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Prologue


 


Mitch looked on, across the sea
of machinery and sighed. “Best I can do.” He muttered to himself, and then
glanced at his cell phone tablet. “Five minutes to show time.” He looked up,
waved to the camera crew nearby.


When he had won the lotto for the
first time it had been a life changing event. The second time had been an eye
opening experience. Now here he was two years later; about to take the greatest
journey of his life across the sea of stars to a new world. “I hope this is on
the up and up boss.” He heard over his Bluetooth. He grimaced wryly at the
comment.


“Yeah, wouldn’t I have egg on my
face if I was wrong and no little green aliens show up?” Mitch replied. An
earthy chuckle answered that.


Bob always did have a good sense
of humor, and a good sense of proportion. “Not too late to call this off, go
get a beer...” Bob left that hanging as he stepped up beside him. Mitch turned
a mock glower to his stocky subordinate as he flipped the Bluetooth off.


Bob was wearing his favorite
duster, with his classic marine hair cut. He was only five foot six, far
shorter than the broad shouldered six foot one Mitch.


Mitch pretended to think it over.
“Let’s see, go to a new world, or get a beer... Decisions decisions...”


Bob grinned, “Yeah, a beer sounds
good right about now.” 


Mitch snorted. “I have a micro
brewery around here somewhere... You did remember to pack it right?” 


Bob looked shocked, and then
patted his sides mockingly. ”Let me check my notes...” They both chuckled. 


The sky began to darken ominously
over the center of the machinery. “Nice knowing you Bob. Good luck with Mary
and the kids, I hope it all works out,” Mitch said, looking at the sky briefly.
It was about that time. 


Bob looked up, then into the eyes
of his boss. “Nice knowing you Mitch, I wish to god we were going too.” He
shook Mitch’s hand, and then jogged to the camera crew waiting a safe distance
away. Mitch nodded to them, and then turned his attention to the vortex forming
over his head.


He took a sip of coffee from his
mug, and then tossed the rest on the ground. He grimaced because it had gotten
cold. He turned and stepped up to his command hummer, getting in and slamming
the door just as lightning began to pepper the field perimeter. Instinctively
he put his seatbelt on, knowing that it was completely useless, but following
ingrained habit.


“Show time. Hope those boys don’t
get fried,” he murmured to himself. He flipped on the Bluetooth and called Bob.
“Bob pull your people back a bit out of range of that lightning.” Static was
his only answer. He tapped the Bluetooth but it only hissed and popped. He
muttered and pulled it from his ear, then looked down to pull up his cell
phone. When he looked up the field was gone, a glowing cloud were in front of
his crowd of shaken spectators. “Never mind...” he muttered as he watched.


The cloud retreated, taking on a
more distinct and familiar shape. Several more can be seen, they form into
ethereal jellyfish shapes darting in and around the vehicle park. “You
certainly strained our quantum...” >ME&%$WX static “to the limit homo
sapien organism designated Mitch Chambers,” a neutral voice rumbled.


He smiled. “You said all we own
outright,” he replied as he looked around, fumbling with the camera.


“Affirmative,” the voice
replied.  He watched as around the perimeter of the park the flares of
light pass by.


“Are those stars?” he asked,
astounded.


“Affirmative. The quantum”
>ME&%$WX static pop “effect has some optical bleed on the edge of the
field.” One of the creatures paused in front of his vehicle then moved on.
“Your materials have strained our power reserve, ordinarily we would plant
you with others of your species, however your materials have required a
separate transit all on their own.”


He smiled wryly. That was just as
well. He'd hoped to be on his own; it made protecting his stuff all that much
more simpler. “Well, I always did march to my own drum.” One of the creatures
paused while it ran a tendril over the roof of one of the animal containers.


“Comment understanding error.
Query, rhetorical idiom?” 


He looked over to it. “That is an
affirmative,” voice and tone simplifying instinctively into those he used when
he used the Voice Address system of his computers. He watched as it ran
tendrils all along each of the containers.


“There are insufficient life
forms within to maintain individual species consistency.”


He smiled. “There is a bank of
genetic material in another vehicle,” Mitch replied. The creature bobbed and
then moved on.


“Destination coordinates are
Northern Hemisphere Terran resettlement continent.” the alien voice
reported after a moment.  He nodded.


“You may feel residual inertia
upon ground contact.” 


He chuckled. “In other words keep
my seatbelt on and tray back until the ride came to a complete halt.” The
creatures stream around the perimeter, which he can barely make out a rush of a
planet rising toward him. He always was leery of heights; this wasn’t helping
him get over them. A thrill of fear spurts through him, his bladder screamed in
protest.


“Contact with atmosphere. One
time unit until transit completion.”


Mitch looked over to one of the
larger creatures. “Can you tell me more about this planet? Gravity, local life
forms, location of other humans? Location of raw materials, length of planetary
cycle? Solar cycle?” He should have asked about that earlier and knew he'd kick
himself later for not thinking of it.


The nearest creature bobbed
slightly, and then a tendril quivered as if in response. “Insufficient time
remaining for proper query answer. In order of questions. Zero point nine
Terran standard gravity. Too many to be discussed in time allotted.” Images
of animals flashed through his mind, blindingly fast. He fumbled with the
bottle of aspirin and popped three into his mouth.


“Sixty kilometers due north nearest
transport site of other primates of your species. Others three hundred
kilometers south west and two hundred and ninety kilometers south east. All
others too many to specify in time. Query not understood. Time measure is
irrevalannnn...” With that last answer cut off the creatures sped up and
then moved upward into a spiral. A burst of light made him instinctively cover
his eyes with his arms and duck.


The truck jarred to the ground,
bouncing him slightly. When he opened them his eyes were watering, with after
images of his forearm bones. He closed his eyes and leaned back into his seat
headrest. “Well, that was interesting. Now the fun began.” His head pounded
with a migraine. “Happy New Year. Whoopee,” he muttered.











Chapter 1


 


He opened his eyes some time
later, feeling the headache receding and vision returning to normal. He looked
outside, beyond the top of the trucks to the sky. It was a marvelous shade of
blue, speckled with light puffy clouds. Suddenly a four winged creature flew
overhead. “Well, Toto, we are definitely not in Kansas anymore,” he said in
whimsy as he stared at it as it gracefully soared on out of sight. He smiled
wryly and flipped open the laptop.


He keyed in the activation to his
perimeter security robots, and then pulled up the video of the transit. He
watched on fast forward, pursing his lips in a silent whistle at the sight of
the creatures and show. “Damn what a show... Bit of a bumpy ride, but still
worth the price of admission.” He got out, stretched, and then followed natures
call since his protesting bladder was about to explode.


He heard the bawls of the cattle
and animals in the nearby containers. “Yeah yeah, I’ll get to you in a minute,”
he said, finding a bush and doing his business. He was gratified to see the
security robots moving out to secure the perimeter. He turned to look around
once more.


“Command not understood.” The
metallic inflection made him turn with a start.


“Damn! Thought you were one of
those aliens.” He gave the nearby general purpose robot an angry glare.


“Comment classified rhetorical,”
the robot replied. He cocked an eyebrow at the machine as a thought struck him.


“You sound just like them. Hmmm I
wonder if they are robots?” he mused. 


The robot turned. “Query not
understood,” the AI replied.


Mitch snorted. “Disregard query.
Status report.” 


The robot froze as it digested
that order and then answered. “All containers and vehicles within perimeter. No
damage detected. Security reported unknown organics outside perimeter. Unknown
threat classification. Local organics retreating from area,” the robot
reported. Mitch nodded.


“Launch a UAV; program it to do a
perimeter spiral outward one kilometer at max altitude then return.”


“Affirmative complying,” the
robot said and beeped. He turned and looked out over the grass and then up to
the sky. The sun was bright, yellow like Earth’s Sol, but he could see the
faded image of a pair of small asteroid moons. He turned to examine the
surroundings, noting the copse of trees nearby, and herds of giant animals in
the distance.


The UAV, a saucer shaped air
craft with an electric driven propeller in its center whooshed off the electric
catapult rail and into the sky. Bird creatures in the brush nearby started into
flight. Some of them had four wings. He shook his head and took a look at the
animals in the distance.


“Earth reserve huh?” he said
thoughtfully as he looked over the animals with renewed interest. Giant six
legged behemoths, with hammerheads on either end were off in the distance.
Similar creatures of smaller size mill around, as do what look like giant
buffalo. “Hmm guess things have changed since they last checked in,” he
murmured. The high pitched trumpet of a creature made him turn with a start, a
feathered sauropod trumpeted loudly, and then passed near his vehicles and
toward the distant herd. Others soon followed at a stately pace.


“Neighborhood is a bit crowded,”
Mitch said dryly, somewhat shaken. He turned to the waiting robot. “Access
UAV,” he ordered. He pulled out his tablet. “Send it’s visual to my tablet.”
The tablet screen flickered, and then a dizzying sight of flight can be seen.
“Give me a map of the area based off of the UAV visual. Expand the map as new
data is entered.”


“Complying,” the robot replied.
The scene changed to a map of the area, with a slowly spiraling expansion.


He noted the direction of the
herd and then turned to look west according to the map. He looked at the
distant range of hills and mountains. “It looked like about twenty
kilometers...” he mused thoughtfully.


“Query not understood,” the robot
said. He doesn’t even look up until the robot repeated the statement.


“Disregard. Give me a UAV flight
time estimate,” he ordered, still looking at the video feed. A countdown clock
appeared.


North and South were ranges of
forests. East was a river and North East, a lake, and destination of the herd.
“Damn. Okay, looked like we go west to the mountains.” He turned to the robot.
“Prep lead vehicles for movement. Follow the leader protocol,” he ordered. He
turned to the West, looking at the distant mountain range. The sides looked
steep, and the sparkle along one side looked like a series of waterfalls, just
what he could use.


It was about fifty degrees
Fahrenheit outside. From the looked of the area it was in late thaw, there were
patches of still frozen mud in shady areas. The trees looked almost Terran, if
the aliens had transplanted animals it was a safe bet they may have transferred
plants as well. After all, the animals needed to eat to survive. Most of the
trees nearby seemed to be evergreens, but there were a few deciduous plants and
a sprinkling of some truly alien ones to liven things up.


He checked the tree line
carefully, dictating his impressions into the audio log. One of the trees had
to be alien; it was purple with a massive growth of roots raising the trunk
over two meters off the ground. The trunk looked like it was woven, with
patches of bare spots that were occupied by animals as nesting areas. “Wild,
exploring this world is going to be quiet the learning experience.”


“It looked about midmorning if
this planet is anything like Earth.” He turned to the robot. “Put another UAV
up and direct it West to the range of hills.” He used the tablet’s stylus to
draw a flight path.


“Understood. Launching now,” the
AI replied. A second aerial drone launched off the rail on the back of a
hummer, banked to the left and then climbed as it headed west. “Error, flight
path will exceed UAV flight power allowance due to prevailing winds,” the robot
reported after a moment.


Mitch nodded. The first drone was
already at its outermost ring and returning. “Program UAV two to land when
power demand dropped below five percent. Keep a running feed and updates the
map,” he ordered. He watched as the first drone landed near him. He picked it
up, brushed off the grass, and then placed it back on its launch rail.


“UAV one charging,” the robot
reported, and then trundled off and up a ramp into the back of a waiting truck.
Mitch nodded and got into the command hummer and buckled up.


He followed the flight path of
the second UAV as best he could, but was forced to detour around obstacles from
time to time. Having a real time map was a life saver of time and energy. An
hour into the drive he had to pause to recover the UAV. A feathery therapod was
checking it out, dancing in the grass at his approach before it ran off. He
returned the UAV to its rail then launched the first UAV once more, programming
it to head west.


He reached into the back of the
hummer, pulled out a gun harness and strapped it on and then pulled out the
Glock nine millimeter and carefully checked it over. He returned the pistol to
its holster and then pulled out a shot gun and racked it in front beside him.
He pulled out the Bluetooth and flipped it on. He cleared his throat. “Security
report.”


A squelch of static then a
robotic voice “No perimeter breach detected.” He grimaced, wishing there had
been time to improve the security AI.


There were five security robot
types, but only four were in current use. Each was painted army green. One was the
CAT, a four legged robotic jaguar style robot with two rifles on its back.


The P twins as he called them, P
one and P two were prototypes for the ED series of robots. The design team had
needed a stable platform to build the torso and develop the software. They used
a scaled up General Purpose robotic track drive torso, married to the upper
torso of what later became the ED robot.


The ED robots, so named because
they slightly resembled the robot from the Robocop series, were his strongest
line of defense. Each of them was bipedal, with two massive reverse knee legs
and an almost humanoid upper torso. Each arm had a trio of weapons. There was
also a pair of mortars on the back.


The Crusher robots were his
oldest robots, six wheeled robots developed over a decade ago by the DARPA
program. Each had a modular weapon system and a hybrid hydrogen/electric
ceramic engine. They were the most proven vehicle in his stable. These robots
would form his primary line of defense. They would patrol a perimeter once he had
a base set up. However they used massive amounts of fuel to move about, so he
had no intention of using them until the base had sufficient supplies. Right
now they were all riding along on the back of various vehicles or trailers.


The last robot was a UAV
helicopter. It married the predator design with a scaled down Apache
helicopter. Unfortunately bugs in the software had forced the team to shelve
the design. It worked fine as long as it was piloted, but in autonomous mode it
would attack any living thing. Not good.


Only two prototypes were built.
Since he didn’t want to get shot at, the two he had were boxed and would remain
so until he had the time to rewrite their software.


Half of the other robots would
remain behind at his landing site, protecting the equipment and trailers that
couldn't be moved until he could get back there to move them. He hated the
necessity of it but had no choice.


After a bit of a bumpy ride
through a handful of shallow gullies and a dried up creek he spotted the
cliffs, and the distinctive inspiring view of a pair of waterfalls.
“Beautiful.” He pulled up next to the drone in the grass, flicked the launch
for the second UAV, and pulled out the binoculars.


He checked the area, and then
focused in around the waterfall. He could just make out black spots on the
cliff face, possibly caves. “Better and better,” he murmured.


