triceratops being used as oxen in the farmlands.

The massive herbivores slowly trudged along with a collar around their necks to pull a huge stone plow. It was warm enough on the island that it was hard to pinpoint what season it was, but Butler said that the blood festival was for blessing the land before they laid down seeds, and that was supposed to be a few months away, so it made sense that it was about time for planting. The horned dinosaurs would definitely make that task easier, especially with the giant plow.

“How did they tame the triceratops for that?” I asked.

“The triceratops?” Naona asked and followed my gaze. “Ah. They were in the valley long before it was settled. They often fight with each other during mating season, but the other end of the valley is their home, and they battle there. During the sowing, some of the tribes give them extra food in order to plow the fields.”

“I’m also very food motivated,” I chuckled and then took one last look at the dinosaurs before the road turned inwards. “So do people ride them as a mount like ours?”

“Into battle?” She asked.

“Yeah,” I replied, and my imagination was full of visions of riding a trike through a battle line of Anglish soldiers like a freight train hitting a mountain of fleshy pillows somebody left on the tracks.

“I’ve never heard of that, but if you bonded with one, I don’t see why you couldn’t.”

“Awesome,” I replied and knew exactly what my next dino buddy would be.

The rest of the afternoon was spent on a thin winding trail that wound through the mountains around the valley. It would sometimes come back out enough that I’d be able to see a new tribe, and the differences between them were as stark as night and day, though the step pyramid was one thing that seemed to remain constant. The path would only leave us visible for a few miles before it went back into the tree-studded mountainside, but I started to look forward to every twist and turn.

“We have left the valley behind,” Naona said in the evening.

“Already?” I asked and glanced over my shoulder like I’d be able to see it through the trees.

“Yes,” the purple-eyed woman grinned so wide that it showed off her dimples. “There is a place nearby where we can camp for the night.”

“Finally,” Sara sighed. “We’ve been riding all day, and I’m sore all over. I’m not even sure that I’ll eat dinner.”

“You have to eat,” I chuckled. “We have a big day ahead of us tomorrow, and you’ll need to be well-fed for it.”

“I suppose you’re right,” the colonial woman said around a yawn. “But I hope it’s nothing too heavy.”

“Butler gave us some bread that the women prepared this morning,” I said. “And I’m sure that we can find some kind of berries to eat.”

“There are large red berries that are edible,” Naona said.

The trees parted to reveal a meadow packed with wild strawberries the size of my head. Every inch of the circular haven was filled with the fruit except for a section right in the middle where three trees had grown together. It was like heaven on Earth, and my stomach grumbled hungrily.

“Oh, my God,” I mumbled as I hopped down from Liberty’s back.

My legs shook a little as they adjusted to walking again, but it didn’t take long for me to right myself, and I hurried over to one of the strawberries. They smelled divine, but there were a lot of things in nature that looked amazing but would kill me the second that it touched my tongue. I studied the fruit for a few seconds, but they were identical to the ones back home, even if they were big enough that just one would make an entire meal.

“They are edible,” Naona said as I hesitated. “And quite sweet.”

“Amazing,” I said and broke off a piece. “Oh, my God. This is the best strawberry that I’ve ever tasted.”

It was sweeter than any strawberry back home and melted on my tongue like warm honey. We definitely needed to stop by the meadow again on the way home, and I had every intention of eating several more in the morning before we headed out. Strawberries were always my favorite fruit, but they were hard to come by in the Sahara. I closed my eyes to savor the deliciousness and let the familiar flavor carry me home for a moment.

“What does it taste like?” Sara asked and hopped off her mount.

“Here,” I said and broke off a piece of my strawberry for the brunette.

Sara’s teal eyes went wide in shock after the first bite, and I laughed as the colonial woman quickly turned to pick her own. We both sat in the fading light and ate strawberries, and Naona even joined us. I quickly pulled out the bread from our supply bags and handed some to the girls, along with our water, and soon all three of us sighed in satisfaction from a good meal.

“Now I can go to bed,” Sara said and looked around the meadow. “Where are we going to sleep?”

“In the trees,” Naona said around a yawn. “The trunks have made a home.”

I rolled my head to the side to stare at the three giant trees. There was a small hole near the bottom that looked big enough for a human to crawl through, though that also meant that it was big enough for a compy to get through. I could use our supply bag to shore it up on the other side like a boulder, though if it was regularly used as a shelter, then someone had probably already created a door on the inside.

“What about our raptors?” I asked. “Where will they sleep?”

“Outside,” the tribal woman said and stood to offer me a hand up. “They will likely go on a hunt of their own. You do not have to worry about them. They can survive well on their own.”

Liberty trilled in agreement and trotted over to bump into me right as I stood up. The raptor’s head was so big that it almost knocked me back down, but she was quick to move her snout around to help stabilize me. The old girl was definitely tough enough to survive a night in the jungle, and she wouldn’t be completely alone, either. But I’d probably still check on her every time I woke up.

“Okay,” I said around a yawn. “Let’s go ahead and get some sleep. We should leave early in the morning. We only have two more days after this to stop the plague.”

“We will stop it,” Naona said with a reassuring nod. “For my people.”

“For your people,” I said and then motioned for the purple-eyed woman to lead the way.

“Can I just sleep in the strawberries?” Sara asked around a yawn. “It’s so comfy.”

“No,” I laughed and helped the colonial woman to her feet. “You need to be inside so that you’re safe.”

“My raptor will keep me safe,” she mumbled but let me lead her to the trees.

“He will,” I agreed. “But it’ll be easier for him to do that if you’re inside.”

Naona had already ducked through the hole by the time that Sara and I reached the tree trunks, and the colonial woman stopped for a moment like she wasn’t sure she would trust the native. But she finally took a deep breath and slipped inside, with me right behind her.

The tunnel was so short that it was really more like a foyer to a really dark home, and soon we emerged into a grotto with heavy wooden walls that stretched toward the sky. I could just barely make out the last rays of daylight through the canopy above us, and everything was bathed in calm golden light that warmed every inch of the grassy floor.

“This is like something out of a fairytale,” I said.

“Sleep, K.O.,” Naona said and tugged me down between her and Sara. “We have a long day ahead of us. And the racasars will keep guard for us.”

I didn’t need to be told twice, especially with a full belly and the warmth that wrapped around me like a warm blanket.

We’d already made it through the forest and the valley.

Now all we had to do was get in to see the King on High, convince the sacrifices to abandon the ritual, and stop a plague before it spread through the island to kill everyone.

All without being caught.


[image: ]




Chapter 14

I slept so hard that my sleeve was covered in drool by the time my eyes opened. It had been years since I’d managed to sleep that well, especially with the poachers who had a tendency to hunt us in return, and my first instinct was to bolt upright and reach for the knife on my thigh. I blinked a few times in the gray pre-dawn light as my tired mind caught up with the reason that the hilt felt different in my hand, and then the last few days crashed back around me.

Sara was still asleep in the soft grass, and I brushed a strand of brunette hair out of the colonial woman’s face. It had been a hard few weeks for her, too, and it was good to see the peaceful smile on her bow-shaped lips. She deserved to have a place where a good night’s rest was easy to find, and I’d make sure that happened as soon as we were done with the King on High.

The crawl through the short tunnel out into the strawberry field was surprisingly quiet since the grass acted like natural soundproofing, and the earthen bed had been so comfortable that my joints didn’t ache. Of course, anything was better than that rocky hellscape that my team and I had camped out on a few years ago, but it was always the first thing that I compared any new campsite to.

“K.O.,” Naona’s voice called to me as I stood to stretch and look around the strawberry field. “Good morning.”

The tribal woman blended in with the shadows beneath the trees, and I would’ve completely missed the dark-skinned woman if it wasn’t for her purple eyes and the white tattoo under her right eye. My heart still pounded like a rabbit caught by a lynx for a few seconds, but it was nothing that a few deep breaths couldn’t calm. Naona strolled across the strawberry field with her mount right behind her like a loyal guard dog, and I lifted a hand in greeting.

“When did you wake up?” I asked and glanced up at the predawn sky.

“Just a little while ago,” she replied. “I wanted to check the area for fresh water. It was a long ride yesterday, and I thought that we would all want to bathe before we set out.”

“Did you find anything?” I asked.

“Hot springs,” she said. “I was just coming to wake you and Sara. The Anglishwoman is sure to enjoy it after yesterday. It takes some time to get used to riding racasars for long hours at a time.”

“That does sound amazing,” Sara mumbled as she crawled out from beneath the trunks. “I haven’t had a warm bath in so long. But… is it safe? I don’t want to be attacked by dinosaurs while I’m undressed.”

“The water does not contain any colrasas,” Naona said. “And your racasars will be with you. They will keep everyone else at bay.”

“Sounds good enough for me,” I said and then hurried to get the supply bag from inside the tree. “Good thing Butler gave us a change of clothes. We’ll still get dirty on the way though, right?”

“Why would we want to be dirty when presenting ourselves to the king?” Sara asked and bent down to pick one of the massive strawberries. “I would think that we would want to look our best.”

“Not necessarily,” I said. “He sounds like every other tyrant that I’ve met over the years. He’ll want to feel like he’s better than all of us, and if we come to him looking like we’ve got everything together and don’t really need his help, then he’ll be so angry that he’ll send us to the mines or something instead of rubbing our faces in the sacrifices that will kill our people.”

“That does make sense,” the brunette frowned. “I wish that there was a leader on this island that would actually take care of his people. All of these men are absolutely terrible. They lie, cheat, rape, and kill as if we’re all just playthings.”

“I agree,” Naona said. “My father is a good leader, but our tribe is too poor to be of consequence. K.O. shares these traits. It is why I have decided to follow him even though it may still end in many deaths.”

“Thanks,” I said and ran a hand over the back of my neck. “I’m going to go to the hot springs and wash up. We’ll head out when I get back?”

“I’m coming with you,” Sara said. “I desperately need a bath.”

“Sounds good,” I said as Liberty trotted over to me. “Can you lead us to the hot springs?”

The raptor snorted and threw her head back as if that was the most ridiculous question she’d ever heard. I laughed and reached up to pet her neck before I hopped onto her back. Liberty had just as much sass as I did, and that was probably one of the many reasons that the dinosaur had chosen me as her rider. It hadn’t been easy to stand still when she’d chomped right next to my neck, but it wasn’t my first time earning a predator’s trust.

“I will stay here and prepare for our departure,” Naona said and then glanced at Sara. “It will take me some time to weave together enough vines to make a net for the strawberries, so take your time. We can bring the strawberries as an offering to the King on High once you come back.

A silent conversation passed between the two women that I wasn’t a part of, and a deep blush crawled up Sara’s neck. They’d talked a little the day before while I was focused on our surroundings, and it was good to see that they’d bonded. I waited until the brunette hopped onto her own raptor and then nudged Liberty to lead the way while Naona bent down to tie bright green vines together.

“What was that about?” I asked as we left the meadow behind.

“N-nothing,” Sara said and patted her raptor so that it would stay by my side.

“Okay,” I laughed and shook my head. “We both have a change of clothes. You can go first, and I’ll keep watch while you bathe, and then we’ll switch it up.”

“No!” Sara shouted and then covered her mouth in shock. “I mean… w-we can bathe at the same time. I don’t mind.”

I lifted an eyebrow at the brunette but didn’t ask any more questions. If she wanted to bathe together, then I was the last person to object. I’d already dreamed about what Sara would look like underneath the old-fashioned dress, and my pants tightened at the thought of her luscious curves.

Liberty trilled as the trees thinned to reveal a small cliff with hot springs that were fed by a steaming waterfall. Mist filled the small clearing like a heavy fog off the coast of Maine, and it was almost impossible to see anything once we’d stepped into it. My raptor must have been able to see, though, because she stopped right at the edge of the pool without any problems.

“This is even better than I thought it would be,” Sara said in a happy voice somewhere in the fog.

“We’ll definitely be able to bathe in peace,” I laughed and tugged my tunic over my head. “And it smells like there are eucalyptus plants somewhere.”

The heady scent of eucalyptus clung to everything, and I was a little surprised that the raptors could handle it. Liberty did shake her head a few times, and the giant lizard-like creature stomped her leg into the soft ground as if she was irritated. I patted the dinosaur’s side, finished undressing, and then slowly inched toward the water.

A splash to my right told me that Sara had already gotten into the hot springs, and I squinted in the fog as the colonial woman’s silhouette rose from the waters. The mist cleared after only a few feet in, and I gasped as the eucalyptus-scented clouds gave way to crystalline water and glittering rocks. It was like an oasis in the middle of the forest, complete with a gorgeous woman that lifted out of the water like a mermaid from the ocean.

Sara’s long dark hair looked almost black in the water, and she quickly dunked her head back under so that it was out of her face, but that left the colonial woman’s round breasts exposed. The crystalline water did absolutely nothing to hide the brunette’s creamy white skin, or the patch of dark hair between her legs. She was so gorgeous that it took all of my self-control not to swim over to her right then and there.

“K.O.,” Sara purred, and I forced my eyes away from her taut pink nipples.

“These waters are really clear,” I chuckled and then watched as her eyes dropped to my rock-hard cock.

There was a hunger in her teal eyes that I hadn’t seen from her before, and the beautiful woman quickly closed the distance between us. Goosebumps erupted all over my body as Sara ran her pale fingers up my chest and traced every scar that they found. I rested my hands on the curve of her hips but let the brunette lead the charge, though it didn’t take long before she pressed her lips to mine.

She tasted like the sweet strawberries, and I was ravenous. I ran my tongue over her bow-shaped lips, and Sara opened her mouth with a groan to let me in. The colonial woman pressed her body against mine, and I kissed her until we were both breathless.

“K.O.,” she gasped as we broke apart. “K.O… I want you. I’ve never wanted anyone as badly as I want you right now. Please. Take me.”

“You’re sure?” I asked.

“Very,” she said. “I told Naona yesterday. And I think she found these hot springs so that we could have time alone together.”

“How generous of her,” I laughed and tugged Sara closer again.

“Not that generous,” she gasped as I trailed kisses down her swan-like neck. “Sh-she will want time alone with you, t-too.”

“Right now you’re all I see,” I said and then nibbled on her collarbone.

Sara moaned and arched against me as I ran my hand up her smooth thigh. The colonial woman shivered as I slipped my fingers inside of her, and I quickly started to massage her sensitive nub.

“O-oh!” she gasped as she started to arch against my hand. “Oh… that-that is…”

I held onto her waist so that she wouldn’t float away, and Sara wrapped her legs around me as she rode my fingers to completion. The brunette threw her head back and screamed in pleasure as the first orgasm shook her body like a taser. Then I slipped another finger inside her and let her enjoy the last waves of ecstasy.

My cock was rock hard as Sara brushed against it, and goosebumps erupted along my skin as she dragged her nails down my back.

“Hmmm” she gasped and then kissed me again. “I need more. I need you to take me. Pleeease.”

Sara’s soft lips trailed down my neck, and I groaned as she started to suck on my earlobe. Shivers raced through me as the colonial woman moved down to nibble on my collarbone the way that I had with her, and I quickly pulled my fingers free to grab her hips. The brunette pulled back to look into my eyes before she wrapped her legs around me and sat hard on my dick.

“Oh, God, Sara,” I groaned as I thrust upwards. “You feel so good.”

“Yes,” she panted. “So do you. Oh… I-I need you so much. I’ve never needed someone as much as I need you right now.”

Sara arched her back like a cat as I started to swim over to the cliff with her still on my dick. The hot springs were small enough that it didn’t take long, and soon I’d found some solid ground for my feet. The brunette gasped as her back hit the warm cliff wall, and then she screamed in pleasure as I thrust into her over and over.

“Yeeees,” she whined and wrapped her legs around me tighter. “Yeees. P-please don’t stop. Dooon’t stop.”

“Damn you’re so tight,” I grunted as she tightened around me.

Another orgasm rocked the teal-eyed woman, and I bent my head down to swallow her screams of ecstasy like they were sweet candy. Electric pulses raced through my veins as my own orgasm neared, and I held onto her hips as my balls started to squeeze.

“I’m about to cum,” I groaned.

“Cum inside of me,” she moaned and then nibbled on my bottom lip. “Please. I-I need you to cum inside of me. Claim me. Pleeease.”

Her demands turned into a desperate plea as a third orgasm washed over her, and Sara sat hard on my cock as she gyrated her hips to force me deeper inside of her tunnel.

“I’m cumming,” I grunted as my own orgasm shot through me like a freight train.

I could feel my hot seed pour into her waiting tunnel, and she dug her nails into my back as if she didn’t want to let any of it escape. Sara tightened around my cock, and shivers ran through my body as I pulled her head back and pressed my lips to hers. I’d never felt so good in my entire life, and I thrust into her one last time to push as much of my seed into her womb as I possibly could before I slowly pulled out.

“That-that was amazing,” Sara gasped as she slipped back into the warm waters. “Is-is it always that good?”

“Not always,” I grinned and then tugged her closer for another kiss. “But it can be. And it can be even better when we’re not in the water.”

“You promise?” the brunette gasped.

“I promise,” I said.

Her cheeks were flushed from the orgasms and the water, and I ran my tongue over her swan-like neck.

“Then we should leave now,” she said and started to swim toward the shoreline.

“Right now?” I laughed and followed after her.

“Yes,” the brunette said as she climbed out of the hot springs. “The sooner we defeat the King on High, the sooner you can take me to bed on dry land.”

“Yes, ma’am,” I grinned and hefted myself out of the water.

Liberty was right where I’d left her, and I quickly pulled the supply bag down to retrieve our new clothes. The dress that Butler had packed as a spare for Sara wasn’t nearly as intricate as the one that Naona had let her borrow, but that would work perfectly for our ruse with the King on High. Even my own clothing was fairly plain with just a pair of pants and a long black tunic.

I packed up our dirty clothes, strapped my obsidian blades back onto my thighs, and then hoisted myself onto Liberty’s back. Sara had taken a few extra minutes to wring out her hair, and the colonial woman had even produced a comb from somewhere. I watched as she combed out her long brown hair, tied it back into a perfect bun, and then slipped the dress over her ample breasts.

Her teal eyes danced with joy when she caught me watching, and Sara padded over to pull me down for a kiss. I barely managed to stay on Liberty’s back when the brunette tugged me down, but the taste of sweet strawberries on Sara’s tongue was well worth it. The tall woman winked when we finally broke apart and then hopped onto her own raptor’s back.

“Are you sure you’re not a witch?” I asked.

“I don’t-- why would you…” she stammered and tensed up at the accusation.

“Because it feels like you’ve cast a spell on me,” I laughed.

“It’s a good thing you used that pathetic line after and not before,” she laughed, and all the tension poured out of her.

“I couldn’t let the opportunity pass,” I said and motioned for her to lead the way. “Off we go.”

I watched the colonial woman’s hips bounce as her raptor trotted through the forest, and my mind wandered to what I wanted to do with her once the plague was stopped. It was a long list, but we had time, and I’d revel in trying out each new position.

“Did you enjoy the hot springs?” Naona asked as we entered the meadow.

“Yes,” Sara responded before I could.

A deep blush crawled up her neck, and Naona winked at both of us with a dimpled smile. It was clear that at least some of their conversation the day before had been about seducing me, and I’d never been so grateful for girl talk in my entire life.

“Are you ready to go?” I asked to change the subject before my mind wandered too far again.

“Yes,” the tribal woman said and climbed onto her mount. “I have saved a few strawberries for us, but the ones in the net will be for the King on High. I’ve heard that it is one of his favorites, especially the ones that grow outside of the valley. They say the wild ones are sweeter than anything grown by the tribes.”

“Naturally,” I said in a dry tone. “Because what his own people grow isn’t as good as what he can take. Alright, let’s get this show on the road. We officially have two days before the ritual, and we still need to get to the King on High, make him introduce the sacrifices to us, and then convince them to run away.”

“Do you really think that will stop the ritual?” Sara asked as Naona led us back into the forest.

“No,” I shook my head. “But it will give me the chance to get in the King’s good graces.”

“How so?” Naona asked as she fell back to hand us each one of the giant strawberries.

“I’m a tracker,” I shrugged and then bit into the juicy fruit. “If we can convince the sacrifices to leave, then I’ll tell the king that I can bring them back. We’ll have to wait until right before the sacrifice so that he’ll be desperate to see them, and then we’ll lead them to the altar or wherever this is supposed to happen. Once we’re there, we can stop the ritual and kill the King on High.”

“Won’t he have an army around him?” Sara asked between bites of strawberry.

“No,” Naona grinned and nodded in approval. “Because the sacrifice must be done on the top of the temple. Only a few priests will be allowed to be there. His army will be below. He’ll be dead by the time that they reach us. But how did you know that only the priests would be allowed in?”

“It was what some of the tribes back on my world did long ago,” I said. “Though I confirmed it with Butler when he came over yesterday to give us the extra supplies. I hadn’t really solidified the plan yet, and honestly I’m not sure how much he told me is accurate. He’s a kid… and everything he said kind of sounds like old wives’ tales.”

Naona nodded as her purple eyes clouded over with thought. A light breeze wound through the trees to rustle her braided hair, and the high ponytail tinkled like a windchime. The tribal woman exuded power despite her age, though it was always jarring to see her silver hair against her flawless dark skin like an immortal whose hair was the only sign of her age.

“I believe that he is right when it comes to the sacrifices,” she finally broke the silence that had fallen on our group. “I have been to the city many times. Usually in secret so that I can observe, and I have never seen a soldier near the top of the step temple. It’s a holy place for our people, and I can’t imagine that will change just because the sacrifice is to the Trickster.”

“The Trickster seems like the type that would definitely not want soldiers nearby,” I said. “Unless he plans to turn them against the King. What about the priests?”

“The priests will be there to make sure that the altar has been properly sanctified before the ritual begins,” Naona mused.

“How do they do that?” I asked.

“I don’t know exactly,” she said. “But it involves special plants and blood.”

“Of course it involves blood,” Sara muttered. “After all the sacrifices that have taken place there, it probably smells so bad that even the dinosaurs don’t want to go near it.”

“That’s good for us,” I pointed out. “The less interference, the better.”

“The stories that we are told say that the King on High, his most trusted priests, and the sacrifices are the only ones allowed at the top of the temple,” Naona went on as if Sara hadn’t said anything. “And from what I have seen, that seems to be true. We will have to watch. And be careful. The King on High’s soldiers are very well trained. And some use blood magic.”

“Witchcraft,” the colonial woman hissed. “I bet they use someone else’s blood, too.”

“I don’t know,” the purple-eyed woman said. “But I would not be surprised. The people in the city are not like those in the outer tribes. They delight in pain and torture. It is why many of my people would rather stay and die than to give up their lives to become slaves in the city.”

“We’ll be careful,” I promised. “We’ll stop the ritual before the King on High can complete it and before the Trickster can do whatever he’s actually planning on doing.”

“We will,” Sara said with a reassuring smile.

“I will be in your debt,” Naona said with a small bow.

“Nope,” I shook my head. “Stopping this ritual is saving my life, too, because there is no way that the plague will stop just at your village or with the Anglish colony.”

The tribal woman nodded and managed a small smile. It was like the weight of the world was on her shoulders, and I was determined to take some of that load off of her petite frame. Naona may have been a child of prophecy, but no one could protect the island on their own. That was a lesson I’d learned the hard way back in my old life, but at least now I had plenty of teamwork experience that I could call on to save this one.

A peaceful silence fell on us as our raptors trotted through the forest toward the city, and soon hours passed in comfortable quiet while our mounts picked up small dinosaurs and mammals along the way. I made a mental note of every distinct rock or tree that we passed, just in case we had to get out in a hurry, but Liberty seemed to know the way all on her own. I wondered if the old girl might have come from the city originally, especially when she started to fall back the closer we came to it. My mount was definitely not happy with our destination, though she didn’t actually stop and refuse to keep going.

“It’ll be okay,” I promised as the treeline gave way to the valley where the city was nestled. “We’ll only be here for a few days.”

“Is she okay?” Sara asked as Liberty snorted and stamped the ground.

“I don’t know,” I said and continued to pet her neck. “I think she’s been here before. And I don’t think it went well.”

I looked around for a few seconds as my mind raced with an alternative plan. The raptor would be able to come for me if there was a problem, and if she’d had such a bad experience in the city, then someone might recognize her. I nodded to myself as the new plan fell into place, hopped down, and reached up to grab our supply bag from where I’d tied it around her neck.

“Okay,” I said with a reassuring smile. “You stay out here and be safe. We’ll go into the city. Just make sure that you come back for me if I call.”

“You can ride with me,” Naona said and offered her hand to help me up.

Liberty snapped at the tribal woman and wedged herself between us before she gave her mate a pointed look. The smaller raptor was still big compared to Naona’s, and I watched the two dinosaurs have an argument that was composed of nothing but high-pitched trills. My mount must have won, because Sara’s slowly shifted so that it would be easier for me to climb up behind the colonial woman.

“Guess I’m riding with Sara,” I laughed and hopped up onto the raptor’s back.

“Sammie is a good mount,” Sara smiled smugly and patted the dinosaur’s neck. “And he can easily carry both of us.”