A low chitter and clucking sound
made him freeze. He pulled the binoculars down slowly to see a bird like
creature in front of his hummer. It was about a meter tall, bipedal, and three
meters long. Its body was covered in feathers. The head was dark, almost like a
hawk or falcon. The spine was covered in dark feathers that radiated down the
tan sides in tiger stripe markings.


It cocked its head from side to
side, using one eye or the other to look at him. Its head was tipped with a
beak, but sharp pointy teeth were behind it further up the muzzle. It thrummed
almost a low stuttering cluck, and he slowly reached for the defense switch. It
shifted about, almost hopping. It flicked its hands, and he could see the claws
on the tips of the fingers under the feathers.


Suddenly something smashed the
side of his truck, making him start in fright and lean away instinctively.
“DAMN!” The chittered and cawed were loud now. He flicked the switch and was
gratified by the charging whine... Then sudden pop of electricity followed by a
loud high pitched squeal and rustling. The creature in front postured in
agitation, flapping its wing arms like a bird, and then thrashing the claws out
in grasping motions at his truck. It dropped its head down low, giving a
hissing sound. Another of the creatures stepped on the fallen drone. 


“HEY!” Mitch called in sudden
concern and annoyance. In just a second claws tore into the little UAV, then
the head dipped down and ripped at it. Bits of metal and plastic dripped from
its maw as it looked back up at him. “Damn!” Mitch snarled, punching the
truck’s ignition and then stepped on the gas.


The one animal in front of the
truck bolted, but he clipped it sending it spinning. He checked the rear view
mirror, watching as a group of the creatures pop their heads up over the stalks
and then come out of grass. “Just what I didn’t need, raptors,” he said in fear
and anger. He watched as the clipped one cawed, tossing its head feebly, and
then struggled to get up. Another was nearby, stumbling along. It fell, and
then got up. “Serves you right,” Mitch muttered, and then drove on.


Cursing he flipped on the Bluetooth.
“Security alert. Bipedal bird like creatures one meter tall, three meters long
attacked lead vehicle. Tan colored tiger camouflage color scheme, hunted in
packs. Alpha predators designate... raptors,” he intoned. He heard a beep.


“Entry confirmed. Request visual
record,” the AI requested. 


He sighed. “No visual record at
this time.” He paused to consider. “Access archives Animals, sub category
Dinosaur, suborder Therapod Family Raptor.” 


There was a pause before the AI
beeped. “Archive unpacked. Therapod Dinosaurs, family Raptor. Please specify
genus,” 


He sighed. “Do any of the
therapod raptors meet the description?”


“Checking.” He looked down as his
laptop divided into a series of silhouette pictures of each of the species.


“This one, um, Deinonychus is the
closest match. Enter that as a temporary visual record.”


“Confirmed,” the robotic voice
answered.


“Threat level red. Terminate on
sight if approach within ten meters of established perimeter. Be on the lookout
for other Therapod predator species. Consider them threats if they approach.” 


He pursed his lips, wondering if
the software could handle that until the robot beeped. “Affirmative. Command
acknowledged.” He sighed in relief.


“Report loss of UAV to raptor
pack. Update inventory. End transmission.”


“Acknowledged,” the computer
replied. The connection closed with a soft click. He grimaced, thinking back to
how it had all begun.


It had been an interesting first
visit and one heck of an entrance the aliens had made one year ago, telling him
of Earth’s imminent demise by a massive coal black asteroid in twenty years,
and how they would return in one solar revolution to retrieve him and nine
thousand nine hundred and ninety nine others for “repopulation.”


He had been fortunate, his gifts
had allowed him to acquire a fortune prior to the visit, allowing him time to
prepare, and even lay the seeds to Earth’s possible defense and humanities
possible survival. He had even discovered a few of the others contacted through
their reported to the media, and had set up a trust fund to deliver survival
materials to each the morning they were supposed to be picked up. He hoped it
would help them survive in this alien landscape. Something told him even those
meager gifts would not be enough for long.


A beep woke him from his wool
gathering revere, he cursed at his wool gathering as he sharply turned the
wheel around a rock. He checked the mirror, watching the other vehicles adjust
their positions behind him. He had brought all six hummers and all six of the
tractors, loaded with the very basics. He slowed and flipped the auto pilot on,
tentatively letting go of the wheel, keeping his hand near in case he had to.


Even through the AI was pretty
advanced; it was still a new world, and the truck was after all a prototype.
When he was sure that he was okay for the moment he turned to the laptop. The
drone had arrived at the waterfalls; he pursed his lips and watched, zooming
into the caves. “Well well well, home sweet cave home.” The pool at the foot of
the waterfall had a layer of mist and bubbling foam from the water’s impact.
Some of the caves were massive and deep, one even necked around behind his
waterfall. “Perfect.”


 


The truck pulled up to within a
one hundred meters of the biggest cave where the UAV had landed a half hour
later. He checked the perimeter, pulling out his binoculars and checking
carefully at every motion, then used the IR to check for anything in the
Stygian depth of the caves. Getting a good feeling he stepped out and checked
once more, nervously cradling the shotgun as he stepped over to the drone. He was
jumpy and nervous he realized the raptor encounter had put him on edge.


That was probably for the best he
realized, keeping an edge was better than getting his head bit off because he
was sleep walking. He set the UAV into the launcher, and watched the status bar
on the side charge it. He flipped on the Bluetooth. “Command. Security secure
the perimeter of this site, one hundred meter radius.” The AI confirmed the
command, and then the other vehicles started up once more and then formed a
perimeter around him. A trio of robots stepped out off the back of three of the
hummers, and then marched out to walk around the perimeter. The CAT security
robots were shaped like a jaguar, an outgrowth of the U.S. Military’s DARPA
robotics program. These had some Hollywood touched as well; almost Terminator
or Transformers Ravage in style and design. He loved it, hell they scared him
so he was fairly sure anything they ran into would think twice before tangling
with them.


When the UAV completed its
recharge he launched it to fly around the perimeter three hundred meters out.
He walked over to the security tractor nearby, and pulled open the doors to
find a cornucopia of weapons and equipment. He pulled out a pair of robots,
turned them on. While they ran POST he pulled out a larger UAV, broken down
into parts for easy storage. The tops of the wings were shiny blue with solar
panels, as was the top of the body. The UAV was designed for longer range or
longer flight time, with partial solar charge ability.


He set it up on one of the
launchers, locking the wings on with practiced ease before hooking the
electrical connections together. A beep from the security truck made him turn;
the two robots had completed POST and have stepped out onto the grass. He
completed the UAV's assembly, checked its charge, programmed it for perimeter
watch four hundred meters out and launched it.


A beep from his Bluetooth let him
know to check the log. He pulled out his tablet and looked. He felt relief that
it was just the KITT autopilot AI reporting it now had the path learned and was
ready to drive on its own. The path had already been parsed out to all the
vehicles through their wireless connections.


KITT was some techno geek’s idea
of a joke. He knew about the acronym and its origin so let it slide. After all,
he'd been and still was a science fiction fan. He was glad that they hadn't
tried to add personality to the system. Turbo boost would have been nice
though.


The tablets were also wired into
the network; they borrowed a lot from science fiction. Known as Blackberries,
PDA’s, Iphones, and other devices, they were actually conceived in STNG. Being
a Trekkie he preferred the real name for them but bowed to conventional wisdom
and called them a tablet. These devices had a bit more abilities then
mainstream devices did a laser virtual keyboard, AI, voice address system,
solid state memory, along with other toys and aps.


The two robots nearby were sent
into the caves. “Hopefully we won’t have to evict anyone,” he commented softly
as he turned to reclaim the small drone and return it to the launch rail. He
unhooked the tractors from their trailers, and then ordered them to return to
the first location. They trundled off in single file. He checked the perimeter,
then the feeds from the robots in the caves.


Fortunately there didn’t seem to
be any big life forms, just the occasional bug, lizard or four winged bat
creatures. The six legged armadillo creatures were amusing. The six legged
furry rat things... Not so much. The daddy long legged scorpions did give him
pause though, making him wonder about what he was going to get himself into.


A white centipede, three times
larger than one of them avoided one of the dark twin tailed monstrosities like
its life depended on it. Most likely it did. “Not a good sign,” he muttered.
“Guess this is a case for Raid,” he sighed, and then had the robots do a spiral
search before returning to the cave mouth for recovery. He stepped into the
truck and got down to work.


The robots discovered snow in
some of the inner chambers. Between that, the trees, and the signs of frost he
was pretty sure he was on a temperate continent. Lose the extra moons and alien
animals and it would be North America he thought as he picked at an MRE.


 


Two days later he was tired,
sweaty, and sore. Wrestling with the tractor hitches had been a back breaking
endeavor, as had feeding and caring for the animals. He knew he needed to get
them out of their trailers soon, two days without mucking them out was causing
one hellacious stink. He had moved them to the base camp in the first day,
along with twenty loads of gear. It would take a week or two to get everything
over at this rate. Fortunately he had not seen the raptors since that first
encounter, though he had had an uneasy first night's sleep in the motor home.


Milking the goats and cattle had
been a stinky difficult affair, and downright dangerous in the confines of the
trailers. He had to do it, too long without a milking and they would dry up,
and besides, all that milk had to hurt after a while. He had made sure each of
the animals had been impregnated before they had been loaded, he hoped the
stress of transit and being cooped up in the trailers hadn't caused many miscarriages
in the herds. He had refrigerated what milk he had thought he could use, and
then fed most of the remaining milk to animals like the sows that could drink
it without causing scours.


The donks were making his work a
little easier, unloading trailers from their flatbeds and arranging them into a
perimeter wall. He still had to hitch and unhitch the trucks by hand though,
which meant he had to be on both ends of the transit. The robots he had brought
along just couldn’t handle the job. Still, with the donks he had a good
perimeter, and even a small box corral to release some of the animals in once
the he fenced the partially opened face.


Each of the donks, short for
robotic donkeys were actually large robotic forklifts. They were large, about
the size of a skip loader, with arms attached to a torso. The prototype was the
only one with tracks; all the others had wheels for easier maintenance.


He checked the perimeter, sighed
and continued his log. He had several going, progress, flora, fauna, logistics,
and encounters. He was a bit worried about the power reserves, even with the
built in solar cells on the roofs of the vehicles he was still twenty percent
lower than projected. He bumped up transporting one of the containers of solar
panels up a notch in his priority queue. Not that it really mattered; he
usually grabbed whatever was nearest when he got to the landing site.


On a limited power budget the ED
robots would have to forgo using their lasers in favor of their built in guns.
Until he had the industry set up he was going to have to police the brass they
or he used he thought with a pang. Right now he had them mostly remaining
still, letting the CAT robots move around for perimeter patrols. They each had
clear firing lanes and their various heads scanned the perimeter grid,
compiling the various images into a threat map for the security AI to digest.


He also had to park the Crusher
UGV’s. They had used all of their fuel and power towing loads to the base.
Until the hydrogen fuel factory had sufficient capacity he was stuck with the
CAT’s and ED’s for his defense.


Bob had been right, he thought
with another pang. The Crusher’s were good in theory, but their demand for fuel
and power really sucked. The six wheeled army green brutes were each six point
one tons, and could tow a four ton trailer. The green CATs on the other hand
massed barely eight hundred pounds, and could run at over thirty kilometers per
hour. Best of all they were totally electric.


Stretching he stepped out off the
steps of the motor home and looked around. He had sent the tractors back last
night after he had unhitched them, they should be fully charged from the
batteries at the vehicle park by now. Breakfast had been his usual cereal; he
knew he was on borrowed time, the march of the seasons, not to mention animal
biology was going to cause havoc to his plans soon. The angry bawl of a cow
made him look over to the trailer nearby. “Yeah, I hear you.” The fence truck
was nearby; he was almost ready to let the cattle into the pen. He set a GP robot
to unload a section of fence, poles and a gate.


He had planned for this,
designing the corral pens and even designing gate hook ups on the corners of
the containers that would frame the opening. Of course when plan met reality
Murphy would come into play, a half hour of cursing managed to iron out the
problems. The robots framed a chute to the gate from the trailer. With luck he
could unload the cattle, and then let one of the robots feed them as he went
off to get the next load of gear.


Unloading was a wild affair of
bawling animals, snorted, kicking and stomping hooves and occasional brushes
against the steel fencing. He had programmed one of the robots to place feed
and water troughs inside the corral at the far end from the chute, the scent of
the two had the animals crowding into each other get to them. He sighed as the
last straggler walked slowly down the chute. Reaching over he gave her a smack
on the rump. “Get a long there Bessie!” She snorted and swished her tail as her
cloven hooves stepped into the corral. The gate swung shut with a metallic
whine. The latch automatically engaging.


Taking a look into the back of
the trailer... “EW! One down, several to go.” He wrinkled his nose at the pong.
The donks were completing the corral next door using the side of the first as a
starting point. He set the gate in place, then stepped back as robots formed
the chute to the next trailer. This one had the horses, alpacas, and donkeys.
He opened the door, a kick made him step back carefully as the door swung
wildly open, and then a rush as neighing mares rushed out the door, down the
ramp and into the chute. The loud chuff of the donks nearby made a few of the
animals roll their eyes in fright, but he waved his hat on, smacking his hands
together. They bolted into the corral.


The goats, alpaca, and sheep were
easier; once he had most of them inside he looked up and stretched. It was
almost mid morning; the sky was clear and blue. He still didn’t have a complete
grasp of the time difference; it was at least a twenty eight hour day. It was a
cool morning, most likely spring...or hell, hopefully spring.


If it was autumn it would truly
suck, and dim the hopes of survival for most of the people transported he
realized. The last goat stepped through the gate and he turned to the general
purpose robots. One was already at work, mucking out the empty trailers,
bulldozing the oozing mess down the ramp and into neat piles nearby. “Hope that
is upwind of the trailer, or I am moving it tonight.” He wrinkled his nose in
thought.


The hogs went into the last
corral. He wasn’t about to unload the pens of rabbits, fowl, and other beasties
till he had better facilities set up. He turned to the truck; he dusted his
gloved hands off, took a sip of water from a canteen, then got in and checked
the update. Security was fine, the tractors were all charged and waiting.
Sighing he headed off to play human donk. 


He returned around lunch time, or
at least noon by the planet’s reckoning. Unhitched the tractors and then he
sent them back, then grabbed an MRE and ate it while KITT followed them.


KITT was the car autopilot AI for
each of the vehicles. An individual robot in its own right, it borrowed many
ideas from DARPA and other programs. It wasn’t quite up to the television
version, but enough to suit his purposes. Each vehicle had built in cameras,
laser range finders, IR sensors, and other sensing devices to allow the AI to
guide the vehicle. The range finders flicked about almost like eyes, constantly
scanning the terrain around the vehicle.


Darpa was the U.S. Military's
research think tank, taking on any techno project to better the U.S. Armed
forces over the next century. It had been running open challenges for various
projects for over a decade now. One of them was an auto pilot system for ground
vehicles in all terrain and urban environments.


He glanced about, watching for
animals, feeling like a tourist in an African safari adventure ride. There was
little going around, the herds were off in the distance north and south, most
were heading north. A tractor had reported having to stop when a few of the
animals had blocked its path; he had checked the visual feed, surprised that it
had been a herd of bison and auroch.


So far he had seen a curious mix
of alien, dinosaur, and ice age animals, the occasional elk at the edge of the
forest line, and a few shadowy shapes of giants in the woods beyond. The
mammals were large; he had even seen a woolly rhino. The birds were odd; a few
had four wings, almost like the ancient ancestors did back when the dinos
roamed Earth. No sign of the raptors though. He knew they would home into the
smells of his animals soon, or other predators would, it was only a matter of
time before something or someone stumbled over him.


At the park he muttered a “Let’s
try this again.” He directed one of the tractors to back into the hitch of the
flatbed with the combine on it. He was amazed when it managed to dock with only
a minimum of intervention. “Well well,” he muttered in approval, locking the
hitch down and attaching the brake, electrical lines, and safety chain.


He had each of the others do the
same, but changed his mind almost at the last minute when he realized one was
the load of solar panels. One good bump or knocking the trailer over could do a
lot of damage to some of the sensitive connections.


Almost every vehicle, and of
course every cargo pod had solar panels, but they only provided a limited
amount of power. The cargo pod ones were also designed to separate from the
roofs to be added to the primary solar farm once he had it up and running.


He directed the tractor in on his
own, and then made the connections. The first tractor had arrived at the base
camp, so he led the last out of the perimeter, and then raced ahead to the base
camp to unload and turn them around.


One of the vehicles had the water
and hydrogen pod, so he directed it to the edge of the pond. It took him only a
half hour to turn the vehicles around and return for a fresh load. He took the
time to check the animals; glad they had finally settled down and were doing
better. The trailers had been mucked out, He would have to moved them to the
outer perimeter and preferably downwind when he had time. Right now they were in
the way and were cluttering up the inner courtyard. He ordered one of the
robots to run a hose to the pond, then hose off the corralled animals lightly.
He would need to separate the dairy animals, so he directed the donks to build
three more corrals while he was gone. He'd have to check out the corrals when
he returned.


The hydrogen pod was a glorified
electrolysis machine, complete with compressors, pumps, and refrigeration. The
water pod was a machinery pack that pumps water from the pond, then filters and
cleaned it before sending it on to the various things that need fresh water. It
even tapped the hydrogen plant, using waste oxygen to clean the water.


Eventually he would have to set
up the drinking water module that would tap into the primary module. This would
supply his mobile home, as well as the drinking water for the base and animals.


He checked the plan with the
tablet. Two of the general purpose robots and two droids he tapped and set them
to work unloading the solar panels and stacking them where he had designated
them to be set up. Another robot was there, driving metal rods into the ground,
and then hanging the panels on to them. He would have to check things over and
hook up the electrical lines by hand when he returned.


He smiled wryly as his truck
paused at the perimeter gate. “Even on an alien world, a traffic jam,” he
murmured, aware his subconscious mind needed to hear a voice from time to
time.  Ahead of him was a donk unloading the combine. It turned out of his way
and set the part it had down nearby. He passed and stepped on the gas to get
back to his schedule.











Chapter 2


 


A week later he had completed and
pushed the perimeter out to four kilometers, and even started the first farm.
The robot farm tractors had plowed the fields he had designated while he'd been
out and about on other projects. Then each had spread the piles of compost and
fertilizer he had kept out over them. He had had to wrestle each attachment on
to the tractors, and even pull some large rocks out to be hauled off but they
looked reasonably good. Once that was done he then had the automated machines
sow them with wheat, barley, sugar cane, vegetables, and corn in five
designated test fields.


The farm robots were really on
their own network now, a small one set up for them to keep them from dragging
the main net down. There were the two tractors, attachments, bins, a dump
truck, and combine harvester. Once he had the full net up their collective
intelligence would be increased.


Right now the farm tractors were
towing water trucks back and forth from his pumping station. If they had been
free of this task he would have been tempted to press gang them into towing
loads between the park and base. He had underestimated how hard it would be to
move the hundreds of trailers.


With the perimeter enlarged he
had enlarged the animal corrals, redirecting some of the animals with chutes to
small pasture areas. The empty animal trailers had been taken apart and
reassembled into crude shelters to protect them from the sun and weather.


He had managed to go over his
blueprint, glad he had programmed it into the robotic AI before the journey. He
was still a little out of sorts when it came to what went where; the plan and
the reality were again bumping heads, or at least in his head. He smiled at the
thought, and then gazed out to the Northern perimeter. Along the inner ward was
the final perimeter, he had one set of robots there.


He still had a token force
guarding the park; over forty loads were still there. A rain storm the night
before had forced him to remain here at home. He still couldn’t trust the KITT
AI to dock the tractors to the trailers properly, and the GP or droids he'd
left behind in the landing park couldn’t make the fine connections as easily or
as quickly as he could. He sighed at the limit of his technology.


In theory he could have left a GP
robot behind and used it in telepresence mode to do the connections, but it
lacked fine motor control skills to handle the small centimeter thick cables.
Besides, telepresence was just too damn slow.


Each of his GP or General Purpose
robots were designed similar to a certain Hollywood robotic star. They had
treads for propulsion, and a plastic shell covered grasshopper mechanical body.
The head was much more advanced then the Hollywood inspiration, with a much
more humanoid look. He knew without them, the donks, and the Andy robots he
would be half as far along as he was. Hell, most likely he'd still be stuck at
his landing site.


He had three other robots,
classic R-2 style for simple chores, and two sets of androids. The largest were
the Andy droids, a play on the name Android. The second was a smaller version
called the Mini-Me. Both of them were actually based off of a small toy sized
robot from before 2010.


None of the three robot designs
would do him any good in the first month of set up, they were all geared for
indoor or light duty chores, not the heavy grunt work of outside labor. He
didn’t have the power for them right now anyway.


His daily chores were beginning
to grow as the base took shape and some of the animals hatched or developed.
The Tilapia were doing well, he had a GP robot tasked to dump a small helping
of manure and fish food into their tanks daily. He had made sure the manure was
from the cattle, not his sewer tank on the mobile home or the sheep. He didn't
want or need cross contamination.


That too would need to be drained
soon, he realized with a pang. He sighed. There were over two hundred projects
to complete before summer. Some were simple, but many were complex, or just
mind numbingly boring... like milking.


Milking was going okay, but still
an annoying chore. He really needed to get that automated dairy machinery set
up soon. Egg harvesting was also annoying but necessary, or he would have
broody hens. The eggs he didn’t use were either fed to the animals that could
eat them, or frozen. So far he had kept only a few from each daily harvest back
for freezing. The hogs seemed to love them. The cats would only eat them
cooked, the raccoons chattered happily when he gave them each one.


He decided to make putting the
dairy machinery together the priority, hang anything else. Losing a couple
hours a day to milking the animals was just sucking too much out of his
schedule. He had separated the herds during the week, the dairy cattle, regular
milk goats, and the spider silk goats each had their own corral. He had plans
to use the shallow northern cave as the barn, with a path of containers and
fencing to the pastures. They would double as walls to help protect his fledgling
herd. He knew he needed the animals; hunting in this unknown alien land still
gave him the willies. He didn't envy anyone out there right now.


Sometimes he felt quite guilty
about not trying to track any of the other humans down. But he couldn't risk it,
couldn't devote his resources to trying to find people who may or may not be
alive. Hell he didn't even know where to start looking! He sighed and set the
thought aside.


After a lunch break he wiped his
brow and looked at the machine in pride. It was a pretty neat thing, designed
to allow the animals to walk in whenever they felt the urge to be milked. A
robotic arm would clean the teats, and then another would latch on and milk the
animal. A set of tanks and plastic balloons hooked up to the network of pipes
would contain the milk, and keep it separate until it could be tested and
pasteurized.


Each of his dairy herd had a
machine; the largest was the cattle one of course. He had just finished the
machine and it was still doing post diagnostics when it had its first customer,
an over eager cow stepped through the turn style and into the chute. “Well,
well, first customer,” he observed wryly. She gave a low moo as she stepped
into the milking bay. He watched as the machinery swung into action, reading
her indent tag then setting into feed, clean, and milk her. A second cow was
already at the turn style, eager to get some relief. He snorted. “Wait your
turn there Bessie!” he called. She rolled her eyes at him, running her tongue
up and out then tossed her head and returned to chewing her cud.


After watching the first three
cows get milked, and then checking the seals on the valves and piping, he
nodded and moved onto the next machine. The goats were much easier, now that he
had the hang of it they went together nicely. Running power cable to each was a
drag, literally, but a robot did it for him. “Power reserves below twenty
percent,” it reminded him.


He nodded then cleared his throat
and replied, “Acknowledged. Pass an order to unpack the wind turbines after the
last dairy is unpacked.” 


The robot turned. “Affirmative,”
it replied mechanically. He didn’t even glance back as it trundled off to the
next task.


When he finished the final dairy
machine he rode his truck to the park. He didn’t even pay attention to the road
anymore; the genetic algorithms had long learned the route by heart. He focused
instead on the laptop, flicking through the priority list and then over to the
overall map. He went over it, sketching in where he wanted the donks to leave
cargo pods. He was now confident that they'd carry out the orders so he let his
mind wander a little.


The caves were a boon, readymade
shelter, needing only minor eviction and some moderate cleaning up. There were
six ground access caves, two large ones, one moderate, and three small
openings. The longest and shallow one was going to be the barn. It had only one
entrance into the cave complex, but it was partially buried in rubble. Next to
it in the west face was the other large cave; he had decided the night before to
use it as a garage. Twenty meters further south was the moderate opening, an
entrance hall he had noted on the blueprints. Behind the main waterfall was a
small entrance, but it was about two meters up the sheer face of a cliff. A
spur of rock in front of the narrow entrance behind the waterfall also blocked
it a bit.


The other two small openings were
three hundred meters further south; they led into tight narrow crawl spaces. He
hadn’t explored them; one was almost a meter above the water line of the waterfall
pool. The opening was quite high, at least four or five meters. The last
opening was only a meter high, and over one hundred meters away, but a meter up
the face.


The cliff face had other openings
of course, like the one where water poured out into the third waterfall into
the pool below. There were two openings over ten meters up on the sheer cliff,
and the explorer bot had found a vast chamber with an opening up above. The
explorer robots were evicting the tenants, that was why he had waited to enter
the caverns, keeping most of his gear sealed away. No need to invite critters
into it. Besides, he had enough on his plate right now.


Some of the chambers still had windblown
snow in them. It was still below sixty out but warming a little so he was now pretty
sure it was spring. That was a relief.


At the park he went through the
usual chores of hooking up the tractors and checking the perimeter. He had
pressed one of the construction vehicles into towing duty now that the hydrogen
plant was up and running.


The dump truck couldn’t tow the
cargo trailers, but it could tow the fertilizer trailers and tanker trailers.
Yesterday had been his first test run with the machine, there had been a heart
stopping moment when it had hit the gully and nearly tipped over, the right
side wheels off the ground. He had programmed the KITT AI to go much slower
from then on, and had nervously watched that crossing each time. He seriously
didn't need to figure out how to salvage a load if things went south there.


The traffic back and forth
between the two camps had worn a trail; some of the local wild life were now
using it as a game trail. So far they had left the strange metal things alone
and he was glad. It was only a matter of time before a predator started
stalking the area though; he wanted to be done with the trail by then. Managing
three loads a day his seven trucks and five hummers could theoretically finish
in two days...that was if the weather held out.


Returning to base, he unhitched
the trailers and sent the tractors off once more. The donks swung into action,
following his sketched plan, laying the cargo pods out just where he wanted
them. The flatbeds were rolled off, he would disassemble them later to
stockpile their parts, or recycle them. “Reduce, Reuse, Recycle,” Mitch said,
and then snorted at the whimsy in his voice. “This time we will do it right
from the start,” he said firmly. He looked out to the farm.


The robotic farming machinery was
hard at work plowing the sixth field; he had designated it for more feed, this
time oats. He would need it soon, hopefully the animals could digest the local
grass and plants, but he would need to supplement it, and of course have a
store for winter. The rabbits were due to birth in a couple more weeks; he was
seriously debating releasing a few to the wild just to make it easier on him.


“Damn it, I can’t, going to need
them for food,” he muttered darkly, remembering he had predators of his own to
feed. The dogs and domestic cats were okay; the usual mix of dry and wet canned
food went over well of course. The raccoons were a bit harder to feed, but the
cheetah was a different story. Obligatory carnivores, they needed fresh
uncooked meat. His stores of meat wouldn’t hold out forever, he knew he would
have to do the culling; he just didn’t like the idea. Hopefully he wouldn’t
have any still births to feed them. He shivered a bit, and then pulled himself
back to the present.


The GP robots were busy with
chores, mucking out, feeding, and lugging stuff to locations he wanted things set
up. Fortunately he had set up the automated charging station for them and the
tractors earlier in the week so he no longer had to designate a robot to do it
by hand.


On the second trip to the park
his truck pulled up to a stopped tractor and beeped. He looked up startled, and
noted the tractor. “KITT report,” he called out eying the area warily.


“Biological obstruction
detected.” He flipped the laptop back open, and then linked it to the tractor’s
visuals.