“I understand,” Naona said and met Liberty’s eyes. “I’ll keep them both safe.”

“Both?” I asked. “Not all three of us?”

“Yes, all three,” the tribal woman chuckled and then led the way into the valley.

My mount stayed right where she was at the treeline’s edge, and a high-pitched trill filled the air when we were far enough away that she couldn’t see us anymore. I half-expected the dinosaur to change her mind, but then again she was my raptor, and that meant that she was just as stubborn as I was. Liberty would probably pace the entire time that I was gone, but at least she’d be safe, and that would help me to focus on the task at hand.

The valley spread out in front of us as we left the treeline behind, and it didn’t take long for us to pass through the first row of houses. They were taller than any buildings that I’d seen so far and were made out of heavy stones. There were a few that were made from what looked like limestone, but most of them were made from red bricks that matched the clay that seemed to be everywhere.

Fires lit up the evening sky as Sammie trotted through a marketplace filled with stalls that sold everything from weapons to the bear-like fur that I’d seen in the chief’s home. The compy soup must have been available somewhere, because the scent lingered heavily in the air like a warm blanket. The tribesmen that we passed all stared up at us with either horror, intrigue, or a mixture of the two, but Sara’s raptor didn’t pay any attention as he headed toward the giant step pyramid on the other side of the city.

It was tucked up against the mountainside like it had grown right out of the stone, and several large buildings sat at its base. A few tiered gardens stretched down the mountain from the temple to the valley, and a long gate blocked easy entrance into the only road to the temple.

“That’s the King on High’s home,” Naona said and pointed to the buildings beneath the temple. “He must be close to the temple so that he can commune with the gods.”

“Naturally,” I said in a dry tone as we neared the gate.

One of the guards rushed forward and barked something, and I’d heard just enough of Naona’s language to realize that the accent was very different from what I’d heard among Naona’s people. Thankfully, the purple-eyed woman seemed to understand, and she snapped something back with a dramatic gesture toward Sara and me. Another soldier joined the first, and the three of them argued for what felt like an eternity while Sara and I waited for the verdict.

The entire plan hinged on the fact that we could get in to see the King on High in the first place, and it definitely didn’t seem like that would happen as the soldiers slammed the butt of their spears on the ground angrily. They had the same turquoise gauge earrings that the emissary’s guards had worn, and the second guard had long dinosaur teeth dangling from his tightly braided bun.

A third soldier came out from behind the gate and jogged over to join the argument, though the first two went silent at his approach. There was more gold in his braids, and the dinosaur teeth in his hair were completely plated in the stuff, so I was almost positive that he was higher ranking. And he didn’t seem as angry when he gestured to Sara and I. The newcomer motioned for the other guards to go back to their stations, and Sara let out a relieved sigh as she leaned against me.

“It’s going to be fine,” I whispered in her ear.

“I know,” she flashed a small smile. “It’s going to be perfectly fine.”

It sounded like she didn’t entirely believe her own words, but then again, neither did I. The first two guards were still close enough that they could easily impale us with their spears, but at least Sara believed in me, and that was all that mattered.

“They’re going to let us through,” Naona said as the third soldier hurried back toward the gate. “We’ve been given an audience with the King on High.”
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Chapter 15

The palace behind the gates would’ve been the Governor General’s wet dream. If the pompous fat man wasn’t so afraid of the dinosaurs, then he definitely would’ve tried to wage war on the city itself just so he could claim the palace as his own. There were columns wrapped in white jasmine and spotted with gold inlays, statues of what had to be ancient gods, and stone couches outside long buildings made from pure limestone.

It was like something out of a Hollywood movie of the Mayan civilization before the Spaniards had come around. My attention flitted between green pools filled to the brim with giant colorful gourds and the intricate carvings that covered everything from the buildings to the stones that we walked on. There was no sign of the red clay that covered the ground outside, and I didn’t see a single spec of dust anywhere.

I did see plenty of slaves. They walked around with downcast eyes and brands on their right wrists like pirates back in my world. I counted at least thirty of them, and some had white tattoos under their right eyes like Naona, and others had markings that stretched the length of their muscular arms.

“Are those soldiers or slaves?” I asked and pointed to one particularly muscular group near the steps to the main building. “They have the brand, but they don’t look like the other slaves.”

“Captured warriors,” Naona whispered. “They are usually taken from tribes that haven’t fulfilled their promises to the King on High. If a village doesn’t pay their taxes, or they can’t, then they have to give the King on High their bravest soldiers as tribute instead.”

“Do they have to stay forever?” I asked. “Or just until their debt is paid?”

“The debt is never paid,” the purple-eyed woman whispered.

We reached the bottom steps, and the third soldier bustled out to wave us up like a king lowering his scepter to save someone’s life. The soldiers bristled when they saw me, and even the captured slaves glared at me as we climbed up to the main building. The guard said something to Naona once we reached the top and then ushered us inside a hall filled with incense and more stone couches, though these were tucked behind thin colorful veils that did nothing to hide the courtesans that lounged across them in nothing but gold chains.

“They’re naked,” Sara gasped as we passed the women. “Aren’t they cold? Or ashamed?”

“It’s pretty warm in here,” I laughed. “And something tells me that they don’t have a choice on what they’re wearing.”

“They don’t,” Naona said with a disgusted tone that didn’t match the dimpled smile on her face. “You see the man at the end of the hall? That’s the King on High.”

“It’s showtime,” I said and forced my shoulders to hunch in a little. “Sara, try to look a little more beaten down by the world.”

Sara’s teal eyes flashed with rage for a moment and was about to argue with me, but then her attention shifted to the guards with curved obsidian blades and spears that were stationed around the room. It took the brunette a few seconds to lower her head, and even then, I had to reach over and squeeze her hand when she started to look offended again.

A raised pedestal sat at the far end of the long room, and a middle-aged man with perfect curls and a trimmed beard lounged on a golden throne. More of the naked courtesans were stretched out on the limestone stairs at his feet, but the King on High was focused solely on us. There was a mixture of seething hatred and amusement in his dark eyes, but that gave way to lascivious hunger the second that he noticed Sara and Naona next to me.

“Welcome to my city,” he said without a hint of an accent.

I stared in shock at how easily he spoke Anglish, and for a brief moment, I wondered if the King on High was another transplant to the world like me.

“Thank you for allowing us to come, King on High,” Naona said with a deep bow.

“I appreciate your kindness,” I said and followed the tribal woman’s lead.

Ego washed off the King on High like boss music in a video game, and it had nothing to do with the steady stream of music coming from the flutist behind the throne. The guy just looked like one of those assholes that would sell his own mother to get what he wanted, and there was no doubt in my mind that he planned to kill us.

“It’s not kindness,” he laughed and then leaned on one arm of his throne. “I merely wanted to see what two Anglishmen wanted with me. I have every intention of killing you. Or maybe feeding you to one of my colrasas. They are quite ravenous.”

“I am not a man,” Sara said and stuck her chin in the air.

The King on High lifted an eyebrow at the proud woman and then burst into laughter so loud that it echoed through the entire hall.

“You certainly are not,” he said with a greedy stare. “I may keep you for longer.”

“I’m not for sale,” she snapped.

I quickly tugged on her arm to remind her it wouldn’t help our cause if she didn’t get her tongue under control. I did have a backup plan if that didn’t seem like it was going to happen, though it would be easier if everyone just played their part. That included the King on High, who gave me an amused look when he saw me give the brunette a pleading expression.

“Sara, please,” I said in my best begging voice. “You’ve heard what they said about the King on High. He’s powerful. And he hates the Anglish. He could wipe us from existence without breaking a sweat. Do you remember what the villagers told us on the way here?”

Confusion crossed Sara’s eyes for a second, but thankfully it didn’t have time to make it to her face before the brilliant woman caught on. She stuck her bottom lip out like a pouty child and then stomped a foot angrily.

“Let him kill us!” she exclaimed and then motioned back toward the door. “I’d rather die than go back.”

“There will be nothing for you to go back to,” Naona pointed out. “That is why we are here. My village and your Anglish will perish at the mighty hand of the King on High. But he has graciously offered us a safe haven.”

“I offered your village a safe haven,” he said and shifted to lean on the other arm. “What need do I have with two Anglish? Even if they know that they are hopelessly outmatched?”

“I’m an expert beast tracker,” I said and spun to look at the egomaniac.

It took everything in me to look like a frantic kid who’d just been caught stealing money out of their mom’s purse, but it would be worth it if it actually worked. The King on High’s guards snickered as I rubbed my hands together in a pleading gesture, but the man on the throne was the only one that I was worried about, and his expression had slowly started to shift. I just needed to make him think that I was beaten down and terrified, and then he could flex on us by sending us to take care of the sacrifices.

“I have plenty of trackers,” the King on High laughed and sat up straight. “What would I need with an Anglish tracker? What are you going to do? Help me find my own men to enslave and murder?”

“He took on an entire group of treasars on his own with nothing but a stick,” Naona said. “And he successfully evaded the Anglish in order to reach our village. He could be useful. And the Anglishwoman has bonded with a racasar.”

The king lifted an eyebrow with interest as he reevaluated Sara and me. It was one thing to just kill us right out, but it was clear by the captured warriors outside that the man liked to throw his weight around whenever the opportunity presented itself, and making two Anglishmen slaves would feed his ego for weeks. Maybe months. And on top of that, we were useful.

“Is this true?” he asked Sara with that same hungry expression that made me want to stab him. “Were you really accepted by a racasar?”

“Yes,” Sara said with and jutted her chin back in the air. “He is a wonderful mount. And he recognized that I’m more than where I was born. Not that the Anglish have anything to offer.”

“Oh?” he asked and shifted his attention to me. “And you, tracker? Do you feel the same about your own kind? You know that I plan to kill them all tomorrow.”

“Good riddance,” I snorted and then bowed my head with respect. “You have made the right choice. They are nothing but a disease on this island. You are as wise as everyone says that you are.”

“Of course,” he chuckled and leaned forward to study us.

“We passed several villages on the way here,” I said. “And everyone talked about what a great ruler you are. How you protect the people and commune with the gods. You are wise and powerful. It would be my honor to serve a king as great as you.”

“Of course it would be,” he said and then waved a hand dismissively. “But you are Anglish. If I choose to allow you a place in my city, then you will never rise above the station of slaves. Will your Anglish pride allow that?”

“It’s better than being one of them,” I said with fake excitement. “You are truly an honorable and masculine king. The king of the Anglish across the sea is a fat and effeminate drunk not worthy of his crown.”

“And you?” he asked Sara.

Sara pressed her lips together, and a blush crawled up her cheeks that I was pretty sure was fueled by rage rather than embarrassment, but the colonial woman managed to keep herself together long enough to nod.

“I would like to hear the words out loud,” he said.

“I will be your slave,” she said and fisted her hands in her dress. “It is better than to be Anglish.”

“Yes, yes it is,” he chuckled and clapped his hands together. “You are in luck. I am in a good mood today.”

“Thank you,” I said in a grateful tone. “If there is some way we could prove ourselves to you…”

“Yes, perhaps a small task, just to demonstrate our loyalty,” Sara added with a stiff smile.

“Ah, that does seem appropriate,” the King on High replied.

“Maybe there’s some way we could help with this ritual,” I suggested and clapped my hands. “It would be an honor to help destroy the Anglish.”

The King on High frowned, and for a moment, I worried that I’d overplayed my hand. An uneasy silence settled on the room, and I felt Naona shift uncomfortably.

“Anglish blood is not needed for the ritual,” the King on High finally said. “But perhaps there is something. You will have the chance to prove yourselves by delivering dinner to the sacrifices for tomorrow’s ritual. After that, if you have behaved well, then I might be able to find you a place in our city.”

“Really?” I gasped and fought the urge to groan at the charade. “You’d really give us a place?”

“You have brought Naona back to me,” he said and finally looked at the purple-eyed woman. “And your flattery has not fallen on deaf ears. All three of you will have a chance to prove yourselves loyal to me. And Naona, once the ritual is complete, you will become my queen.”

The tribal woman flinched at the declaration, and a disgusted expression crossed her face before she could hide it. Rage flashed in the King on High’s eyes, and his smile shifted until it dripped with poison. Naona had clearly hit a nerve, and I fought the urge to reach for my weapons when he snapped his fingers.

“You will rethink your position,” he warned Naona as two guards started forward. “But for now, you will stay with your Anglish. And if they do not stay in line, then I will personally kill them. And all of your people that have fled to the city for sanctuary.”

The soldier from earlier hurried forward and bowed so low that his knees hit the limestone. Fear colored the guard’s eyes when he glanced up at the King on High, and I used every ounce of self-control to keep up the charade, even if it was just for a little while longer.