“Damn,” he growled. There was a
feathery sauropod in the way, obviously wounded from its staggering slow pace
and bloody wounded on its flanks. “Damn, damn damn,” he muttered, noting it was
limping.


It gave a long soft awkward cry,
tossing its head to a distant shape. He looked in the indicated direction,
noting the herd of sauropods getting further and further away. “Not your day
mate,” he said sympathetically.  A rustle in the nearby brush made him look
over. The sauropod looked over wearily, and then it thrashed its tail and tried
to amble away faster. 


“Oh shit, not my day either.”


 Out of the brush a giant raptor
like creature came, massive, easily four times larger than the raptors. “Oh
fuck me,” he muttered as the thing bellowed a challenge. He linked the camera
feeds to the log and set it to record.


The creature was just huge. Most
of the head was bare scales, from the top of the head back was a white stripe
down the spine bordered by a pair of black stripes that tapered into tiger
stripes down the flanks. The body feathers were a mix of browns and tans.


It had a massive head ending in a
beak. Sharp steak knife like teeth line the rear of its jaw and muzzle. The
arms were built like a raptor’s, but without the vestigial wings. The hind
quarters were solidly built; the tail was short, ending in a stub of feathers.
“T-Rex meet big bird, film at eleven,” Mitch commented, watching the massive
thing stalk the now distressed sauropod. A rustle in the bush and another of
the creatures stepped out, then a juvenile version.


“Bring the whole family why don’t
you. Dinner is served,” Mitch sighed, shaking his head. Sighing in frustration
he waited and watched. He turned his head as they clear the camera view,
catching sight of the sauropod as it headed North and possible safety. “Good,”
he muttered...”Ah crap, me and my big mouth,” he muttered as a giant t-Rex
creature rushed out of the brush on the far side, tearing into the surprised
creature.


With a bawl it tried to strike,
thrashing its neck and tail, but unable to hit the Rex. The Rex clamped down on
the already torn and bloodied neck; a muttered growl can be heard over the
saurapods throaty bellow. Its forelimbs tore into the sauropod, latching on
with meat hook claws, and began to pull it down. With a shrieking cry and low
moan the gentle giant stumbled, then fell. Mitch felt the truck suspension bob
as the fall generated a small earth tremor. The herbivore tried to move, but
the others arrived and began to tear at it as the ambusher bit down. They tore
into the giant, eating it while it was still alive.


Muttering about poor table
manners Mitch flicked to the KITT AI and ordered the tractor to get moving. He
passed the tractor, keeping it between him and the Rex family. The juvenile
looked up interested, mouth dripping gore, but the slurping sound behind it was
too much and it returned to the meal in front of it. Mitch sighed in relief.


He thought about trying a double
load, but then talked himself out of it. It would just be too dangerous if
something would go wrong, especially near the Rex family. Last thing he needed
was to tempt fate any more than he had already.


Unfortunately due to the lay of
the land he couldn’t detour without adding three to four hours each way to the
trip. The detour would expose the convoy vehicles to the grasslands as well. He
logged the Rex family as capital predators with the security AI, making sure
they kept an eye out for them.


There were only thirty four
large, and twenty two small cargo trailers left, as well as a half a dozen
flatbeds. Most of the gear was not short term critical, things like textile
mills, the autoclave, asphalt maker, kilns, helicopters, plane, and other gear
were nice to have long term, but he could in theory live without them. Not that
he intended to do so unless it was absolutely necessary. He hooked up the
tractors and last fertilizer truck and headed off.


It would have been nice to be
able to tow something other than the small trailers with the hummers, but they
just didn’t have the grunt. For the umpteenth time he felt that regret, then
wryly snorted. “Split milk, split milk. What the hell am I going to DO with all
that milk anyway, I don’t have the room?!”


His hummer took the lead as they
arrived at the Rex kill; warily he watched them as he crossed the field. The
security AI beeped, warning him. “No shit Sherlock,” he commented dryly and
then “Acknowledged.” To the AI. It beeped insistently again, and then his HUD
built into the hummer came on and pointed to the nearby bushes. He squinted,
and then pulled out the binoculars as the hummer slowly creeped along. “Well
well, late dinner guests,” he observed. He flipped to IR, noted the raptor
body.


“Uninvited ones too,” he
commented as the winds shifted and one of the Rexes looked up and bellowed a
challenge. Caws answer it. “I think it is time to get out of dodge,” he
commented. The Rex family was definitely agitated, flapping their arms, and
clopping their mouths together with gunshot like cracks. “Yup, definitely time
to get the hell out of dodge!” Mitch commented, feeling a thrill of fear as he
accelerated past the fracas. His vehicles followed, dipping through the gully
and then onward.


Back at the base he parked and
sighed. He had the tractors unload as close to the places he wanted the cargo
pods as possible, and then sent them to refuel and park for the night. With
that kill it might be a day, or even two days before the Rex family moved on. A
little too dangerous to be driving by regularly, let alone let an unmanned
unarmed vehicle drive by. He couldn't risk losing one. “Another damn delay,” he
muttered, then sighed. He returned his attention to the wind farm.


The robots had set up the parts
in neat piles where he had indicated. One robot was almost finished driving the
base of the last one into the ground. He took a look around, then shrugged and headed
over to start putting parts together.


 


The next day he throttled the
urge to go check the Rex kill several times before giving in and sending the
medium range UAV to check. A half hour later he got a beep, taking a look at
the tablet he noted the snoozing Rex family, just as he had suspected. The
carcass was torn apart, but there was still a good amount of meat left. Vulture
like birds hovered overhead. A small bird like therapod darted in, the adults
snort in annoyance then the juvenile chased after it. Mitch sighed and
redirected the drone to return to base. “So much for that!” He sighed in
annoyance as he turned to the chores.


He knew he was in over his head,
or at least starting to be. Dividing his time between the animals,
construction, maintenance, and farm was too much, even for a twenty eight hour
day. The thought made him snort and look over to the makeshift sundial. It had
taken him a week of careful plotting to get the day straight, then an hour of
programming to get the clocks in all the machinery reset. Fortunately he had
planned for it, but the software patch designed to do the change all in one go
had gone hinky, forcing him to manually reset a few clocks that had balked at
the change. The tedious repetitive programming had been enough to drive him to
distraction.


There was still a lot to do, the
farm machinery was on the sixth field, he still needed to get the pastures up,
the fish tank needed cleaning again... the list went on and on. The second
batch of tilapia had hatched the day before, a minor triumph, but one that
again reminded him he was on borrowed time. He had only a few weeks to set up
the various pumps, tanks, and ponds for them before they out grew the small
tanks they were in. Fortunately they would still use their yolk sacks for
another few days before needing feeding.


Then of course there were the
other various animal related chores, and building the base was a big headache.
Constantly trying to balance power need with power available was also a
headache. He couldn’t start on the walls, the fences or the cave interiors
until he had more power and more TIME! The farm was going the best he could
manage, fortunately the combine and farm equipment were mostly self sufficient
and automated. Maintenance was a pain; the droids just didn’t have the reflexes
and fine control to do small connections or to clean themselves when muck got
into various joints or gears. Plants should be sprouting soon, they would need
water. He rubbed his brow.


He had relocated one of the cats
and one dog to the mobile home after he had spotted a spider rat trying to
sneak in. The damn things were everywhere now, six legged varmints, and four
beady eyes. They stayed away from the cats and dogs, but were constantly in the
animal feed or running through the herds, causing them to moo or neigh in
fright.


A few had been stomped; he had
gleefully tossed them in with the cheetah. The cheetahs were another concern,
constantly pacing in their cages. They needed outdoor space, placed to run as
did many of his other animals. He sighed again.


It always came back to the
animals he mused. He tightened the last bolt and then stepped back, allowing
the robot clearance to lift the shaft of the turbine and place it into the
base. He connected the electrical line, then the bolts to the base. He watched
as the robots played out the guy wires, then drive the stake ends into the
ground. Then he shook his head and moved to the next one.


Releasing the cats and dogs was
not an option, with their limited gene pool and pregnant condition he couldn’t
take a chance that one would be injured or killed. The idea of letting the
cheetah loose was also disregarded. The wrench slipped and he skinned his
knuckles. Swearing he checked it, then shook it as the skin smarted, reminding
him to pay closer attention to what he was doing. He looked over the area,
waiting for the pain to recede a little.


A wall of cargo pods along both
sides of the garage opening had framed it nicely. The wall to the north was for
the animals, the wall to the south was for storage, and more animal corrals. As
soon as he had the time he planned to pull solar panels off the tops of the
crates and hook them to stands or lean them against blocks where they could get
the most light. The way things were now many weren’t getting much power after
seventeen hundred. In fact the ones closest to the wall were completely shaded
after sixteen hundred and therefore only getting a trickle of ambient light...
and therefore only generating a trickle of power. He'd have to move them.


He finished the second turbine
then turned to the third as the robot put it on the base. With these three wind
turbines he should have enough power to better expand things. There were six
other windmills; two of them were giants that would require concrete foundations
before they could be erected.


He was still a long way away from
turned on the mainframe, but getting closer. Setting up the water turbines will
be a major hassle he realized, and the potential for injury high. He now was
dreading it.


He had four portable waterwheel
versions, already set up and chugging along under the falls. In fact they were
producing a lot of his energy, almost too much for the little alternators to
handle. Fortunately the windings were superconductors, so his concern was more
for the metal shaft holding out under the load over anything overheating.
Keeping the liquid nitrogen topped off was handled by the super conductive
cable, its outer sheath acted as a hose, channeling the super cooled liquid
around the cable, and up around the windings and then back to the small
refrigerator unit. It was all self contained and therefore one less thing for
him to have to worry about.


The final turbine was completed
as the sun began to set. He hurried the final connections, accidentally
fumbling the bolts before getting things sorted out. The cabling was connected
in the last ounce of light. He trudged to the motor home, sighing in
contentment as the lights came on automatically. He could hear the turbines
chuffing slightly in the light breeze, he now had more power, and better yet,
more power at night and during cloudy days, things were looking up.


 


The next day he impatiently sent
the UAV out before he turned to his morning chores. The Rex family was still
stubbornly parked at the carcass, but the carcass was much smaller. He might
luck out with them abandoning it later in the day as the sun rose over the
horizon. If the Rex family waited too long the main herd would get too far away
from them after all. 


He had directed the robots to
clean the pens, now he replaced the gate with a more secure one, this one with
vertical slats only twelve centimeters apart. He had the robots refresh the
water and place empty crates inside on their sides, and then turned the dogs
out into the first pen. They sniffed around for a bit, wrinkling their noses at
the smell of the other animals. Tails were wagging and it didn't look like they
could get out so he fed them then quickly and then left the pen and went on to
the next chore.


The sows grunted as he checked
things over, the water was topped off, and feed was okay. The robot assigned to
feeding and watering was only one pen ahead of him so he paused to check the
stats from the windmills, then the water turbines and solar efficiency logged.
He really needed to relocate many of the panels that were catching too much
shade soon. One hundred thirty nine cargo pods were arranged as he had planned,
and the spaces for the greenhouses had been plowed and leveled. The materials
for each of the greenhouses were stacked beside each plot. The habitat domes
were still packed, with the caves he decided he could do without them.


He spent the day removing solar
panels from the roofs of the cargo pods, a tedious task that the robots could
not do without damaging them. They did transport them out to the solar field,
propping them up with rocks and running a cable out to them. Having the robots
run the lines made it much easier to make the connections. The afternoon check
with the UAV showed the Rex family up, but not far away from the kill. The
juvenile was rather impatient, being herded back to the pack by the rest of the
adults. Birds and more scavengers had settled on the remains of the kill, the
Rex’s were ignoring them, a clear sign they were about ready to move on.


 


The next day he rushed through
the chores as the UAV flew to the Rex kill site. Seeing that they were finally
gone he grabbed a Bushmaster and headed out with the vehicles. He was cautious
near the kill site; there were a few scavengers roaming about, but no sign of
the Rex family. Moving on he arrived at the park. He had been worried about the
park, he had only three robots on security, and they had limited access to
power with only the thirty four cargo pods left. Most of what remained were on
flatbeds, which lacked the large solar panel roofs of the cargo pods. He was
pretty impatient hitching things up, accelerating a bit to get back to the base
and turned around.


An hour later he had arrived at
the base, and set to work on a few chores while waiting on the arrival of the
tractors. The automated dairy machine was almost full; he would need to do
something with all that milk soon. He had the machinery to make dairy products,
butter, cream, yogurt, cheese, etc, but lacked the time to set them up and
figure out how to use them properly. He tapped the tank, filling a couple
plastic containers and then draining them into the troughs for the hogs.


The spider silk milk was a
different story, that protein was not something he wanted to feed to animals.
Fortunately it had a way to go before the tanks were full, maybe another day or
two at the current rate of milking. He had to bump the priority up on setting
up the protein straining module, that protein was just too valuable to dump.


The tractors arrived with the
loads, he watched as the helicopters were towed through the gate area. He had
to redirect the tractors to an airstrip area; it had been on course to the
garage. The garage area was pretty cluttered, the stacks of vehicle parts were
bad enough, but the vehicles themselves really made a mess of things. He had
six quads, two electric bikes; along with the five other hummers, fire truck,
ambulance, construction vehicles, and the two disassembled dune buggies.


He grabbed a sandwich, munching
it as he unhitched the tractors and sent them to return to the park. If he was
lucky he could get most of the gear in before it got dark. He rushed off to the
hummer. The tractors were half way to the park when he passed them, warily he
watched for predator sign, but not finding any he accelerated to the park and
checked the perimeter.


He hitched the first tractor as
it arrived, getting it turned around and on its way just as the second arrived.
By the final one he was tired and sore, but feeling good. He turned and froze,
seeing a Rex looking directly at him from across the field. It was huge,
thrumming quietly and one hell of a monster. He felt the trickle of fear,
smelled his urine and knew real terror for the first time. 


One of the security robots, an
ED-209 style robot stomped up. The Rex turned, staring, and then bellowed a
challenge. It clopped its teeth together, and then thrashed the front arms.
Knowing an attack was imminent Mitch cursed leaving the rifle in the truck just
because he thought he was safe. A second Rex joined the first and he knew he
was in serious danger. One was bad enough, but two were probably more than the
robot could handle.


He fumbled with the Bluetooth.
“Security, flash bang ten meters in front of the Threat,” he muttered, trying
to be quiet as he edged to the truck and dubious safety. The juvenile emerged
from the bushes on the other side of the truck, making him freeze once more.
The pop of the mortar made him close his eyes tightly. The flash was bright,
the noise deafening. He opened his eyes to see the Rexes moving off, he assumed
they were making noise, but his ears were still ringing.


“Thank you Bob,” he muttered,
glad Bob had added that feature to the robots. The Rex family was not happy but
that was just too damn bad. He got into the hummer as the shakes hit, he shook
for a moment, trying to take a deep breath and then sighed as the truck moved
off down the trail on its own. 


Damn that was close. He vowed
then and there to get the park emptied now. There were a few more loads to get,
plus the robots. Fortunately he had designed the robots to hook onto the
Hummers. He had left three cargo pods and the charging station behind since
they had solar panels and could charge the robots in case he can’t make it back
tonight.


After that encounter he was still
a little shook up he realized, gripping the steering wheel with what he
recognized as a death grip. It was one thing to see a predator on a screen,
another to see it in the theoretically safe confines of a vehicle, and quite
another to be eye to eye with it, with nothing around you but open air. He
wrinkled his nose. “Going to need a fresh set of pants... and clean underwear,”
he muttered, voice slightly hysterical. “Probably going to need to clean the
seat too,” he laughed and then sighed.


He passed the lead tractor just
as it was entering the final stretch before the gate. Getting out inside the
perimeter, he felt the shakes return as his eyes darted nervously around but he
jogged to the mobile home to change and try to force himself to focus. He
wasn’t too keen on sending the rigs out again unguarded, but probably would
have too he realized. He did a quick strip, then swabbed off with a towel and
changed clothes. The hamper was over flowing once more, he bundled a load to
toss them into the laundry machine.


The tractor pulled up at its
designated spot just as he exited. He ordered the hummer to the garage, and
another to replace it. He hit the release for the brake cable, then the lights
and finally the hitch. The tractor pulled forward, and suddenly the load leaned.
Startled he jumped back, just as it settled forward and down with a thump,
listing to the left side. “Damn,” he snarled. 


He warily approached, finding one
of the front feet had sunken into a hole. “Great, gophers, just what I didn’t
need.” A spider rat climbed out of the hole and up the leg of the flatbed.
Swearing he swatted at it with his hat, then gave up and turned to the next
truck. He checked the area before unhitching it, which wasted a little time.
Enough for the third and fourth truck to enter the perimeter. Quickly he
unhitched each, and then reluctantly sent all four out to the park. The fifth
and sixth arrived almost together, he unhitched them and then piled into the
truck. He passed them after the exit the gate, and then sped up.


Checking the perimeter security
at the park, he was amused that the encounter with the Rexes was logged, but no
other sign of them had been detected. If he could get in and out, he should be
okay.


This time he vowed to keep the
rifle handy. The Bushmaster was a great rifle, easy to swap parts, folding
stock, and modular, but it didn’t have the kill power he needed. He switched
the Bushmaster for a Barrett. The rifle was a Barrett M107, but the fifty
caliber rounds in the current clip were poison darts. If the massive hydrostatic
shot didn't kill the animal the lethal poison would stop its heart and
autonomic nervous system so it would suffocate. If it had a heart and nervous
system that is.


Topped off with distilled
tropical cone snail venom, each round was guaranteed to drop a charging
elephant with one prick in less than a second. He wasn’t too happy about having
them, playing with poison was just asking for trouble, but having something
that can drop a large animal that fast was just too useful to pass up.


Bob had pointed out that the
hydrostatic shock wave from a fifty caliber bullet would blow a hole through a
Buick he could fit his hand through, but since he wasn’t sure if he could get
clean kill shots, and wasn’t sure what he would run up against, he had ordered the
poison darts as a precaution. When in doubt overkill.


He had standard fifty caliber
rounds for the M82 Barrett, but he was not sure they would drop an animal of
that size with one shot. Besides, if he had kept the pistol, shot gun, or
Bushmaster, it might have just made the Rex mad and its family too. He
seriously didn't need to face a wounded predator nor its angry family. Wryly he
smiled at the thought, and then put it away to focus on the surroundings.


He had toyed with the idea of
launching the micro UAV, but it didn’t have the range or sensor suite to do a
good job. Besides, recovering it could be dangerous, just like that encounter
with the raptors.


He arrived at the park and got a
report that the Rexes had been sighted down river. He checked the area
carefully with the binoculars, but didn’t spot them until one came out of the
river on the opposite embankment. It paused, shaking its feathers and preening
them for a moment, and then stepped into the brush.


The juvenile swam to the shore
and stepped out, dripping water. It preened a bit, not noticing the shape in
the water behind it. Mitch bit his lip, watching to see if he was right about
what was going to happen. Suddenly with a burst of speed the giant croc
attacked, latching onto the rear of the juvenile and tossing it to the side and
back into the river. With a screech of terror the baby flew through the air and
landed with a splash. The parents returned to the embankment, cawing and
thrashing at the croc as it latched onto the juvenile and then sank into the
dark depths of the river. The parents thrashed around for a bit, snuffling at
the embankment, and then moved off back into the brush.


“Computer log giant crocs as
amphibious predators. Threat level red,” Mitch noted, and then turned to the
first tractor. “Showed over, back to work,” he muttered, and noted that, wonder
of wonders the tractor had backed into and hitched up perfectly. He made the
connections, banged on the side, and then sent it on its way. The second
tractor wasn’t so lucky, almost getting caught under the front lip. He had to
drop the back of the tractor to compensate for the trailers front sinking in
the mud, but got it hooked with only a little scraping.


When the final tractor was sent
off he checked the embankment once more. The body of the juvenile was on the surface;
the croc tore into it, and then sank it again. Another croc swam up, and he
muttered about missing the show just as it started while he got into the
hummer. Dark foreboding clouds have been gathering overhead all day, the
distant sky was ominously dark, definitely not a good sign. Vowing to get
everything in tonight damn it! He quickly headed out.


 


When he arrived he did a quick
turn over and then press ganged the farm tractors and additional hummers into
the convoy to help. Over the next several hours he managed to get three more
loads in. The robots were now on borrowed time; their last solar panel and
charging station were now packed.


He rushed the last unload,
chancing speed against the coming storm. He made it to the park a half hour
before sunset, and swore as he hooked up the trailers one by one. When the last
was off and running he ordered the security robots onto the back of each
hummer. He got in the hummer, felt the thump and weight in the rear as the robot
climbed on and docked. The truck gave him a green light so they head off.


The night drive was scary; he
quickly passed the tractors one by one. With night and a blanket of full
darkness falling around him the vehicle KITT AI programming was severely hampered.
He set them to follow the leader, then took the lead and drove manually just as
the first flash of lightning and peal of thunder echoed across the field they
were crossing. “Perfect, just perfect,” he sighed in exasperation.


The first fat dropped of rain
spatter his windshield half way home. The wipers came on, clearing them away,
but more followed. He felt the urge to pause and wait it out, but the lure of
nearby safety was just too powerful. Besides, he needed to be at camp in case
of lightning strike damage. The turbines were protected, but there were no
surge protectors on the solar panels. Some of the animals were out in this too;
it would be a good idea to check on things.


He made it to the gully, noted
that it was beginning to fill. He splashed across it carefully, and then pulled
to the side and let each vehicle trundle across and beyond without him. He
nervously watched as each passed. Ten to go... five.... The last one got stuck however;
digging into the churned up muddy embankment and it was up to its rims in mud
and muck. Sighing in frustration he sent the robot out to secure the area. When
it gave him the all clear he pulled the hummer nose to a tree and got out.


The wind and rain were brutal,
making it hard to get to the front of the truck and to the winch. He flipped
the winch on and then to neutral with one hand as the other unhitched the clasp
and pulled on it. Cable uncoiled, he pulled it around the tree and then down
the slippery embankment to the floundering truck. He reached up to the Bluetooth.
“Computer tractor six pause program. New program. Rescue mode in progress,” he
ordered through the thunder, and had to repeat it until the computer AI
acknowledged.


The flash of lightning and sudden
peal of thunder let him know the storm was directly overhead. The water was
rising fast, so he flicked the clasp around the frame, and then clasped it to
itself.


He flicked the Bluetooth back on.
“Computer hummer five winch on forward,” he ordered. The winch whined, slack
was taken out of the line, and then slowly it began to tug insistently at the
trapped vehicle. He pulled himself up and out of the way, and then over to the
truck as it began to slide forward. He quickly shut it down, then reaching the
back bumper; he unlocked the rear winch and then uncoiled some of the line to
wind the end around a nearby tree. He locked it shut, and then used the hand
controller to winch it tight.


“All right try again.” Mitch
watched as the winch line twanged tight once more, the crackle of rain and
splintering bark, then flash of lightning and peal of thunder. The truck
tottered a bit, making him nervous. This was the last load, Textile machinery,
but not something he really wanted to risk, but then again not something worth
his life. But with a sucking sound the tractor pulled free of the mud and
reengaged its drive. When it got off the embankment he stopped the winch and
truck, and then unhooked everything.


The robot returned on command,
and together they got back to the hummer. “Great now I have two cars to clean,”
he muttered as the lurch into motion. He checked the log. The first tractor had
reached the base gate, so he sighed in relief. He led his wayward charge across
the remaining field and through the gate a half hour later.











Chapter 3


 


The next morning he did his
morning stretches as the sun came up, still blocked by some of the scattering
clouds. The rain had washed away some of the dirt, but left its own mess of now
drying marks. According to the stats one lightning strike had hit the solar panels;
it had fried three panels before popping a breaker. The cables were
superconductors, they handled the load, and the resetting breakers at the power
station did as well.


He wasn’t sure about the panels
though, that sort of juice probably melted the fine wiring in the panels. He
decided he would need to set up the lightning tower soon to prevent a repeat
performance.


First thing on the agenda were
chores of course. The animals were okay; the dogs were a bit muddy, and very
frisky. He hosed a pair off, and then led them out to the field he had
designated for the first temporary greenhouses. The robots had set up the metal
piping into the ground, he watched as the dogs frolicked and bounced around. He
pulled a ball from his pocket, tossed it out to them. They bounced around
happily, tossing it and growling with pleasure. He smiled a little. Sometimes
it was the simplest of things to make one's day.


The first strings of greenhouses
were triangular tent affairs, no more than a sheet of clear plastic hanging
over a couple poles in the center. Racks of flats would hang from these poles
at angles slopping down. Drip lines watered the plants. These greenhouses were
seed starters, allowing the seeds a leg up to germinate before he put them into
the ground. The racks were easy to hook on, but fitting the seeds into the tiny
holes was a tedious annoyance. He regretted not getting the vacuum system; it
would have made it all quicker and easier.


Once he had the first greenhouse
up the others went much easier and faster. There were a dozen small tent ones
to set up; he managed to keep pace just one behind the robots. One of the
robots ran a hose out from the fire truck, he had set it up as a temporary
pumping station until a more permanent affair could be unpacked and set up. The
greenhouses were set up in a line, with their slopping sides facing north and
south. This would allow each of the sides a compromise of light, but would
allow them as much light as possible for as long as possible. A small square
foot solar panel would provide power to the pumps and led lights. Hopefully it
would all work, he knew his limitations, and one of them was a distinct lack of
a green thumb.


When the greenhouses were
completed he returned the dogs to the pen, called out a pair of border collies,
and led them to the sheep pasture. He let them range out, testing their skills
to keep them and his own memory sharp. The sheep bah’ed a bit but complied with
the two dogs, packing in and moving along as the dogs instructed. He debated
keeping the dogs out here, it would be a good idea to protect the sheep, but
could be hindrance too. They had a tendency to run a flock a little too hard
when not constantly supervised. It wasn’t like they would be much protection
against a raptor or Rex either. He decided to leave them with the flock; they
flopped down to pant in the shade as he moved off to the next chore.


Setting up the pasteurization
plant was a bit of a pain, having the instructions read to him by a nearby
robot made it a little easier. The robot acted as a third hand sometimes,
allowing his to be freed to tighten things or get tools. When he had set it up
he ran the first batch, and then cursed when a loose valve popped and milk
sprayed out over the area. He frantically shut it down, watched as the escaping
milk ebbed, then bubbled down to a dribble.


“Great,” He eyed the mess in
disgust and then stepped over the puddle to the valve. The joint was sticking,
and with it being a bit loose, it had popped the seal and made the spray.
Replacing it was tedious, but he got it done.


With the pasteurizer finally up
and running he hooked in the homogenization tank, and then moved to the spider
silk protein extractor. He had to do a bit of tugging with the power cable,
before he gave up and called for the machine to be moved over so he could hook
it up. This time he double checked all the seals, making sure all the
connections were tight. The milk pumped in; warily he watched to make sure
there were no further problems. He hooked a hose up to the way waste line; it
would dump into the composting area. It would be a couple weeks before he would
need to change the protein collection tank.


With that handled he watched the
milk levels slowly sink in the dairy area. He turned to the regular dairy. He
really needed to make something to keep all that milk. Cheese was his best
option, it stored the best, and he could use it to feed some of the animals.
Even the cats could eat cheese in small amounts. Butter was easier to make, but
he wasn’t sure how well animals could eat it, and besides, it required
refrigeration. Cheese just needed a cool area; he had that in spades with the
cargo pods and caves. It was a pain to make though, he had plenty of rennet and
casein in his stores, but the making was labor intensive.


Making a decision he decided to
set up the butter churner, taking the easy way out, at least for now. It hooked
in beautifully, but he was a bit concerned about power demand. Setting it for
delayed start, it would have to wait until the spider silk processor was
finished before the computer turned it on. He would have to come back in an
hour to make sure there were no problems.