“Take them to the kitchen,” the king waved his hand dismissively. “Have them bring the food to the sacrifices. And watch them carefully. If they move even one foot out of line, then chain them to the wall.”

I didn’t want to find out what the wall was, but I was more interested in the fact that the soldier nodded and motioned for us to go. He still didn’t speak Anglish to us, but it was clear that he’d understood the king’s orders enough to follow them, and I started to wonder just how many tribesmen actually understood Anglish. I’d met plenty of people in my travels that could speak my language, even if they chose to use their native tongue, and I made a mental note to be more careful about our conversations while we were in the city.

The soldier said something to Naona that sounded like the man was scolding her, but the tribal woman just rolled her eyes and followed after him.

“He says that we are to be on our best behavior,” she said as we were led out of the main building toward a smaller one closer to the mountainside. “And that if I’m lucky, then he’ll take his frustrations out on the Anglishwoman.”

“He won’t touch me,” Sara snapped.

“He won’t,” I whispered. “But be careful what you say. It’s clear that there are ears everywhere, and some of them can understand us.”

“He’s right,” Naona said and glanced at the soldier that had run ahead to lead the way. “There are many in the city that can speak Anglish. Most are those close to the King on High. He believes in knowing an enemy in order to defeat them.”

“Not a bad practice,” I said. “I was surprised that he spoke Anglish so well.”

“So was I,” Sara said with a pointed look at Naona. “You could have warned us.”

“I didn’t know,” she said and put her hands in the air. “We have only spoken in our native tongue. Usually when he is trying to convince me to become his queen.”

“I did catch that,” I said as the smell of baked potato washed over us. “Are you sure that you’ll be okay?”

“Yes,” the tribal woman nodded as we walked into the kitchen. “This is for the best. I must do what is right for my people.”

I nodded and then turned to look around the busy kitchen that the soldier had led us to. Everywhere I looked there were golden platters filled to the brim with sweet potatoes, fresh fruit, and glazed meats that I was almost positive were actually dinosaur. My mouth watered as the delicious smells lingered in the air around me, and I jolted as a realization struck me.

“The strawberries!” I exclaimed. “We didn’t give them as an offering to the King on High.”

“I had the guards bring it here,” Naona said and motioned to the green netting on the counter to the left. “They’ll bring him some later tonight for dinner.”

“Oh, good,” I said with a relieved smile.

The soldier snapped something and gave the strawberries a disgusted look. Naona didn’t seem bothered in the slightest by the outburst, and her eyes flashed with amusement as she gave the man a dimpled grin. The guard narrowed his eyes and then ordered us to take the trays on the counter in front of us.

“He really doesn’t like you,” I said as I followed the man’s instructions.

The golden platter that I picked up was heavy with dinosaur meat, and my stomach grumbled to remind me that I’d only had strawberries and some bread. The glistening glaze smelled like an orange duck sauce that made me want to sit down on a stone couch and start eating, but we had a job to do before I could even think about filling my stomach. Besides, I could always snag some from the plate when we left the sacrifices. For the moment, I needed to continue to fake gratitude for just being alive.

Sara popped a sweet potato into her mouth and slowly chewed on it before she picked up the tray, but thankfully she had waited until the soldier had turned to shout something at one of the cooks before she stole the bite. She quickly fed me one as well, and my stomach finally went silent as I swallowed the delicious treat.

“He says it’s this way,” Naona said with an amused grin. “You’re both lucky that he didn’t catch you.”

“I’m very good at sneaking food,” Sara winked. “I had to be very crafty to avoid Erla’s watchful gaze growing up.”

The soldier led us back out into the courtyard and bustled to a building near the temple’s base. There was more gold inlay embedded in the limestone, and the carvings depicted what looked like epic battles and worship. The guard muttered to himself constantly as if he was bitching about the job that he’d been given, and the guy shot a glare over his shoulder every few steps like Sara and I were escaped convicts that would stab him in the back.

More guards stood at the entryway to where the sacrifices were being kept, and they all glanced at each other with confused expressions when they saw who was delivering dinner. It had to be out of the ordinary for Anglish to be in the city, let alone to be given access to the sacrifices, but it seemed like most of their shock was directed at Naona.

I spotted the giant guard from Naona’s village and fought the urge to smile as the big man glowered in my direction. He managed to nod imperceptibly to show that he was still on our side, but the tribesman’s body language still telegraphed disgust and hatred. I was glad that he’d managed to find a way to be assigned to the sacrifices, because then he could help them escape, but first we had to actually convince them to go along with our plan.

“We’re going to stay here until the sacrifices have finished eating,” Naona said. “And we have to give up our weapons. Also, if we try to harm the sacrifices in any way, then we’ll be brought to the king for our execution.”

“Got it,” I nodded and then watched as the guards came to take our weapons.

It surprised me that it had taken them so long to confiscate them in the first place, even though we were surrounded by soldiers the whole time. The King on High had probably let us keep them just to see if we’d try to strike him, though none of us were that stupid. It was a stunt that I’d seen with other egomaniacs back in my world, and a trap that the three of us would avoid at all costs.

“We may enter,” Naona said when the guards stepped back to let us pass.

The soldier that had led us gave Naona one last warning, glared at Sara and me, and then bustled back toward the gates. His job was officially done, and the guards that remained looked ready to imprison us the second that we put a toe out of line.

I took a deep breath as we walked into the limestone building. The first part of the plan had already gone exactly how I’d wanted it to-- well, maybe not perfectly since Sara had snapped at the King on High, but it had worked out well enough. All I had to do now was convince the sacrifices that it was in their best interest, and their people’s best interest, to go along with the rest of the plan.

A golden table with enough food to feed an army was already set up next to a wading pool filled with roses and jasmine. Oil shimmered on the surface of the water, but the two sacrifices were deeper in the house. Huge beds filled with fur blankets and pillows lined the back wall, and two kids were stretched out with a tray of fruit between them.

They couldn’t have been more than sixteen years old. The girl had dark brown eyes and hair that had been braided with gold and dinosaur bone while the boy had his hair twisted and secured in a bun like Naona’s father wore. Their clothes were the nicest of anything that I’d seen so far, except for the King on High, and their skin glistened like they’d just been rubbed with oil.

“It’s going to be hard to convince them to go with us,” Naona said with a glance over her shoulder.

The tribal woman greeted the two kids with a bow, and Sara and I did the same. They looked at us with wide eyes like they’d never actually seen an Anglishman and woman before, and the girl scooted back like she expected us to hurt her.

“We come in peace,” I said and swallowed a laugh as an alien movie rushed across my mind. “We just want to talk.”

Naona translated what I said, and the boy nodded to the girl. She slowly scooted forward again but stayed right behind her companion while Naona motioned for me to continue.

“I’ll translate,” she said. “I don’t think that they’ll understand Anglish.”

“Fair enough,” I said and flashed my warmest smile. “We’re here to offer you the chance to save your people.”

Naona translated, and the two sacrifices looked at each other before the girl responded for them.

“They say that’s what they’re here for,” the tribal woman said.

“You’ve been deceived,” I said, and Naona started to translate for me while Sara smiled reassuringly at them. “The King on High has made a pact with the Trickster. He will sacrifice you tomorrow for the plague that will kill the Anglish and Naona’s tribe.”

The boy gave a haughty expression like that had nothing to do with him, and the girl even laughed. He went on a rant and getsured to Sara and I repeatedly while Naona nodded in understanding.

“That’s what they want,” the purple-eyed woman said. “They’re true believers. And they think that by serving the King on High that their people will finally be safe from the Anglish. And they were promised that the plague will not come for their people.”

“That’s just idiotic,” Sara snapped and glared at them. “Disease spreads. That’s what it does. And anything that can come from the city through a village to the Anglish will leave a wide path of destruction. It will come for them.”

The girl responded the second that Naona finished translating, and I was positive that the tribal woman hadn’t watered down any of Sara’s rant.

“She says that the King on High has given them a vow,” Naona sighed. “And that he is a man of his word. Their people will be safe.”

“And what about the Trickster?” I asked and tilted my head to the side. “I’ve only just learned about the god, but it doesn’t sound like he keeps his word. At least, not to the letter. And what can a king do against a god?”

Silence fell on the sacrifices as the first sign of worry crossed their faces. They argued for a few seconds, and I caught the word that Butler had used for the Trickster. If they’d heard all the same stories, then they knew just as well as Butler and Naona did that the god couldn’t be trusted.

“They don’t want to disappoint their chief,” Naona said as the kids continued to go back and forth. “But the girl says that you are right. The Trickster never follows through on his word. And even the King on High cannot protect them from the evil god. She worries that they’ve been lied to.”

“They have,” Sara said.

“If they want to save their people, then they’ll hear me out and do exactly as I tell them,” I said.

Naona translated, and a heavy silence fell on the room as the two teens stared at each other. They must have grown up together, because they had an entire conversation with just their eyes, though it was easy to see that the girl was winning the argument. The boy finally nodded and motioned for me to go ahead, though the sour expression on his face said that he still didn’t trust me.

“Okay,” I said and took a deep breath. “This is going to be a hard one to swallow, but trust me that this is the only way to save everyone on the island. The Trickster has clearly convinced the king that young sacrifices are needed and that he can contain the plague, but that’s not how disease works. And don’t you think that the Trickster is going to be angry after being ignored for so many years?”

Naona relayed what I said, and realization dawned on the boy’s face. He went on a long rant that was so fast that even Naona looked confused for a second, and the girl hushed him with a nervous look at the door. He nodded and quieted down, but the way he stared at me had shifted completely as if I was his savior.

“What was he saying?” Sara asked.

“He was telling a very old story about the Trickster,” the purple-eyed woman said. “About when he was angry and convinced a chief to sacrifice his beloved daughter to end a drought. It worked, and the people had fields full of food, but then colrasas came and ate everything, and that drew the larger colrasas from further inland. Everyone was devoured and blood soaked the field. That’s why the ground in this valley is red. It is said that the Trickster lured the evil colrasas as punishment.”

“Naturally,” I said in a dry tone. “The gods are the same in my world. At least, the legends are. It’s the same all over the world. Once a god is angry, there’s always revenge. Not that I’ve ever actually seen one of these gods.”

“He sounds like the Governor General,” Sara huffed.

“So,” I said and looked back at the sacrifices. “They’re both on board?”

“Yes,” Naona said.

“Great,” I said and clapped my hands together. “Here’s the plan. Our friend outside will help them escape into the forest tonight. When it’s discovered that they’re gone in the morning, I’ll be there to offer my services. I’ll promise to have them back in time for the ritual. We’ll go find them and bring them back. The only people at the top of the pyramid will be the King on High and the priests. Once we’re alone, we can take them out and be gone before the soldiers can come get us. And these two will be free to go back to their village where they’ll be safe, and the plague will have been stopped.”

It took a little while for Naona to be able to translate everything, and the two teens had a ton of questions that the purple-eyed woman answered for me. I was pretty sure that most of them involved whether or not they should trust me or not, because the tribal woman nodded several times and even gestured a few times as well. She must have convinced them that the crazy plan would work, because they both looked at each other, smiled, and nodded in unison.

“They’re almost positive that we’ll all die,” Naona said. “But they say that an Anglishman with a racasar is better than the Trickster. And they’ve promised to kill you if you betray them.”

“Naturally,” I said in a dry tone.

A deep voice came from the doorway, and Naona turned to the doorway to see the giant guard poke his head in. The sacrifices responded with bright smiles, and the big man stomped in with a glare until he was about halfway through, and then he grinned from ear to ear and said something to the sacrifices and Naona.

“He’ll sneak them out before dawn,” she said. “But it’s time for us to go. We’ve been assigned to the racasar stables. Cleaning up after them.”

“Naturally,” I rolled my eyes and then turned as another guard came in.

The giant gestured to me and said something in an irritated tone while the sacrifices gave Sara and I their best disgusted faces. They made it seem like they really couldn’t stand us, and for a brief moment, I wondered if everything up to that point had been a trick, but then the big man motioned for us to leave and flashed a small smile when the other guard looked away.

“They’re going to show us to the stables,” Naona informed us as the two guards led us out. “And we’ve apparently passed the test since we didn’t try to kill the sacrifices.”

“Do we get our weapons back?” Sara asked. “I rather liked that blade.”

“I doubt it,” I said. “But we’ll get different ones when this is all over.”

“I suppose,” the colonial woman frowned. “But it would be nice to have the one that Butler gave me.”

“I’ll find you another one that’s even better,” the child said as he popped up beside the stables.

The giant patted Butler on the shoulder, said something to the other guard, and then led the way back to the sacrifices as if the kid was now our keeper. It could’ve been a lot worse, especially since there weren’t a lot of people around the racasar paddock, though that probably had something to do with the dinosaurs inside that looked like they’d gone ten rounds with Liberty. And lost.

“So?” Butler asked with a hopeful smile.

“It’s on,” I said with a bright smile.

All we had to do next was wait for the alarm.

And convince the King on High to let me hunt for the escaped sacrifices.
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Chapter 16

“Finished,” I sighed with relief.

The raptor stables had been scrubbed until they practically sparkled, but the stench of blood and crap still lingered in the air. Every muscle in my body ached as the girls and I finally threw out the last bucket of dirty water, but at least the day was done, and we could officially turn in. The dinosaurs were still out in their fenced-off play area, so at least they hadn’t hung over us while we did our work.

I’d been a little worried at first that they’d try to eat us once the guards left the paddock, but Naona had assured me that they’d ignore us just like the ones in her village ignored the workers. Even so, I’d been happy when the girls’ raptors had hung out near the wide entryway like sentries, and the other dinosaurs had given them a wide berth rather than risk a fight. I strolled over to pat them both on the neck as I watched the other giant lizards trot around without a care in the world.

“Did you guys finish yet?” Butler asked as walked up to the fence.

“Yeah,” I waved and headed over to the kid. “Where can we wash up and get something to eat?”

Butler blanched at the question and glanced over his shoulder as if one of the nearby guards might overhear us. The men had been stationed there for the last few hours, but none of them had been brave enough to get close to the raptors, especially when the dinosaurs started to nip at each other. The kid nodded in respect to the men and then rolled his eyes as he turned back around to look at me.

“Strictly speaking, you’re supposed to just sleep in the barn at the back of the property,” he said. “But I can bring some food and something to boil water so you can wash up.”

“That would be fine,” I said. “As long as I can get the smell off of me.”

“You’ll have someone watching you the entire night,” he whispered. “The King on High expected the raptors to eat you, but since they didn’t, you are allowed to stay on as their handlers for now.”

“Such an honor,” I rolled my eyes.

“Isn’t it, though?” he said and laughed.

It was the first time that Butler had actually looked like a kid since I’d met him, but the moment passed, and the somber expression fell back into place. The boy had been through too much for someone so young, and I knew then that I would give him a place in our home once everything was all over. I was sure that Sara would be okay with that, and it would give him a way to stay informed about our plans against the Anglish.

“Where are Naona and Sara?” Butler asked as he looked around. “I know their mounts wouldn’t let them be harmed, which is probably why you’re all still alive.”

“They’re giving extra special care to their mounts’ new home,” I snorted and motioned to the stables. “Something about wanting them to be comfortable until it was time to leave.”

Worry flashed through me as my attention shifted to the woods at the valley’s edge. Liberty was still out there all by herself, and I had to fight the urge to go check on the massive dinosaur. She’d survived on her own long before I’d come around, and there was no doubt in my mind that the raptor could survive one night, even if it was hard to leave her behind.

“Butler!” Sara exclaimed as she and Naona emerged from the stables. “I’ve never been so happy to see someone in my entire life. Please tell me that you have a hot bath waiting for me?”

“No, ma’am,” the boy said with a grave nod. “But I can bring you dinner and a cauldron so that you can boil your own water for a bath. I might even be able to find some of the eucalyptus soap that the locals like so much.”

“That would be amazing, thank you,” the colonial woman said with a relieved smile.

“Are you here to show us to our quarters?” Naona asked.

“Yes,” he said and then motioned to the gate. “Please follow me. I’m afraid that they aren’t the most luxurious quarters, but they’ll get you through the night.”

“Where are you staying?” I asked. “And do you have access to food?”

“I’m being well taken care of,” he said and grinned from ear to ear. “But thanks for asking. Most people don’t.”

I nodded and glanced over my shoulder as the two guards from earlier were replaced by two more guards. They exchanged a few words in their language, glared at us, and then clapped their hands together in a warrior’s handshake like soldiers going to war. I rolled my eyes and then turned my attention back to where Butler was leading us.

The barn wasn’t too far from the stables, and I could smell the hay long before we walked through the tall doors. It was all made from the same red clay that made up most of the buildings in the city, and there were some strange goat-like creatures gathered on one end near a water trough. I eyed their sharp horns as Butler motioned to a wide bay scattered with hay and empty feed buckets.

“This will be your bed for the night,” Butler said with an apologetic smile.

“Better than being outside,” I said with a reassuring smile. “I’ve slept in far worse.”

“As have I,” Sara said.

“You’ve done well,” Naona said with a dimpled grin.

“I’ll be back with the cauldron and some food,” he said with renewed energy.

The boy ran off, and I turned to look at our new surroundings. There was at least a door to keep the goats out during the night, because the last thing I wanted was one of those little bastards to ram me while I was asleep. Goats had always been hit or miss for me, and I didn’t want to find out the hard way that this particular group didn’t like me, especially when I saw just how sharp their horns were.

“I’m going to get some water,” Sara said with a determined expression. “There was a well right outside. I’m sure that we could all use something to drink.”

“I’ll get the fire started,” Naona said. “There should be a fire pit on the side of the barn. We can use it to heat the water to bathe.”

“And I’ll get the hay ready to sleep in,” I said with a glance at the guards near the barn doors. “We just have to get through tonight. And hope that our friend and the sacrifices keep their word.”

The girls nodded, and I turned to get to work while they did the same. The hay was surprisingly soft compared to the stuff that I’d experienced back home, and exhaustion started to wash over me long before Sara came in to get me for dinner. Naona and the colonial woman had already cleaned up, and Butler had even managed to find each of us some fresh clothing.

We sat in silence as the guards watched us eat the scraps that Butler had brought for us, but at least they hadn’t chained us, and neither of them got close enough to hit us. I was sure that the King on High had something else planned to humiliate us besides cleaning the raptor paddock, but his plans would be derailed by morning, when mine kicked in. The girls and I all headed to bed a little after sunset, and sleep washed over me as soon as my eyes were closed while Naona took the first watch.

A high-pitched flute-like sound woke me after what felt like seconds, and I sat upright to look around for any attackers. Sara was already awake and waved excitedly as my brain worked to remember where I was. Gray light poured through the open barn doors, and I realized that the girls had let me sleep through the night instead of waking me for the watch.

“Your breakfast is ready,” Sara said and handed me a giant strawberry with some freshly baked bread. “Butler brought the bread this morning. It’s very sweet. I’ve already had mine. Naona has as well. She just went to get water.”

“I’m back,” the purple-eyed woman said as the guards escorted her into the bay. “Apparently something has gone wrong. The entire city is on lockdown.”

“Like invaders?” I asked as if I didn’t already know the answer to the question. “I can’t believe the Anglish could have made it this far. Besides, it’s not like they know about the plague. And even if they did, the Governor General is way too stupid. I sincerely doubt that he’d believe someone even if they did tell him about the plague.”

“I’m not sure what’s happening,” Naona replied and shrugged.

“Well, I’ll finish my breakfast,” I said and stretched. “And then I guess we should return to the stables.”

One guard glowered in my direction as if hearing me speak Anglish grated on his ears, but the other nodded in approval. I hoped it was enough to convince the guard that I had nothing to do with the sacrifices’ escape, so the King on High would have no reason to question me when I offered my services. Of course, guards had been on duty just outside the barn all night, so there was no way we could have helped the sacrifices escape. The guards were our best alibis, though it was still only a matter of time before we were called in for questioning.

“We have company,” Sara muttered a few minutes later.

I glanced up and saw that the giant from Naona’s village was walking toward the barn. I would’ve said he looked peeved, but that seemed to be his normal state.

“The King on High demands to see the Anglishmen,” the giant boomed from the barn doors. “Now.”

“Showtime,” I said.

I stuffed the last bit of bread into my mouth, hopped up, and followed after the guard. I could feel the girls were right behind me, and when I glanced back, I saw that Sara even managed to look nervous. Not that it was hard to fake with all the armed soldiers running around the palace grounds like chickens with their heads cut off. I reached over to give Sara’s hand a reassuring squeeze as we stepped into the main hall, and then I donned my best scared face.

“You!” the King on High shouted as soon as he saw us. “You had something to do with this!”

“With what?” Naona asked and blinked in apparent confusion. “What has happened, my king?”

The king tugged on his trimmed beard so hard that a few curls came out, but the pain seemed to bring the man back from the edge. His dark eyes were as crazed as a frightened cheetah’s, and there was no doubt in my mind that he’d be just as deadly when cornered. The King on High stomped down the stairs from his golden throne, glowered at all three of us, and then turned on our guards.

There was a quick argument in their language, but it was clear that the king wanted an account of our whereabouts during the night, and he wasn’t happy when the guards confirmed that we hadn’t gone anywhere. The King on High paced back and forth across the hall and then turned as the soldier from the day before rushed in. The guards tensed as if they were about to be punished, but then their ruler waved them away with a sharp command.

“What’s going on?” I asked in mock confusion. “Are the Anglish coming? Or is there some other enemy? Are the colrasas attacking?”

“Are you telling me that you don’t know?” the king asked as he whirled around to stare at me. “That you didn’t have something to do with the sacrifices escaping on the day that they were to be given to the gods?”

“They what?” Sara gasped. “But what about the ritual? It needs to go as planned. The Governor General has to die. Horribly. He has to!”

The colonial woman’s acting skills were a lot better than they had been the day before, though that probably had to do with the sincerity in her words about the Governor General. Sara had every right to want the man to die as horribly as possible, and some of the tension drained from my shoulders as the King on High nodded in agreement.

“He does,” he said. “And the ritual will go as planned. The sacrifices will be found.”

“When did they escape?” I asked. “I can help track them down. No one has ever eluded me.”

The king narrowed his eyes for a moment as if he wasn’t sure whether or not to trust me, but there was desperation in his dark eyes. The soldier said something in their language, and the King on High nodded before waving him off.

“You will be given the chance to find them,” he informed me. “But the ritual must be done today. If you do not come back before the sun sets, then I will have you flayed, rolled in salt, and then boiled alive.”

“Wow,” I blinked and didn’t have to fake the shudder that ran through me. “Got it. They’ll be back before the ritual.”

“You must bring them to the altar at the top of the pyramid by sundown,” he said with narrowed eyes. “If not, your life is forfeit.”

“What happens if we don’t find them in time?” Sara asked in a panicked voice. “Will you still be able to perform the ritual?”

“Of course,” he sniffed. “But the sacrifices were chosen for a reason. It must be their blood that is paid if the Anglish are to die. And if I have to delay, then there will be consequences.”

“Then we’ll bring them back before sundown,” the brunette said with a hopeful look at me. “Right?”

“Right,” I nodded and fought a smile. “I’ll need to start at their residence. There might be something there that will point us in their direction.”

“You’ll have free rein of the city for now,” the King on High said with a dismissive wave. “The guard from the Daughter of Prophecy’s village will be your guide. He was fortunate enough to be off-duty when the sacrifices escaped, as were his colleagues, so they won’t be killed for this failure. Consider their lives a wedding present, my Queen.”

Naona glared hard at the King on High, but then her attention shifted to the guards that were brought into the hall. None of them were the same men that had been outside the sacrifices’ home the day before, though all of them had been beaten so badly that it was hard to tell at first. Naona’s purple eyes flashed with rage as the soldiers were paraded in front of the pompous king, but she didn’t look away even as their throats were slit by the men that had escorted them.

I watched as blood trickled from the cuts that the obsidian blades made in the guards’ necks, and then their flesh was peeled back like hot Laffy-Taffy from its plastic wrap as their heads were ripped off. A red river flowed over the floor, and I barely had time to jump back before it splashed onto me. I swallowed hard as the men’s bodies slapped against the limestone floor, and the King on High turned to stare at me with satisfaction.

“They disappointed me,” he said and motioned to the corpses beside him. “Do not follow their lead.”

“I won’t,” I promised and then hurried outside.

The giant guard from Naona’s village was already outside when the girls and I left the main hall behind. My stomach churned as the wet slapping noise that the corpses made when they hit the stone floor replayed in my head like a skipped record. I took a deep breath, met the big man’s gaze, and then motioned for him to lead the way to the sacrifices’ home.

“That was terrible,” Sara said as soon as we were out of earshot. “I can’t believe he had those men beheaded right in front of us. Just because the sacrifices escaped. It’s not like they could have done anything to stop them.”

“They should have,” Naona said as we followed the guard. “It was their job to stop our plan. They failed. So they died. Do not feel bad for them. They would have eagerly skinned you alive, or worse, if they had been given the chance.”