He thought about the cheese
maker, it was tempting to set it up alongside the other pieces of dairy
equipment, but he really needed to get it under cover. He could use one of the
empty cargo pods he mused, then shrugged and headed off to lunch. He took his
time with the MRE, flipping through the cheese making manual as he ate. He
reluctantly decided to set up in the cargo pod close to the cave complex. It
would be a bit dark, but he could rig a string of LED lights.


Set up was annoying, the robots
could handle the grunt work, but hooking up the plumbing was a pain. He set a
robot to tow a small tank to the dairy. Finishing the connections he walked
back to the dairy, swearing as he tripped over a cable. He really needed to do
something about all these cables; they were everywhere, along with a growing
amount of hoses. The robots had bridges to cross over them, but routing around
the damn things took up time. Traffic over them could damage them. He decided
to set up the substation near the windmills and solar farms, that would cut the
power lines down and he could run lines direct to equipment near them from the
substation instead of across the base.


Of course if he had wind turbines
in different locations around the perimeter they could each power machinery
near them. Funny how that hadn't been considered before he thought wryly.


The moody sky made him look up
and around as he patiently waited for the tank to fill. It could hold nearly a
thousand gallons, enough for a lot of cheese. The cheese would come in handy,
not only to supplement his rations, but also as a great trade item. From his
estimate it was early spring on this planet, the animals should be drying up
soon as they enter the last trimesters of pregnancy. Bob had suggested
stringing the births apart over several months to give him a steady supply of
milk, now he was glad he didn’t go that route. The months without milk would
give him some more free time to get other projects off the ground.


He had been lucky, only two still
birth rabbits, and one still birth raccoon. He had even managed to resuscitate
a pup. He was quite pleased by that. The Cheetah had eaten the still births
with only a few bites.


The tank was filled; he shut the
valves, let the hose drain, then unhooked it and coiled it. The robot trundled
the tank off to the cheese factory. He turned and pulled out his Bluetooth,
ordering a donk to relocate one of the three sub stations to the center of the
field between the windmills and solar farm. One of the donks moved from their
park into action. He nodded then smacked his hat against his thigh as he
trotted to catch up to the milk truck.


The first steps with the cheese
making were mostly automated, so once he got the ball rolling with the heaters
and renate he headed off to the substation. A pair of GP robots were there
already, stringing new cables to the solar farm and the wind generators. He
disconnected the line connectors, and then reconnected the new ones. A donk
trundled up with a trio of replacement panels for the burned out solar cells,
the burned wiring and melted plastic was enough to tell him they weren’t worth
trying to salvage. He disconnected them then had them sent to the recycling
pile. He ordered the donk to return with a lightning tower, he was damned if he
was going to allow a second occurrence. He didn’t have the power or equipment
to spare.


With the base perimeter mostly
secured he no longer had the added power drain of a second perimeter to
maintain, nor did he have to constantly recharge the tractors and donks to move
the trailers to and fro. The tractors had required hydrogen, draining his
reserves each night. Now the reserve tank was finally beginning to fill. When
it was topped off he would be able to shut the compressor down and power more
equipment.


A security alert made his Bluetooth
beep insistently. He fumbled it out of his breast pocket and placed it in his
ear, catching the tail end of the message. “Repeat message,” he ordered. 


“Perimeter alert. Human, quadrant
three, five kilometers North by North west.” Amazed he instinctively turned
around until he oriented in the correct direction. He shaded his eyes but
couldn't see anything; the distant tree line were cluttering his vision. 


He walked over to the hummer.
“Command. Shunt visual to car...” he ordered. He looked for its number and then
grimaced. “Car five,” he finished with a sigh. He sighed in annoyance as he got
in and squished down into the still wet seat. The laptop sprang to life; he
could see the outline of a person, possibly a male staggering out of the tree
line. Concern etched Mitch's brow. “Command. Launch UAV two circle unknown.” He
pointed to the human on the screen, and then circled it with his finger.


“Acknowledged,” the AI voice
confirmed. He drove to the gate, then along the line of boxes. The UAV
launched, then banked and reoriented toward the north.


“Command, magnify and enhance,”
Mitch ordered. He watched as the visual jumped forward and blurred, then
settled into a visual of a wounded terrified man running for his life. He was a
brunette, sun burnt, with a beard. His clothes were ripped and torn, but he
clutched at a makeshift spear. His look over his shoulder and terrified expression
was all Mitch needed to know. “Damn, Command, Security Alert. Visual search the
unknown’s back trail.” He watched, but the computer balked at the command.


“Unknown parameter set. Redirect
please,” the AI responded, beeping angrily. 


Mitch accelerated. “COMMAND!
Security Alert!” He pursed his lips in thought. The man suddenly looked over
his shoulder, and then tried to run faster. Blurry shapes could be seen behind
him. The depth of field matrix was tuning them out.


“Command, visual pull back.
Reorient one hundred meters around unknown,” Mitch ordered. The screen blurred
then focused again. He could see the distant shapes of raptors, raptors moving
at cheetah speed.


“Go, go go!” he said to the guy,
pushing the accelerator pedal to the floor, watching as the ran for his life,
instinctively knowing it won’t be enough. The man looked over his shoulder and
stumbled over a rock, he went down flaying. “DAMN!” Mitch screamed, pounding
the horn. “Get up get up!” The horn blared again, but the raptors weren’t
dissuaded. One got within striking range and leapt. The spear lanced up,
catching the raptor in the abdomen and spearing it before breaking under the
weight. The raptor fell beside the man, cawing and coughing. He scrambled to
get up, but with his back turned a second raptor broke through the grass close
enough and leapt, toe talons gleaming. The man went down with a muted cry as
the raptor tore into him.


Frustrated tears well in Mitch's
eyes as he pounded the steering wheel. “Damn damn damn!” He was so close, but
so far. A kilometer to go. The rest of the pack surrounded the kill, sickened
he watched as one tore into the man and ran off with a hand flopping in its
mouth. Cold rage washed through him. He pulled out the Barrett and flipped the
safety off.


He pulled up three hundred meters
away, deployed the robot for local defense and then popped the top hatch and
set up. Coldly he watched through the scope, fingering the trigger gently until
he had a good bead. He let out his breath and squeezed as he was taught, the
loud bark of the rifle was a surprise to him as much as the animal the poison
dart hit. The raptor went down thrashing. Cursing he fumbled the earplugs into
his ears then lined up for a second shot.


The other raptors were looking
around now, he was still downwind of them, so they didn’t have his scent. They
could probably see him, but they might not associate him with the shot.
Flipping the bolt back and forth, he felt the hot brass drop onto his arm then
fall into the truck. He lined up for the second shot, found a nice female and
popped her right behind the arm about mid chest. She went down but he didn’t
pay attention, already lining up on the next animal. With cold precision he
popped three more before they locked onto him and the report of the rifle. Six
more raptors were left, including the returning juvenile. He wanted them all,
but the adults were the priority.


They began to caw and posture, a
fifth shot took another down right in the front of the chest near the breast
bone. Five to go. Another shot, this time the animal moved it only caught the
shoulder. It still went down however, the fast acting poison kicking in, not
even giving it time to kick before it died. He had five more shots before he
would have to switch ammo. The robot stomped up in front of the truck,
posturing itself, arms moving out from the body, legs apart, and torso hunched
down. He adjusted his aim around the robot, lined up for another shot but the
animals were charging.


Even though they had just been on
a chase and kill they still moved fast he realized. He swore as one shot
missed, digging into the dirt near its foot where he thought the animal was
going to be. It had swerved at the last second, spoiling his aim. The next
caught one as it moved around a rock. The juvenile jumped onto the rock and
paused, he clipped it dropping it to writhe and freeze in the grass in death.


The robot’s pop pop was a bit of
surprise. Its “Final perimeter defense initiated,” rumble was something that
made him break out of his rage and realize the animals were pretty damn close.
He ducked back into the car, pulling the hatch shut. There were three animals
left, one charging the front got killed by the robot, but another flanked left
of the robot and then charged, biting down onto the arm. The last one danced;
suddenly aware it and its pack mate were all that were left. It cawed,
fluttering in distress. The robot mechanically reached with its free arm for
the throat of the raptor biting and clawing it.


Mitch winced, hearing the crunch
of plastic and metal, then the spark of wiring. “Going to have to fix that,” he
sighed. The robot got it’s attacker by the throat and squeezed hard. The head
popped off, the body fluttering and thrashing as the neck gushed blood. Mitch
winced once more. The other raptor had had enough, it turned to flee but the
robot turned, angled its good arm and shot, catching the animal in the rear and
then back. It stepped over to the raptor, feebly thrashing in the grass and
stomped on its head. “One way to put it out of its misery,” Mitch said with
rich approval.


Knowing it would be bad, but that
he had to know, he drove closer and up to the body of the man. He fought the
nausea as he looked. The man was torn apart, shredded. Nausea tore through
Mitch; he managed to climb out of the truck in time to barf in the nearby
grass. Caws from the wood line let him know he hadn’t gotten the entire pack.
He was not going to let them eat the body however. He pulled out a tarp,
working quickly he gently pushed the body onto it, and then bundled it onto the
top of the truck. The robot docked after he got back into the car. He felt his
nausea cramp his stomach as he returned to the base.


It was no longer a good day, this
really sucked he thought. Not only did he fail, but he knew he should have been
out rescuing others. Part of him knew that he should, people mattered not
machines, but he also knew that going out into the bush blind was dangerous.


He used the trencher to dig a
hole near the edge of the inner perimeter. Carefully he lowered the tarp into
the hole. A robot bulldozed the Earth over the body. “Damn that truly sucked,”
he said, head low. He commanded the machine to return to work and then turned
back to his own work. 


When he realized that he was
filthy, covered in drying blood and dirt he took the time to wash up. The
animals in his mobile home were subdued. He dried off, and then petted each of
them, gently holding the pregnant female cat Hera to his chest as she purred
her heart out. The computer beeped some endless time later. “Reminder cheese.
Feeding time,” the AI said. He sighed and got up. A mew from the cats and woof
let him know they were hungry too. He fed them, and then got back to the job of
living.


 


Several days later he was stuck
in the mobile home. It wasn’t so bad; he had a cat in his lap while he sat in
the window with his laptop. He watched the robots sludge through the rain on
chores. When one of the androids slipped and fell in the mud, scattering its
load all over the wet ground he winced. He clicked the Bluetooth on. The robot
thrashed in the mud, acting like a stuck turtle. “Andy.” He looked through the
binoculars. “Andy eight roll onto your back,” Mitch ordered patiently. It would
be comical if he wasn't aware of how much damage the robot could do to itself.
The robot stilled for a moment as it processed the order and then complied.
“All right, now sit up.” The robot teetered, but managed to sit up. An attempt
to get its feet under it made it slip and fall once more.


A general purpose robot trundled
by with a load. “GP six halt,” Mitch ordered. The robot stopped, then spun to
orient on his position. Its tracks dug into the mud, spraying it around and
onto the hapless Andy. “Set your load down and aide Andy eight out of the mud,”
Mitch ordered. The robot complied. Once on its feet Andy eight began listing
damage. “Report to cave for hibernation until repairs can be done,” Mitch
sighed, then watched it limp off to the cave. “All droid units now restricted
to caves during wet weather,” he ordered. A beep acknowledged the order.


The GP robot picked its load up
and went about its business. He really should go to the cave and make repairs
to the robots. That was the third Andy down. He still had the ED to patch as
well.


The urge to keep busy was strong,
but he also felt the urge to just relax. He had been going all out for the past
sixteen months. Four months of intense work with the businesses and engineering
the Andy robots, then prepping for this trip had seen many eighteen or twenty
hour days, and of course not a single day off. He knew he needed the break, but
wasn’t sure if he could afford the time. He petted the cat, sighed as he looked
up at the sky and closed his eyes, vowing only a couple more hours for the
break.


Fortunately the day before he had
finished the chicken coups and enclosures, the broiler birds were all in
semi-outdoor enclosures instead of in the tight confines of the transport
cages. The turkeys had been a bit of a pain, the first attempt at enclosing
them had led to one of them almost getting out in a flurry of feathers. Even
though they were breast heavy they still had wings, and some apparently liked
to fly, or at least attempt it from time to time. His hasty fix had saved the
day, but he knew it might not be good enough for some of the other animals.


The geese enclosure had been
retrofitted to extend the door all the way up, and fencing had been wired over
the open area. They were probably living up the rain; he knew they liked it
better than the other fowl. Hogs too for that matter. The dogs would be a mess
though. He sighed, petting Hera. She was gravid, and in her condition she
constantly begged for attention and petting whenever he entered the mobile
home. It was going to get interesting when she and the other cats began to drop
litters, hell the large animals would be interesting too. They were going to
need their own birthing areas soon.


It had been nearly a week since
the raptor attack, it still bothered him from time to time, but the pain of
grief had faded into a dull ache. It felt weird, mourning someone he had never
known, and would never know. “At least someone would,” he sighed, and then
returned to the laptop. His first cheese attempt had been a messy affair; he
had ended up feeding the curds to the hogs. The second attempt had yielded a
better batch, and was aging now. He had enough milk to do one batch a week now.
The butter had turned out okay; he had forgotten the salt though so it was only
good for cooking.


That was another thing, he needed
to get out and explore. He needed a lot of raw material, salt, iron, copper,
carbon, and just about everything else. But right now his main priorities were
gravel, sand, limestone, and clay for the roads and concrete.


There was a sandbank further downstream,
most likely formed when the crushing water dug into the rocks, pulverizing them
and washing them downstream. Clay he had seen in the gully six point five
kilometers away. Gravel was something else, he didn’t want the feldspar rocks
the combine and tractors were turning up regularly, and he needed a hard rock
like granite.


Limestone was the kicker; the
black rock was useful in many applications. Cooked into a white paste it became
purified calcium carbonate, perfect for many building applications like mortar,
cement, quicklime, and concrete. There was limestone a plenty in the caves, he
just wasn’t sure about digging it. He wasn’t a structural engineer, tunneling
into something like the network of caverns was not something he was too happy
about trying. The threat of a cave in was not something he wanted.


When the afternoon sun broke out
he sighed in relief. “Finally!” He gave Ginger and Hera’s ears a rub, then
whistled Max to heel as he stepped outside. The dog needed no second
invitation, bounding out of the mobile home and off to do his business on a
nearby tire. “That reminded me, I probably need to dump the sewage tank,” Mitch
sighed, then set on his ball cap and headed off to the caves.