“She’s right,” Butler said and jogged over to us. “Everyone in the city has been talking about how the King on High is going to kill you after the ritual. No Anglish left alive.”

“What are you doing here?” I asked. “You should be as far out of the way as possible. Or better yet, you should leave the city now before everything goes down.”

“No,” the kid scoffed and gave me a stubborn expression that reminded me of pictures of myself at his age. “I’m going to help you. Besides, the priests have already taken to me. They’ll be pleased if I help you bring the sacrifices back, and then it’ll be easier to get them to let their guards down.”

I stared at the boy for a long minute and then threw my hands into the air. There was no point in arguing with the kid, especially since he was right. I would need the priests to be as comfortable as possible when we reached the top of the step pyramid, because then it would be easier to kill them.

“Speaking of which,” I said as we walked into the sacrifices’ home. “We’ll need weapons.”

“Already taken care of,” Butler smiled proudly and then motioned to a heavy dinosaur-skin bag right next to the door. “I was given permission to give your weapons back to you. But you are not to hurt the sacrifices. They have to be in perfect condition. Those are only to be used to protect them from any colrasas that we run across. And you’re to turn them over before going up the temple stairs.”

“Naturally,” I said in a dry tone.

It would be harder to kill the priests if the soldiers took away our weapons, but Butler had managed to sneak three small daggers into the bag that we could easily conceal. I grinned up at the kid and then patted his shoulder as I stood and started to distribute the weapons. The blade clipped easily into the side of my pants, but it took Naona a little more time to find a way to hide the dagger in her short lizard-skin miniskirt.

“Looks like we’re ready,” I said and then glanced around the room. “I should take some kind of cloth or something so that they’ll think I’m using it to track the sacrifices.”

Food and wine had been spilled all over the floor, drawers and wardrobe doors were left open, and even the bedding had been yanked off the long mattress. It was like a tornado had torn through the place as they searched for the sacrifices.

I leaned down and picked up a sheer pink scarf with golden embroidery and then motioned for the guard to lead the way. He’d been the one to escort the sacrifices out the night before, so he’d be the one to lead us to them rather than me. I was honestly a little surprised that he hadn’t been seen given his size, but then again, the big guy had made it across the deck around our yurt without making a noise.

“He says that they’re in the forest,” Naona said when the guard muttered something in their language.

“Great,” I grinned and then fell into step beside him.

It was already late morning by the time we made it to the forest that surrounded the city. I’d had our little group circle around a few times, and even stopped by some random barns to check inside before I forced a frustrated expression and consulted the pink scarf. The whole thing felt ridiculous as we doubled back to the palace and then went toward the woods, but the king had eyes everywhere, so the performance needed to be good.

Liberty met us just inside the treeline like the raptor had been waiting for us, and I reached up to pat her on the snout. There weren’t any new wounds on the massive dinosaur’s hide, but the big girl was more jumpy than usual. My mount sniffed everyone a few times and then moved onto the scarf like a hound catching a scent.

“Lead the way,” I laughed when she perked up.

The raptor trotted ahead of us just slow enough that we wouldn’t lose sight of her, and the guard said something to Naona when the dinosaur veered back toward the hills that led to the Valley of Tribes. Liberty glanced back as if she’d understood the man’s words and it was clear that she didn’t like them.

“What’s going on?” I asked.

“He says that this is not the direction that he left the sacrifices,” Naona said. “That he left them near a waterfall behind us where no one would think to look for them.”

“But she caught their scent,” I said and motioned to the scarf. “I assume that she knows what she’s doing.”

“Racasars do have remarkable hunting skills,” the tribal woman said with a frustrated expression as the giant ranted and motioned behind us. “But he’s very adamant that they wouldn’t be this way.”

“They could have left the area where he hid them,” Sara pointed out. “They were out there all night, right? Maybe they were hungry and went on a hunt.”

Naona turned back to the guard as our party stopped, and Butler joined the argument as the giant man grew angrier. It was clear that he didn’t think that Liberty was right, but I trusted the raptor a lot more than two teens that had been left to their own devices. The guy may have left them in the opposite direction, but they weren’t there now, and we didn’t have time to argue back and forth.

“I’m going to follow Liberty,” I interrupted. “You guys can go back to the waterfall if you want, but I think she’s right.”

“Of course she is,” Sara huffed and smoothed her dress. “The dinosaurs have much better scent detection than we do.”

The giant glowered at both of us but then turned to stare at Liberty. Fear washed over the big man’s face as my raptor trotted back to trill irritably at us like an impatient kid. He threw both hands in the air, and I let out a sigh of relief as the big man finally gave in.

I grinned at Liberty and motioned for her to lead the way while the others followed behind us. The giant guard still looked grumpy as we headed toward the Valley of Tribes, but at least we were all together. I would’ve made it work if we’d split up, but it would definitely be easier if we were all together to fight the priests and the King on High.

It didn’t take long for my mount to find the two teens, and she bound around them when they tried to take off. They both had heavy bags under their eyes as if they hadn’t slept all night, and dirt covered the hems of the girl’s dress.

Naona asked them a question when they whipped around to stare at us with wide eyes, and I put a hand up to stop Liberty when the raptor snapped her teeth near the boy’s head. The tribal woman got into another argument, though this time it was with the teens, and the giant guard joined her side. It didn’t take a genius to figure out what the purple-eyed woman had asked them, but I was interested in what their answer was.

I had a pretty good idea what it was as soon as they plopped down on the ground and went completely silent. I remembered the girl’s reaction to the Trickster, and I could guess that their fear had won out.

“They refuse to go back,” Naona huffed and glared at the teens. “They said that they thought about it, and they don’t think that you’ll be able to beat the King on High. He’s a chosen representative of the gods, and that he and his priests have more power than an Anglishman can ever hope to summon.”

“Thanks for the vote of confidence,” I replied. “But they don’t have a choice. They’re coming back with us just like they agreed. And we’re going to stop this plague. I hate to use innocent kids as a pawn, but this is what has to happen.”

“Do you really think that he’ll still be able to release it without the sacrifices?” Sara asked with a concerned look at the two teens. “Can’t we just let them go?”

“No,” I shook my head. “You heard what he said. He has a backup plan, so even if they don’t come back, the plague will be released. Our best bet is to bring them back and then kill him when his guard is down.”

The girl said something and scooted closer to her companion, and Naona quickly responded. There was another brief argument, and I ran a hand through my hair. It would be a lot easier if they’d stick to the plan, but there was always the backup plan, though that revolved around them being tied up by force, and it was one scenario that I wanted to avoid if possible.

“She says that they’re the ones taking the risk,” Naona said. “And that it’s not worth it. The plague will take a while to spread to her village, and that they can move and be safe, even if the Trickster plans to kill everyone.”

“That’s just ridiculous,” I huffed and threw my hands into the air. “There’s nowhere that will be safe. Especially if the Trickster is as bad as your legends say.”

Naona relayed the message, and the girl stuck her bottom lip out in a pout while the boy tried to reason with her. It was clear that the return to their village was her idea, but the teen boy still glowered in my direction. Naona said something that seemed to break through the wall of fear around the teen girl, and both sacrifices finally nodded in agreement.

“There we go,” I said as they stood. “Now, we need to get back. It’s going to take all afternoon for us to get back, so we’ll be cutting it close.”

“Should we tie them up?” Butler asked as he stepped out from behind the giant guard. “I don’t trust them not to run again.”

“We can do that when we get back to the city,” I shook my head and motioned for everyone to head back the way we’d come.

Butler walked behind the sacrifices as if the kid would be able to stop them if they tried to run, but Liberty and the giant guard were right next to him, so they wouldn’t be able to get far.

I tried not to be irritated with the teens for making a run for it. Hell, I would have if it was me, but we’d had a deal. I needed them so I could get to the top of the pyramid-temple to kill the King on High and stop the plague, and I felt like we’d wasted a lot of time for no good reason.

Some part of me still balked at the idea that some ancient god was about to accept a blood sacrifice that would spread a plague through the island, but it only took one look over my shoulder at Liberty to remind me that impossible things were very possible on the strange island. And if there were dinosaurs and giant strawberries, then there could very well be a god waiting for the chance to destroy everything.

It seemed like a lifetime had passed since I’d woken up on the beach and had to defend myself against a Compy attack. Addo and the guys would love to hear about all of my adventures if I ever made it back to my world, but with every passing day, it was harder to think of returning back to my Earth. I’d made friends with a beautiful tribal woman, had found a lover in a gorgeous colonial woman, and I was about to save everyone from a magical plague.

Even my craziest poacher-hunting back home couldn’t compare, especially when I factored in Liberty and the other dinosaurs. No. I’d found my new home, and it was time to defend it with everything in me, even if the battle was against a crazed king and an ancient god.

The sun had already started to dip below the treetops by the time we finally reached the forest’s edge. A heavy silence had fallen on the woods, and even the insects had gone eerily quiet like they could sense the storm that was coming. There wasn’t much time before the ritual was supposed to start, and the step pyramid was clear across the city.

“What the actual fuck?” I whispered to myself as we stepped out from beneath the trees.

“The King on High has started the ritual,” Naona said.

There was a huge misty cloud the color of fresh blood around the top of the step pyramid, and it swirled like a tempest in its own wind. Lightning crackled along the stairs, and I could just barely make out the soldiers huddled near the bottom like scared children. I’m not sure what I expected the ritual to look like, but this was way more intense.

The teens said something, and I turned just in time to see the giant guard grab them before they could run. Butler quickly tied their wrists together while Liberty snapped her jaws threateningly. I almost felt bad for the kids as the huge man took the rope from Butler and tugged them toward the city’s edge, but they were necessary pawns if we wanted to defeat the King on High.

I reached up to pet Liberty’s snout as she bent down to nudge me.

“I need you to get Naona and Sara’s mounts ready,” I told her. “And meet us at the base of the pyramid. We’re going to have to leave fast. Get someone else too, if you can. Because there will be seven of us.”

The raptor nodded her head and then glared at the city.

“We won’t be long,” I promised.

I patted her snout one last time, took a deep breath, and then followed after the giant guard. There wasn’t a single person on the streets as we made our way to the step pyramid, but all of my attention was on the blood-red clouds that obscured the temple’s peak. I couldn’t even see the King on High through the thick mist, but that meant that the soldiers wouldn’t be able to see anything either, and they wouldn’t be able to hear his death cries over the thunder that rolled down the stairs like gunshot blasts.

A soldier stepped forward to block our path when we reached the bottom of the step pyramid, but Naona quickly motioned to the sacrifices. There was an argument that seemed like it was about who would take them to the top, but none of the soldiers looked like they wanted to go through the clouds.

“You, Sara, and I are to bring the sacrifices up,” Naona said. “And leave our weapons here.”

The kid quickly held his hands out for the obsidian blades, and I made a show of pulling the curved blade from my thigh like it was a major inconvenience. The act must have worked, because the soldiers didn’t pat any of us down to find the smaller blades, and I had to fight a smile as the giant guard handed me the rope and stepped aside.

It was time to kill a king.
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Chapter 17

The sacrifices pulled against the ropes as we climbed up the carved temple stairs. It took all of my strength to yank them after me, but their only alternative was to stay with the soldiers below, and the hard glares that they shot at the teens made it clear that wasn’t an option. They didn’t stop their battle until after we’d already passed through the red mist that obscured the pyramid’s peak, and then the line went slack as we all stopped and stared.

“Holy shit,” I said as I stared upwards at the sacrificial altar.

A long black obsidian rectangle stood on a platform at the top of the pyramid like a goth autopsy table. It shimmered in rainbow colors as lightning flashed in the crimson cloud behind me, and I stumbled up another step as a blast of thunder pushed me forward like an invisible hand. The sacrificial altar started to hum like a live wire as I started to climb again, and goosebumps erupted all over my body as energy washed over me.

“I don’t see the King on High,” I said and squinted to see better in the ruby light that covered everything.

Braziers blazed at the top of the stairs and added an orange hue to the flickering light that covered the platform, but I didn’t see the King on High, or his priests, until we’d finally climbed the last step. The three men were all dressed in black robes with golden symbols embroidered on them, though the king’s robes glittered with diamonds on his cuffs and collar like a show poodle at a dog show.

“You have come just in time,” the King on High said as he turned away from the priests to look at us. “I must admit, I did not think you would, Anglish.”

One of the priests tossed a leather satchel into the nearest brazier, and a plume of black smoke billowed out like a hungry panther ready to devour us all. The King on High threw his arms wide and smiled like only the truly deranged can before the creature-like fog forced itself down his throat. It moved so fast that there was no way to stop it, and I dropped the rope that held the sacrifices in favor of my hidden blade.