Andy eight had a lot of stripped
gears, plus some torn wiring and a couple bent supports. He had set up a
temporary workshop in the entrance to the cave he considered the great hall.
The damaged robots were there, as well as bins of parts, a makeshift bench, and
a few machine tools. The rain started up again, he looked out to the cave
entrance then back down at Max who was sitting near the entrance. “Guess we’re
stuck here for the moment,” he said. He rolled up his sleeves and got to work.
Cleaning the mud and grime was going to be messy.


Swapping out damaged parts for
good ones was easy. Bending the brackets back without a good vice had been an
interesting challenge... That was until he got the idea of having the ED clamp
down on one part of the bracket as he pounded it back into shape. Andy eight
was back in shape after an hour, but would still have a slight limp. Ed’s
damage was both cosmetic from the outside, the leg scratches had not pierced
the armor. He checked the gears in the hips and arm, they looked okay. The
elbow servos were warm, he found a crimped liquid nitrogen line and was forced
to bleed the line, and then replace it.


It was almost amusing to pick
broken teeth out of the underside of the arm. Almost. Some of the wiring to the
hand motors and sensors had been torn, some time splicing had repaired them. ED
reported function restored in its deep basso metallic voice. He smiled. One of
the mini-me’s had a burned out ankle servo, an easy patch job. He knew the
androids were just not suited to the outdoors. They hadn’t been designed for
it; they had originally been designed as household servants and aides to
disabled and elderly people. He patched a few more androids before deciding it
was best if he had them concentrate on cave activities. Only one GP robot
needed repair, it had lost a track and gummed its wheels up with a couple
rocks.


 


The next day shined bright in
clear, at least clear through the moving clouds. It looked good, like the
weather was clearing. He set up a GP to drain the sewage tank then hurried
through the morning chores. He was eager to get to the next project. Last night
he had taken a sample of rock back to the mobile home, a bit of scanning with
the laser scanner had confirmed it was limestone. When the chores were done he
was going to set the robots to leveling the caves walls, floors, and ceilings,
then head out to get a couple loads of sand and clay.


 


Spending the morning with the
bobcat and dump truck had been an interesting affair. The river had swollen
after the rain, but he could still access the sandy embankment with little
trouble. He took a half a dozen loads, letting the robotic dump truck tow out
one of the empty fertilizer trailers to fill as well. He had them dumped inside
the perimeter in a series of mounds; he could tidy them up later. He took an
MRE lunch break then had a tractor carry the bobcat on one of the small
trailers to the clay he had spotted. A nearby elk drinking had made him freeze;
a careful view around the area had not spotted any predators.


He managed several loads, during
his lunch break he had hit upon the idea of using the farm tractors to tow
trailers and empty containers. They had eaten into his fuel reserve, but he had
had plenty of hydrogen now. The trips back and forth were quick, only taking a
half hour for each vehicle despite the drying ground and spots of mud puddles.
After the sixth turnaround he decided to send the medium range UAV out to see
if he could spot a gravel pit, or at least some good granite. Sure he had
limestone, but it took eons for it to convert into granite. Getting the
vehicles into the caves was out as well.


 


Returning to base he was amazed
by the piles of rock and soil. The pile of rock also had him confused, until he
saw a donk trundling along loaded with a rock. The robots in the caves were removing
loose rubble, bringing it to the cave mouth and then loading it onto a trailer.
He had forgotten that order, feeling a little embarrassed, and then silly about
the embarrassment.


The drone reported signs of a Rex
pack north of him and he trotted to the mobile home and his waiting laptop. At
first he was confused; they were about thirty five kilometers away and heading
north. They looked to be stalking something. It was definitely a different
pack; there were two adults and a couple juveniles, one about the size of a
raptor. He zoomed out, and up, then sucked in his breath. In a clearing three
hundred meters ahead was a pack of humans with a fresh kill. He felt a thrill,
then agony at not being able to warn them. The Rexes were spreading apart, with
the juveniles hanging back.


Getting an idea he took the stick
and suddenly buzzed the group. The group of women looked up in alarm. There
were seven, dressed in a variety of clothes. One had shocking bright red hair
and a full figure. She pointed to the UAV, and then waved. Several of the women
began to jump up and down, but a few muttered and dug into the kill, ignoring
him. He buzzed them again, and then circled the approaching Rex. When they
didn’t look he buzzed downward, then back up into a bank then around to circle
the lead Rex. The women began to stop waving, then the red head turned, shading
her eyes against the western sun tried to spot what was there as if she got the
message.


He buzzed the Rex again, one of
the juveniles jumped and snapped. The large one reared its head and roared,
then clopped its jaws with a mighty smack. The women got a clear view of the
head over the tree line and all hell broke loose. Several ran north, while
others called them back to drag the deer. “Idiots,” Mitch muttered as they
tried to drag the kill to a beat up red pickup truck waiting under the trees on
the far side of the clearing. “Okay, maybe not so dumb. But the blood will lead
them right back to your base, you're upwind of them, give it up ladies,” Mitch
muttered, knowing what he said was not going to be heard. He buzzed the Rexes
from behind again; they were now no longer focusing on the retreating women. He
smiled grimly as the truck pealed out. He gave one last spin around the Rex
family then wagged the wings and set the autopilot to return.


“Well, that was interesting.” He
drawled, stretching. “Nothing like saving a couple of damsels in distress to
top a day.” He smiled down as Hera butted at his leg commandingly and then gave
it a thorough cheek rub. He bent down and gave her a petting, chuckling as she
rumbled. “I see you approve huh?” She meowed, and then began to kneed the
carpet. He scooped her up, protecting her gravid belly. “Now now Missy, you
know better than that,” he admonished. He stroked her soft silky fur and then
set her down by the scratching post so he could start dinner.


He checked the video recording
before going to bed; the red head was definitely a looker. She had been wearing
a plaid long sleeve shirt, knotted in the front of her full figure. Tight
fitting blue jeans accented her figure. It looked like she was the sensible
one, wearing hiking boots. The rest of the troop had been wearing sneakers and
an assortment of ill suited garments.


They hadn’t been particularly
well armed either. A pair of hunting rifles, a shotgun, handgun, and a bow and
arrow. There had been a few crude spears, but they would be splinters against
the full fury of a Rex charge. He hoped they had made it okay. The red head had
seemed to be one of the leaders, she had tried to get them to abandon the kill,
but the others had not listened. It looked like one had even taken a pot shot
at the lead Rex during the retreat. Waste of ammo, that twenty two at that
range was more likely in the bush then in the beast. He snorted at his whimsy
then flipped the laptop and lights off and turned in for the night.


 


The next morning he sent the UAV
off north east to check for more granite and human sign. He wasn’t sure if the
transplanted humans were still were the aliens had left them; it would take a
pass with the longer ranged UAV or a trip up with the hummer to know for sure.
He set up the cement works, tapping the fire truck to pump more water to it, and
then ran lines and hoses power and hydrogen for power and fuel. The massive
graveler was set up, while the electric kilns were put up nearby. He had a GP
robot run loads of limestone to the first kiln, when it was full it will turn
on and cook the limestone down to calcium carbonate.


With the materials he had on hand
he could make Portland cement, but it would take up to a week to fully cure
with the accelerant he had on hand. There was accelerant that could do the job
in as little as ninety minutes, but he had no intention of playing race the
clock with concrete. The last thing he needed was a bad pour or a droid wearing
cement shoes.


He needed an aggregate like
granite to make concrete for the outdoor applications. He set the grader to
grade the landing strip, knowing it would need constant checking. Unlike the
other AI, the grader was the robot with the least amount of field testing and
development. Hidden stones would quickly befuddle the software into a sulking
lock up.


 


Two days of exploration had
yielded an outcrop of granite five kilometers north east, about a kilometer
away from the lake beyond. A trip there and back had yielded a bit of rubble,
and a couple pulled muscles. He needed the jack hammer rig to break the rock,
or explosives. Once he had it down to rubble he could transport it back to base
for further processing.


The idea of playing with Semtex
was tempting, but enough to make him break out into a cold sweat. He had no
experience with blowing up cells of rock and wasn’t sure how far shrapnel would
fly. Jackhammer it was then. Planning the expedition would take a day, he needed
to have a least two robots on security on site, robots to load the rock, one of
the mini skip loaders, along with the train of vehicles going back and forth.


The remainder of the rabbits had
given birth; there were quite a few fuzzy little things in the cages now. Cute
little things. It was going to be hard to cull them when the time came.
Fortunately there hadn’t been many stillborns to feed to the Cheetah.


Hera and the female cats and dogs
all drop their broods almost within the same day; he was a little annoyed that
Hera insisted on doing it under his bed. The constant mews of newborn kittens
were enough of an incentive to get the cave ready to be occupied.


Most of the rodents had also
given birth; the raccoons chittered a lot, dancing back and forth in the cages.
The tiny ones would grasp their paws out to reach things, and a few had begun
to explore the latched door to their cages with alarming interest.


The limestone cooking was going
well; he already had a pretty good supply of the calcium carbonate. He had done
a quick test with water, sand, clay, accelerant, and the calcium, the Portland
cement was still drying. If he planned it right he could pave some of the pot
holes in the cave floors, once he was sure he didn’t need to run cables or
plumbing through them of course.


In fact he might be able to get
away with using some of the feldspar and limestone as the aggregate, at least
for the time being. As the idea began to take shape he started to follow
through. He needed a runway for the long range UAV, so he might as well test it
out there. The grader beeped an error, so he trotted over to it and stepped
into take control. He used his Bluetooth as he drove, commanding the GP robots
to grind the limestone then set up the cement works for its first load. The
cement truck was turned on and brought over to the cement works.


He realized he needed a better
bed, so ordered some of the sand to be dumped behind the grader with the dump
truck and bobcat. Choreographing everything was quite a chore. He had to order
the roller out and over to the area, it would be needed to pack the sand down. Hopefully
it wasn’t too wet that it would muck things up. It was a bit alarming and
disconcerting to see just how much sand he went through just making the three
hundred meter long runway. It became obvious he would have to run out for more
sand quickly.


The AI reported the cement truck
filled just as he finished grading, he pulled the vehicle over to the hangar
and taxi area and set it to work on that area. The cement truck arrived; he
watched it warily as it dumped the first load on top of the sand. Two general
purpose robots were nearby, directing the chute and acting as a second set of
visuals. A second set were standing by with a long metal scree bar. The four
had just finished setting up the plastic form, a stack of plastic rails nearby
were for the rest of the forms.


He took a break for lunch,
pausing to check over the first pour. It was messy, and looked a little watery.
Getting a sandwich, he paused at the cement factory and dialed down the water
mix for the next batch. The cement was already pouring into the truck for the
second batch. He checked the screeing as he walked back to the landing field,
noting it was going okay, if slow. A pair of humans could have finished in half
the time. “Gotta use the tools I got,” he muttered. He looked over the robots
noting the spattered cement. “Command, all robots assigned to cement to hose
off every other hour,” he ordered. He sighed, and then pulled himself up the
ladder and into the grader.


When the sun came down it was
almost a relief, almost because he was dirty and tired, but not done. Stepping
up to the hummer, he led the bobcat and dump truck with double trailer load to
the sand embankment. It was dangerous he knew, he was tired and predators
lurked about. He watched from the cab of the hummer, tweaking the bobcat’s
movements from time to time as it filled the giant bins. The first truck
trundled off and the one of the tractors replaced it. It was towing the last of
the fertilizer trailers. The four other tractors behind it were each towing
small trailers. One by one they were filled and sent off. A donk on the other
end would tip the trailer to dump the load, and then reset it on its wheels.


He managed to watch two
revolutions before it became too dark and the robots were having many visual
faults. He called a halt, and then general retreat after the last vehicle was
loaded. Arriving back at base, he was glad to see that he now had enough sand
to pack the hangar taxi area, and maybe enough to complete the twelve
centimeter thick runway. Faults with the vision systems forced him to turn spot
lights on and direct them to the work area. Now that the pour was on he was
reluctant to stop, knowing it would take a week or so in this weather to harden
and fully cure. The cool night breeze was a concern; he was gambling a lot of
effort on Murphy not rearing its head.


Cradling a cup of coffee, he
watched as the robots worked. It took a bit of work to get things sorted out in
the dark, the sharp contrast of shadow and light was causing a few problems. It
sucked when he had to cut stress lines in by hand, it took a couple of tries to
get it right, and he knew he was messing things up a little as he went. After
five more loads he called a halt, the strip was complete, and he even had the
hangar and taxi area done. “Time for bed,” he yawned. “Computer, night routine
implement,” he said on his way to his motor home.


 


The next morning he took a walk
over to the edge of the strip. He tapped it with his hand, finding it was
pretty soupy. “Damn I hope this works,” he muttered. The UAV launched nearby,
he turned to watch it head off. He fingered the coffee cup gently, took a sip
as he watched the craft bank as it followed its programming. He had a crude map
of the surrounding thirty kilometers, but needed to find more. Iron was going
to be important soon.


Sure, when he started recycling
the damaged materials, packing materials, and unused flatbeds he would have
plenty of metal from the frames. The flat metal plates that made up the beds
were going to be used for various things. Some were already in use as roofing
for the animals. A few panels would be cut into doors, shelves, flooring, or
other useful things.


It was tempting to grade and pour
one of the permanent greenhouse sites, or the warehouse site, but he put it
off. Better to use the trencher to lie some of these cables underground and out
of the way. It was backbreaking work, he was glad the robot could do it. He
smiled wryly at the thought, and then saluted the trencher with the cup. The
thing looked like a giant chain saw on wheels and sure did a job tearing the
ground up. The bobcat and trucks were already out getting more sand. He had
found that they could handle the job with only minimal supervision during the
day.


He checked in with the Andy bots,
discovering that they had done a good job of clearing the rubble from most of
the accessible ground level chambers. He took a diamond saw to one of the
stalagmites, but soon found that without plenty of water for thermal relief and
lubrication it was not going to budge. He put the saw away and turned to the
sledge. A few good whacks at the tops knocked pieces down, and it did a smash
up job on the lower stalactites too. Wore him out pretty fast though.