“Cut them free,” I said over my shoulder as the priests turned to stare at me.

Hoods covered their faces, but I could feel the heat from their glares without seeing them, and they rushed at me like linebackers while the king continued to choke on the endless black cloud that kept pouring out of the flames. I glanced to the left as Naona rushed over to knock the thing over, and it cut off the fog like she’d hit a light switch. The priests whipped around right before they reached me to stare at the tribal woman, but she’d already moved back toward the sacrifices.

“This stupid knife isn’t working!” Sara shouted over the thunder that echoed from the blood-red cloud behind us.

“I’ll take care of the priests,” I said. “Your main goal is to get them out of here.”

One of the priests shouted something in their language, and I didn’t need a translator to know that he’d told his buddy to stop us, because the second priest made a beeline for the sacrifices. There was no time to think, but years of life-and-death situations had trained me to act first, so I stuck out my right leg to trip the man before he could make it past me to the girls. A scream filled the air and fought with the increasing thunder as the guy fell face first down the stairs, and the echo of crunching bones quickly drowned out his death cries as he disappeared into the red clouds.

A gust of wind pulled the remaining priest’s hood back, and I took a step back in horror. The man’s eyes had been carved out to leave nothing but vacant holes in his skull, and dried blood dripped down into his blue stained mouth. I’d seen blue lips like that before on suffocation victims, but the priest still moved around as if he was alive and well.

“Okay,” I said and took a deep breath. “What-- and I really can’t stress this enough-- the fuck?”

“Oh, no,” Naona gasped from right behind me. “We have to stop the ritual. We have to.”

“We will,” I promised and then dodged to the right as the priest slashed at me with a jagged obsidian blade. “How are the ties coming?”

“They’re not coming undone,” Sara panted as I tried to lure the priest further away from them. “It’s like something has made them stronger. My blade should cut right through them.”

The female sacrifice screamed at the top of her lungs, and my attention snapped back to the King on High. He’d collapsed on the ground when the brazier had fallen over and cut off the black cloud, and some part of me had hoped that he was dead with it. But the man was back on his feet, though the creature that stood there barely qualified as human. The girl’s shouts were cut off like someone had hit the mute button, and the king’s face twisted into an evil smile.

“Shit, shit, shit,” I said and forced myself to focus on the enemy right in front of me.

The blind priest had turned around, and the obsidian blade in his hand clattered to the ground as the man dropped to his knees in worship. I stepped forward to grab his bun and yanked his head back to expose the guy’s neck. My blade slid into the priest’s skin like it was tissue paper, and thick blood oozed out from the wound like it had already clotted inside his body.

“Thank you for bringing the sacrifices to me,” the king said without even looking at his fallen priest.

A new round of goosebumps erupted at the sound of two voices coming out of the same throat. Black veins had crawled up the King on High’s neck all the way to his eyes, and the smug smile was lined with the sharp teeth of a shark. Even his nails had stretched into inky claws that dripped with black goo as thick as blood.

Uh-oh.

I swallowed hard against the fear that raced through my veins and then turned to check on the girls and the sacrifices. All four of them were frozen in place with wide, shocked expressions as if they’d seen the boogeyman in person, though the King on High definitely fit that description at the moment. I rushed over and waved my hands in front of Naona and Sara’s face, and the girls finally blinked like they were waking up from a spell.

“Wha--” Sara began to ask and then screamed as her eyes landed on the king.

“The ritual,” Naona said in a horrified tone. “We didn’t stop it.”

“We still have time,” I said. “He still needs their blood.”

“And their blood I will have,” the King on High chuckled and stretched one clawed hand toward the sacrifices. “I will have all of their blood.”

A forked tongue darted out like a snake tasting the air, and the king’s eyes rolled into the back of his head. They were bright red when they came back down, and another wave of fear washed through me. Whatever “human” that remained of the King on High had completely left the man’s body, and all that was left was the avatar of the Trickster god that grinned wickedly at the sacrifices.

“Get them out of here,” I said and squatted down to pick up the jagged obsidian blade that the priest had dropped.

“Ah, ah, ah,” the Trickster laughed and wagged a finger at me. “Not so fast. The ritual must be completed.”

“I don’t think so,” I said as Sara started to tug the sacrifices down the steps. “Take them to the forest. The raptors will be waiting.”

“Raptors?” he said and tilted his head as if the word was intriguing. “Interesting.”

The Trickster’s forked tongue darted out to lick the air again, and I moved to block his line of sight while Sara hurried toward the red clouds that surround the top of the step pyramid.

“I said you aren’t going anywhere,” he snarled and moved his hand toward the sacrifices again. “You have blood to pay.”

Sara’s scream filled the air as the colonial woman tried to hold onto the rope, but it was yanked out of her hand along with the two sacrifices. The brunette scrambled back up the stairs to stand next to Naona and me, and we watched as thick gooey black cords pinned the teens to the obsidian table like patients in a psych ward.

“What do we do?” she asked with wild eyes. “How do we fight a god?”

“I don’t know,” I said with a look around for more weapons. “His body is still human, right? So we just stick to the plan and kill the king. Sara, you try to break those bindings. Naona, you’re with me. We’ll attack him at the same time.”

A long black blade poked through the sky right above the sacrifices and slowly slid into reality. It glinted in the lightning that arched through the red clouds that surrounded us, and I was almost positive that the ring around the top of the step pyramid had gotten smaller. The teens screamed and fought against their bindings, but each time they did the sword above them lowered just a little more.

The Trickster’s eyes rolled into the back of his head again as he started to chant in Naona’s native tongue, and shivers ran through my body as the dual voices spoke in unison as if the King on High was still in there somewhere.

I nodded reassuringly to the girls despite the shaking in my legs, gripped the priest’s blade in my hand a little tighter, and then darted up toward the King on High with Naona right behind me. Every muscle in my body ached as I pushed through the fear that tried to hold me tight, and heat seared across my skin like it was on fire. I barely managed to make it to the Trickster, but the pain eased as a small dagger flew over my shoulder to slam into the king’s body.

The blade sank all the way to the hilt, but the Trickster just brushed it off as if it were nothing more than a mosquito bite. Tiny cracks formed where the blade had been embedded like the king’s body was made out of obsidian instead of flesh and bone. The god-king waved a dismissive hand to my right, and Naona screamed as she was lifted off the ground.

It was like everything was in slow motion as the tribal woman’s body flew through the air to slam into Sara, and both women tumbled down a few steps until they laid in an unconscious heap of limbs. An eternity seemed to pass before I saw each of them take a breath, and pure rage raced through my veins as I turned back to the god-king.

He’d gone back to the ritual as if I was nothing to worry about, and I looked around for another weapon. The blade hadn’t done much damage to his hard skin, but a blunt object definitely would if he was now made of obsidian. I yanked the robes off of the dead priest, and then hurried over to the brazier that Naona had knocked down earlier.

The golden metal bowl still glowed with heat as I yanked it off the ground by its handles, and it took all of my self-control not to drop it again.

“You’ve got this, K.O.,” I said and turned back toward the Trickster.

His eyes were still rolled into the back of his head, but the god-king had already proven that he didn’t need to see to defend himself. The strange dual voice that came out of the King on High’s throat grew louder as if the ritual was almost complete, and my attention shifted to the sacrifices tied to the table.

The teens no longer fought for freedom, but that was probably because they were too focused on the giant sword that slowly shifted in the air so that it could slice off their heads. They’d be dead in minutes if I didn’t do something, and then the plague would spread through the island and kill everyone.

“Not on my watch,” I said and pushed forward.

Fear and pain fought for first place as I rushed toward the god-king with the brazier held tightly in my hands. One clawed hand started to shift toward me as if he was about to throw me backwards like Naona, but then another small blade sliced through the air to land in the King on High’s heart. The pressure broke just long enough for me to actually run, and I slammed the golden bowl into the embedded blade’s hilt.

A screech like metal on metal pierced the air as cracks erupted all over the Trickster’s body. Light poked through the god-king’s flesh like the villain at the end of Casper, and I yanked the brazier bowl back for another hit. His hand came up to claw at my arms, but I slammed the bowl into the hilt again, and his hand fell.

“The sacrifices are free!” Sara’s voice managed to shout over the king’s screams.

“Get them down the other side of the pyramid,” I said. “Our mounts will be waiting for you.”

“What about you?” Naona asked.

“I’m going to finish this,” I said.

“You cannot hope to beat me, Kevin Owens,” the god-king snarled in his creepy dual voice.

The King on High’s voice sounded lighter as if the human part of the creature had already started to fade away, but the deeper tone was still as strong as ever despite the blade in his chest and the glowing fissures across his body.

“How do you know my name?” I asked as my grip on the bowl loosened.

I hadn’t said my full name since I’d come into the city, and even the girls and Butler called me K.O. There was no way for the clawed god-king to know it, and a shiver ran down my spine as his bright red eyes glittered with excitement. I shook the questions from my head, pulled the bowl back for another blow, and then slammed it into the hilt.

Another shriek filled the air as more cracks appeared and dug deeper as if something was ripping him apart from the inside while I hit him on the outside.

“You will never leave these lands, Kevin Owens,” he snarled and tried to claw at me weakly. “I will be with you wherever you go. You cannot escape me.”

The Trickster’s body splintered open, and his teeth started to fall out to reveal normal human teeth. It was like the dying King on High was taking back his body, and the god was about to be pushed out. All I needed to do was hit him one more time.

I brought the bowl over my head and brought it down for the final hit, but then lightning slashed out from the red clouds and knocked it from my hands. The storm jerked and twitched like a living creature in its death throes, and I had to jump back as more bright white energy arched across the platform. I stumbled away from the Trickster as he managed to stand with the help of the sacrificial altar, and the god-king’s eyes went wide as he realized his mistake one second too late.

Lightning bolts raced through the sky from the red clouds like an electric display at a parade, and they all converged on the god-king’s body. The King on High had managed to take back one eye, but both the red and brown eyes popped and oozed down his cheeks as the energy pulsed through his body and connected with the blade’s hilt.

Another scream filled the air as the king’s body splintered open, and the sacrificial blade lifted to the sky. It sliced through the god-king’s neck faster than a hot knife through butter, and I jumped back as the King on High’s head rolled over to stop at my feet.

Red mist billowed from the king’s corpse, but I didn’t stick around to find out what would happen next. The ritual hadn’t been completed as planned, but blood had still been paid. I definitely didn’t want to end my short time on the island as the first plague victim, so I ran down the side of the step pyramid to where the girls waited with our mounts, Butler, the giant, and the passed-out sacrifices.

“What happened?” Naona asked as she pointed to the step pyramid’s peak.

“Did you kill him?” Sara asked. “He didn’t look like he could be killed.”

I spun around to see that the red mist had started to slowly crawl down the sides of the step pyramid while the soldiers below rushed up to help their king. It was only a matter of time before they found out what happened, but that would mean entering the blood-colored clouds, and all of them stopped before it touched them. I could’ve sworn that I saw giant ethereal eyes flash as the mystical sword spun around and then disappeared, but then they were gone like they’d been nothing more than a hallucination.

“He’s dead,” I finally answered. “I don’t know about the Trickster, but the King on High no longer has a head.”

“So, the ritual was stopped?” Butler asked with a hopeful expression.

“I don’t think so,” I frowned. “The king’s blood splattered all over the sacrificial altar.”

“But it wasn’t theirs,” Sara said with a wave at the passed-out sacrifices. “So, the plague won’t come, right?”

“I don’t know,” Naona said with a worried look at the giant guard.

She asked something in their native tongue, and the big man’s frown deepened like he’d eaten an entire lemon. He responded to Naona’s question with his gaze firmly planted on the sluggish mist that hovered around the top of the pyramid.

“He says that the ritual was completed if blood was spilled,” Naona said. “But it won’t be the same.”

“What does that mean?” I asked. “It won’t be a plague?”

“I don’t know,” the tribal woman said and stepped forward. “The ritual required the blood of a young man and woman.”

“And it got a god-king,” I said.

“And your blood,” Sara said and pointed to the cuts on my arm. “It got your blood too, K.O.”

We all turned at the same time to stare at the red mist. The planned plague may have been stopped, but we had no idea what was coming instead.

The Trickster’s words flashed through my mind as I stared down at the cuts on my arm. The god had warned me that he’d be with me wherever I went, but it looked like the only thing that the evil creature had left behind was what promised to be a nasty scar. In the end he was just like every other asshole in power that liked to puff up his chest, but death didn’t wait for anyone, not even a god.

Still, I was pretty sure that none of Naona’s people had ever added a god’s blood to a ritual, at least not willingly, and something told me that would boost the magical output. The mist was moving slow enough that it had just reached the soldiers below, but their screams filled the too quiet air like a tornado warning. I sucked in a breath as the cuts on my arm started to hurt, but no light poked out from my skin, and no black ooze melted out.

The spell had clearly become connected to me, but what that meant was anyone’s guess. I was sure that Naona’s father would know, or at least be able to point us in the right direction, but the village was two days away, and there was no way to know how fast the mist would travel.

“Let’s get out of here,” I said and hopped onto Liberty’s back.

“What are we going to do with them?” Sara asked as she hopped onto her mount. “We can’t just leave them out here. They’ve been through too much.”

“We cannot bring them back to their village yet,” Naona said as she helped the guard put the sacrifices onto one of the other mounts. “They will be killed. Especially if that mist attacks their people.”

“Then we take them with us,” I shrugged and watched as everyone climbed onto their mounts. “Your father can help us figure out what to do once we get back. We’re going to have to travel all night.”

“They won’t be happy when they wake up,” Butler frowned as the giant guard secured them onto the last mount.

They dangled over the raptor’s sides like luggage on a packmule, but at least the giant guard had thought to grab rope so that they wouldn’t fall off.

“They won’t wake up for some time,” Sara said in a small voice.

I turned to look at the pale woman as a blush crept up her neck.

“Why not?” I asked and turned back to the knocked out teens. “Did the king do something to them?”

“N-No,” the brunette stammered. “I may have given them something to help them sleep. It’s the same thing that Erla used on my brother when he couldn’t sleep. But I used more than usual. They may be out for a full day.”

“You drugged them?” I laughed.

“Well, yes,” she said and shifted on her mount. “But they were hysterical. And they were drawing too much attention.”

“No, no,” I said and put my hands into the air. “That actually works out perfectly. But don’t use that on any of us without our permission.”

“Never,” she said with a firm nod.

“You did well,” Naona agreed and then glanced back at the city. “We should go. It took us two days to get here, and there’s no way to know how long it’ll take for the red mist to spread. The sooner we get back, the better.”

“Liberty might have some ideas since she’s been through here before,” I said and turned my attention back to my mount. “But it might not be too human friendly.”

“Anything is better than being caught by that red mist,” Butler said with a visible shudder.

“And our racasars will not let anything happen to us,” the purple-eyed woman agreed. “If your mount knows a better way, then I will follow her.”

“Great,” I said and patted the giant dinosaur on the neck. “You’re in charge. Just don’t get us killed.”

Liberty stomped one foot and bounced in place like the raptor was ready to hit the road, and all of the mounts turned toward the city as another wave of screams echoed from the pyramids. The soldiers that had entered the mist stumbled out, but their bodies were covered in black, and I was sure that their hands had twisted into claws, though it was hard to be positive from so far away. The racasars all pranced like nervous horses and backed away from the city as if they could see better than my human eyes, though that wasn’t too hard to fathom.

“We leave now,” the giant guard said in such a thick accent that I could barely understand him.

“You speak Anglish, too?” Sara gasped.

“No,” Butler said and twisted in his seat to smile up at the big man. “But he’s learning. I thought that should be the first thing he learned.”

“Good idea,” I laughed and patted Liberty’s neck. “Come on, girl, let’s get the hell out of here. I trust you know the fastest way back to the village?”

The raptor responded with a trill before she took off like a rocket with the others right behind her. It didn’t take long for Liberty to outpace everyone, especially since the giant dinosaur had longer legs than any of them, and Sara’s mount trilled over the sound of running racasars and breaking branches. My mount slowed and chirped at the smaller raptor irritably, and even snapped at him, but he seemed completely unfazed by the threat like that was something that his mate did on a regular basis.

“We need them to stay with us,” I said and patted Liberty while the others caught up. “Are the sacrifices okay?”

“Yes,” Butler said with a nod. “I managed to tie a rope around their mount’s neck, so they’ve been keeping up with us. But they are still not awake. Sara’s treatment worked well.”

“That’s for the best,” Naona said and double-checked that the teens were okay. “They would want to go to their homes, and that is impossible right now.”

“We’ll deal with that when we get back,” I said around a yawn. “Our first priority is to outrun that red mist.”

“It didn’t seem as if it was moving very fast,” Sara frowned and glanced over her shoulder as if she could see through the trees.

We’d left the city’s valley long behind and had already climbed high in the mountains. Prehistoric trees blocked any view of the step pyramid, but I could almost picture the red mist and the twisted soldiers that had emerged from it. There was no way to know if it would move faster as the night fell, or if it would just hover for days on end, but I’d rather be safe than sorry.

Addo had once told me that an enemy that I couldn’t see was an enemy that I couldn’t predict, and he’d never been more right about anything in his entire life.

The wounds on my arms started to sting again, and I turned my attention to the scratch marks as Liberty led the raptors through the mountains. Black blood had dried into scabs around the scratches, and small veins spread out like tiny hairs, but they didn’t seem to be moving toward my heart. And if they were, then they were moving as fast as the red mist, so I would have enough time to get back to the village and a healer before they could kill me.

“I don’t know this path,” Naona said and startled me out of my thoughts. “And these caves are intricate.”

“I trust Liberty,” I said as we neared a gaping black cave mouth. “She’s been through here before, and she’ll know a way to get us back.”

Liberty trilled in agreement, and the other raptors responded quickly like soldiers that had just been given orders. I blinked as my eyes tried to adjust to the sudden darkness in the cave, but there were no glittering jewels or luminescent fish to light our way, and I yawned as exhaustion started to weigh heavily on me like a baby on a car ride. There was a long way to go still, but it was impossible to see anything, and my mount continued to move steadily even as I laid my head on her neck and let sleep tug me under.

“What the fuck?” I gasped as I jolted awake.

The scratch marks ached like they were fresh, and my heart raced a mile a minute as the echoes of a nightmare banged around in my head. It faded into nothingness before I could grab it, but the terror lingered as sweat on the back of my neck.

“K.O.?” Sara asked in a sleepy voice. “Is everything okay? You didn’t fall off Liberty did you?”

“No,” I said around a yawn. “How is everyone else?”

“We all took turns sleeping,” Naona said. “Our mounts made sure that we did not fall off. I believe that day should have broken by now.”

“I really hope that we’re almost through here,” Butler mumbled from somewhere behind me. “My mount is getting tired, and I don’t like not being able to see where we’re going.”

“I get it,” I said in a reassuring tone as Liberty chirped at the other racasars. “But we need the fastest way back to the village, and if my mount says this is the way, then we need to trust her.”

There was still no light anywhere in the cave system, and I looked at my wrist as if my old watch would be there, but it had been stolen by the ocean long before I washed up on shore. Of course, it would probably be wrong anyway since I was in an entirely different world, but it would’ve been nice to at least know how much time had passed.

The exhaustion that had weighed me down had abated enough that I could at least think clearly, so Naona was right that it must have been a few hours, and I blinked in the darkness and tried to make out the rest of the group.

“I am here,” Naona said from my left as if she could see me in the blackness. “But I do not know where here is.”

“I really hope that you’re right and that Liberty knows where she’s going,” Butler said in a nervous voice from somewhere behind me. “I’ve heard that the caves in these mountains cannot be mapped. Though the Anglish have tried. The Governor General sent mapmakers, but none came back.”

“They were probably killed by dinosaurs before they even reached it,” I said as I stretched. “The only reason that we made it this far is because of our mounts. We definitely would’ve been eaten if they weren’t around.”

Liberty’s head bobbed up and down in front of me, and I stared as the raptor’s body suddenly came into view. Golden light pierced through the darkness as we reached the end of a tunnel, and trees swayed near the entrance like a friend greeting us after a long time away. My mount picked up the pace a little and burst into the forest with an excited trill, and I shook my head as the other racasars rushed out like kids on a playground.

“This place looks familiar to me,” Naona said as she looked around. “I believe we are near the village.”

The purple-eyed woman stared at Liberty in shock and then said something to her own mount in her native tongue. The raptor took off like a bullet, and I barely had time to hold on before mine chased after her. Naona laughed as her silver braided ponytail flew out behind her, and the scent of Compy stew hit me before I could see the first row of houses.

“How-?” I asked as Liberty skidded to a halt in front of the raptor paddock. “How the hell did we get here so fast?”

“Your mount’s shortcut must have worked,” Naona said as she hopped down and handed her reins to one of her tribesmen. “I would not wish to take it again, but I am grateful for it all the same.”

Panicked voices brought my attention back to the rest of our group, and I turned to see that the sacrifices were officially awake. The teens looked around with wide eyes as if they were about to be attacked, and the giant guard snapped at them in their native tongue before they could untie themselves. I watched Butler jump down and haul them down from their mount with a resigned expression, and the teens fought the bindings as if they were afraid of being sacrificed for real this time.

Butler acted more like an adult than I had when I’d first joined Addo and the gang back in my old world, but then again he’d already been through a lot more. He tossed the rope tying the teens together to the giant guard and then glowered at the struggling sacrifices until they went silent and followed after him.

It didn’t take a genius to figure out where they were headed, or what they’d said as they muttered back and forth. They’d been promised freedom and the ability to go back to their own people once the ritual was over, but that would have to wait until after we talked to the chief, because at this point I’d just be sending them back to die at the hands of their own tribe.

“We should go with them,” Naona said and then waved at the crowd that had gathered like a princess returning to her homeland.

Late morning light covered the village, and everyone had stopped to stare at our arrival. It wasn’t every day that other tribesmen came to visit, especially ones that were tied up, and definitely not after a ritual that was supposed to kill everyone. I could practically feel the tension as the villagers watched Naona for any signs about how our mission had gone, but the purple-eyed woman gave them nothing.

“Thanks for the shortcut,” I told Liberty as I hopped down. “You did great.”

“I hated it,” Sara said as she climbed off her mount. “But thanks all the same.”

Liberty trilled and trotted into the paddock with her mate right behind her like she didn’t have a care in the world. The other raptors greeted Sara’s mount but gave mine a wide berth as if she’d attack them at any moment, though that wasn’t too hard to believe since the dinosaur glared and snapped at them.

“Let’s go,” I said and turned away from the paddock.

The giant guard and Butler had already taken the sacrifices into the chief’s house, and I recognized Naona’s uncle as he screamed something in their language. I was sure that the older man would be pissed about our interference with the ritual, but there was no way that we would sacrifice the village just to get rid of the Anglish, and the plague would’ve spread to everyone no matter what the Trickster promised the late king.

“I’ll be with you wherever you go,” the god’s voice echoed in my mind.

I glanced at the scratches and then tugged my sleeve down to cover them a bit more. The last thing that we needed at the moment was for Naona’s uncle to see them and start to freak out. I’d talk to the chief about it later, after we’d figured out what to do about the red mist and the sacrifices.

“Welcome home,” the chief said as we walked in.

“What have you done?” his brother snarled in an accent so thick I almost didn’t understand him.

Naona’s uncle stomped across the wide room and waved a hand at the sacrifices. His dark purple eyes were wide with a mixture of fear and rage, and that was a look that I knew all too well. He was a loose cannon that was about to explode, but one glare from Naona and he gritted his teeth and went silent.

“Father,” the purple-eyed woman said as she walked past her uncle. “We have stopped the King on High’s ritual. But it did not go as planned.”

Chief Wislu motioned for us to sit around the fire while Butler and the giant guard ushered the sacrifices into another room. The teens still fought against their bindings, but I saw someone bring food to them, and soon their voices went silent as if their hunger was more important than their complaints. Naona’s father glanced at the leather curtain that separated us from them and then turned back to us with an expectant look on his face.

“Are we safe?” he asked in Anglish as if he wanted Sara and I to be part of the conversation.

“For the moment,” I responded while her uncle plopped down and glared at me. “The sacrifices didn’t bleed on the altar, so the original plague won’t be spreading through the island.”

“You say that as if someone else’s blood touched the altar,” Wislu said and looked between each of us.

Naona motioned for me to continue since I’d been the one that had actually seen it, and Sara squeezed my hand in support.

“The Trickster took over the King on High’s body,” I started as I tried to condense everything that had happened into a few sentences. “And they touched the altar before they died. Before the ritual killed them as a mutual sacrifice.”

“And a red mist lingers on the temple,” Naona added. “We don’t know how long it will take to spread.”

“We need to figure out what changed in the ritual,” I said. “And what that red mist means.”

“We must go to the Valley of Tribes,” Wislu said and then shook his head at Naona’s uncle before the man could protest. “This involves all of us. And the sacrifices must be returned to their home. Will you join us K.O.?”

I looked around the fire at everyone and then nodded. This was my home now, and I intended to defend it against whatever curse the Trickster had managed to release.

“When do we leave?” I asked.

End of Book 1
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