 


Mid afternoon he checked on
things, finding the grader was doing okay, trucks were running convoys out and
back, and the trencher was done. He ordered the GP robots to push the cables
into the trenches, and then hook a dozer blade to one of the donks to have to
fill in the holes.


He checked the animals, finding
most were okay. The sheep, alpaca, and goats were a problem; they had clear cut
their entire pastures. He was forced to stop what he was doing and set up two
additional pastures for them, and then herd them to their new stomping grounds
with the collies. The sheep went with minimum fuss, but the goats were a
different story, one of the billies was none too happy about the collies and
kept charging and attacking them. It even charged one of the GP robots,
smacking into it before staggering off. Once that happened it was a bit more
docile and he got it into the pasture.


The dairy was running okay, he
had gone back over the manual and discovered keeping the works out in the open
wasn’t a bright idea a few days before during the last rain. He disconnected
the butter churner, and then had a donk relocate it to the stables. He wasn’t
going to get much butter anyway, the milk was starting to taper off, and some
of it was off color or smelled weird. Probably the alien grasses messing with
the digestion he thought and then sighed. He was going to need to set up a shed
over the current dairy center, and program a GP robot and donk to transfer milk
from it to the tanks inside the caves daily. Maybe program one to clean the
tanks every day too he thought, rubbing his chin. That reminded him, he was
going to need to set up the areas for the calves and kids soon and break out
the gear to take care of them.











Chapter 4


 


A week of hard work on other
projects and he judged the landing strip cured enough to use. The predator
drone was wheeled out of its pod by a donk, and then pulled to the apron. It
took an hour of work with the robots and a couple cuts on his hands to get the
wings mounted and all the final connections made. The wings were over ten
meters long, covered in solar panels on the top.


The body also had solar panels,
but only along the hump where the wings connected. The classic melon of the
nose was left alone; the sensitive electronics were too precious to be addled.
He used the command hummer to run the check sequence as a tanker robot filled
the hydrogen fuel cells.


The drone had a four hundred
fifty kilometer range, but with the solar panels and proper cruising it could
extend that range up to seven hundred kilometers. The ball under the nose
twisted and turned, the cameras zoomed in and out. Wing flaps pivoted up and
down, Rudders on the canted tail twisted back and forth in sync with the
ailerons.


When the drone reported flight
prep complete he programmed it to head out north twenty kilometers, then bank
east and return. He wasn’t going to take chances; he could do a couple test
flights before he was comfortable it was okay to fly. The drone taxied down to
the end of the runway, did a slow turn around then flared its flaps and took
off with a rumble.


“Damn that was cool,” he said and
sighed, and then looked for Max. Alarmed he spun around, and then heard a
whimper under the truck. Crouching down he took a look, and laughed. Max was
behind the tire, whimpering, ears flat tail tucked under him. “Didn’t like the
noise uh boy?” The dog crawled out and licked his face. He chuckled, got a face
full of tongue, and then the dog began to bounce a bit. He pulled the ball out
and tossed it, watching him run off at full speed.


He let the drone do one more test
flight and then set it to one hundred kilometers out north by north east, then
bank south fifty kilometers and return. Meanwhile he spent the afternoon using
the crane and robots to assemble the Quonset hut hangars.


That evening he checked the feed,
and noted orange and green painted rocks about ninety three kilometers out,
almost on the edge of the run. They were between a forest and a river. The
drone had then flown south, flying over forests until banking west for the
return leg. It had passed over a river, then a lake.


From the looked of the river and
panographic images the river was the same one that bordered the possible iron
deposit. The lake was fed by another river, the northern one he had seen
before, and drained down a series of small fell into a large canyon river. More
trees were south, and what looked like a series of mountain ranges.


The range of animal life was a
bit surprising; there were herds of the giant hammerhead creatures as well as
dinosaur and mammal herds. Each species group favored its own, he was curious
as to why. The hammerheads were the most numerous, but there seemed to be only
the two species, the giants and the ceratopsia. The dinosaurs were also a bit
uniform, two herds, one of sauropods, another was a mix bag of ceratopsia, what
looked like hadrosaurs, and a few therapods tossed in around the outer
perimeter.


It was weird seeing them, they
had headed bare like turkey vultures, but from the neck back they were covered
in feathers. The hadrosaurs had scaly legs from the knee down. The
struthiomimus looked like emus, but with long feather covered tails. They were
quite spectacular; high stepping in ran with a peacock like tail. He was amazed
to see a couple of what looked like Anklasaurs as well. They waddled along with
the rest of the herd, thrashing their bone tipped tails.


The mammal herds were quite
extensive, bison and aurochs mingled in one great herd north, but along the
southern lake he had spotted a mixed herd of animals, some he was stumped
about. A few looked like giraffe, but others were a varied lot of deer, and
even two woolly rhinos! The deer each had a wide assortment of horns, it made
for a mad view, like branches thrashing about. Probably a defensive form of
camouflage or visual confusion method he mused, and then shrugged.


Apparently his base was pinning
some of them there, they were skirting the northern river to keep away from
him. Or at least that was what he assumed; it could be that they were just
staying close to the river. The drone had even caught sight of the eastern Rex
family; they were snoozing camped out near another carcass in the sun.


 


The next week was spent expanding
the pastures, overseeing robots putting up fencing while also juggling his
growing list of chores. The farm robots were doing well, if slow. He had hoped
things would have been faster, but the design team had warned him it would be a
slow process.


After the sixth day of putting up
fencing he finished the gate and took a break to wipe his sweaty brow. It was a
bit warm, but the sky south west was ominously dark. He took a long look,
wishing he had had the time and power to set up the weather station. “Great,
just great,” he sighed, and then looked things over. This pasture will probably
be the last he was going to put up for a while.


The outer ring of pasture fencing
was chain link, three meters tall, topped with razor wire. When he had the
power it would also be electrified. Until then he was stuck with constant
patrols by the robots, eating into his power reserves immensely.


Three long days of constant rain
drove him into the cave. He was worried about the cement driveway; it had been
poured by the robots only two days before rains. Too much rain could turn it
into soup.


The first day of rain had allowed
him to catch up on much needed maintenance and spend some quality time with the
animals. But the urge to get more done had been overwhelming. He had finally
booted the auto cad program, loaded the blueprints of the cave, then had it
auto generate an architectural blueprints. He spent the evening going over
them, adjusting them till he was tired and his head pounded from eyestrain.


 


The next morning after breakfast
he just couldn’t stand it, he had to do something! He glanced out at the gloomy
sky. Hera had jumped onto the bed, waking him with purrs and a desire to be
petted. When the kittens insistently mewed for her attention she ignored them
for the moment. Far more important things were to be considered, like a
thorough petting.


One of the little fuzzballs
managed to climb the bed and get up to mom. Mitch could almost see her sigh in
resignation. He smiled slightly in amusement at the thought. The tiny tyke
mewed, ears almost flat, eyes almost closed. He chuckled.


“Buut mooooom. I’m hungry,” he
teased, and then laughed as Hera gave him a dirty look as she lapped at the
kitten's head. She settled down on her side with a resigned sigh, and the
kitten began to nurse. He started to scoot off the bed when the second, then
third kitten came up. When he got off, he watched bemused as the fourth just
managed to get up over the lip to join them. The fifth was a bit lost; he
scooped it up and set it down with its brothers and sisters.


He muttered at the sky as he
splashed through the rain and puddles to the cave entrance. He pulled the
precious laptop out of his coat, and set it down on a crate. Maintenance was
quick, as were the animal chores. By the time he was finished mucking out a
stall before a robot could get to it he firmly decided to get to work on the
cave interior.


The decision made, he began
ordering palettes of materials. GP robots and donks sprang into action,
splashing though the rain to gather the materials from the cargo trailers.


He started in the room he called
the hall; it would be the main foot entrance to the cave complex. The robots
had cleared the chamber of stalactites and stalagmites. The Andy robots had
even completed laying the beams for the walls and ceilings.


Running the piping for everything
was a bit of a chore, it took a lot longer than he had thought it would, which
was typical. Still the work was absorbing. Seven sets of pipes were run in the
ceiling and floor, one for water, one for air, one for heating and air
conditioning, one for sewer, two for electrical, one for the integrated heating
in the floor, and the final one was a fiber optic cable. The electrical pipes
were separate, one was the liquid nitrogen jacketed super conductor for the
main power buss, the other was the low power lines for lights, outlets,
speakers, fans, and such.


It felt good laying it out after
a while, when he got the first box in it finally felt like he was building a
home. He had been so wrapped up in being overwhelmed with chores and his to do
list, it really hadn’t sunken in until that moment. He sat back on his
haunches, looking up to the ceiling. The sound of an Andy laying out wiring and
piping brought him back.


They managed to get the first
room done by lunch. He took a break while the robots worked on the next hall,
laying out the materials for him. He ate a cheese sandwich, watching the rain
out of the cave mouth.


Back on the job, he made short
work of putting the pieces together. Now that he had the hang of it, and the
robots were adjusting, he could keep just behind them as they laid things out.
By the time he was finished gluing PVC, twisting wire ties, and soldering
plumbing the robots had finished the next room or hall and moved on to the next
area.


They were just running the wiring
to the boxes; he had no intention of hooking up the boxes until he had more
power. Well, maybe the led lights he mused as he fumbled the glue brush in the
spotlight. Having spotlights was getting to be a bit of a pain. They were his
main source of light further in though.


They were working in the
direction of the room he had designated as his quarters; he had decided to try
to get that area completed today. When the last wire was laid he stretched with
a groan, then looked over the work with satisfaction. He knew there were going
to be bugs and problems, and flesh and blood bugs, but once the things were
ironed out he could cement the floors and things would be protected. Also out
of the way he wryly thought as he tripped over a pipe and stumbled tiredly.
“Damn what time is it?” he asked rubbing the small of his back.


A nearby Mini-Me turned its head
to him and piped up, “The time is twenty seven twenty two,” its mechanical
voice echoed a little in the cavern. 


“Damn.” He stretched again and
then felt his belly rumble. “Time to eat and crash.” 


The robot paused, and cocked its
head. “Query, order not understood.” 


He gave it a look. “Disregard and
return to work.” The robot beeped and complied.


The Mini-me’s were shrimp
versions of the Andy robots, but lacked their more complex brains and hands.
The Andy robots had almost human hands, three fingers and a thumb. The Mini-me
robots had a thumb, index finger and the rest was a mitten. They were great for
light jobs, as well as fetching and carrying he thought but not very good
conversationalists. He groaned as he rolled his sore shoulders and headed to
the trailer.


 


The next morning he wolfed down
breakfast, and then charged through the wet to do his chores. The robots had
worked on into the night, following the plans; they had laid out the kitchen,
infirmary, and first bathroom. He was looking forward to the bathroom, finally
being able to take a shower in a full size shower.


He took the time to check things
over before he dived in. There were a few minor things to correct, and of
course he had to fudge a few areas to get things to work. The aluminum ducts
for the air ventilation was easy, as was the PVC for the water and sewer pipes.
The bathroom was his first stop, it was a bit more complex than he had first
thought, but once he had things set up he turned and ordered an Andy to have a
GP get the first bathroom pallet and bring it in.


While he waited he quickly
completed the connections in the hall to the garage. The door was framed out;
he would need to add it later. He checked the progress of the robots; they were
now in the south wing moving quickly. The storerooms would be easy; it did not
requiring plumbing, heat or sewer lines. The laundry area would though. It was
tempting to run the laundry lines right out the small opening and into the
pond, but he didn’t want to foul it with waste water.


A dripping wet and mud splattered
GP arrived with the pallet in the garage. He had it stop there, then after
seeing an Andy struggle to maneuver parts around the piping on the floor, he
decided he would have to carry it himself.


The top crate had the sink, light
and electrical fixtures and minor bits like shelves and racks. On one side
there was the toilet, a one gallon flush model. The tub was a stack of four
fiberglass panels with a plastic door. All the fixtures were wrapped in plastic
with directions as well. At the very bottom was a tank less water heater.


He would have to wait on the
toilet; it would have to rest on the floor once it was poured and cured. The
tub was something different however; it could go in on the rails laid out for
its base. The rails around it would allow him to attach the fiberglass to them.
He would need to caulk the inside seams carefully.


It took him a while to get it
sorted out; he had banged his fingers and scraped his hip before he was
finished. It was a bit crude, but he felt a surge of pleasure, knowing he was
getting there... if slowly.


 


He hurried through lunch, taking
bite from his MRE while flipping through the manual for the sink hook up. The
tankless water heater was rather neat; he had over thirty of them. Each was the
size of a small suitcase, but could provide unlimited hot water on demand.
Pipes arrayed like a radiator were inside the plastic box, along with
electrical heating devices and a lot of insulation.


Each of these boxes would allow
him to have hot water without having to run a lot of extra lines and insulation
all through the walls and floors. This one would service this bathroom as well
as the sinks in the planned nearby infirmary.


He checked the weather with a
look outside, it was just sprinkling, but the distant skies were still clouded
over. “Beware the ides of March,” he muttered, slapping his hat into his thigh
and then returning to work.


 


He came up for air sometime
around dinner time, or at least when his stomach refused to quit rumbling. The
bathroom hook up had gone in with only limited fuss. With that experience he
had knocked out the kitchen area, then the storerooms.


He took the time to splash
through the puddles to the mobile home. There was a small break in the storm,
allowing him to get there without getting totally drenched. He brushed the
water off in the entryway, letting the animals sniff him down in their usual
greetings. Hera and the kittens were pretty insistent; he petted her as he
nuked a meal in the microwave. “You’re going to love all the nooks and crannies
to explore once I am done huh?” he asked her as she purred. “Doing this for
your benefit huh?” he teased, tweaking her ears affectionately. She batted at
his hand, then at the nose of Max who insisted he had to have attention too.
Giving Max’s jowls a good rub; he picked up the hot meal and dug in.


After diner he watched the rain
for a bit, sitting in the back by the window. Hera was happy, occupying his lap
while Max gave the occasional suffering sigh of neglect on the floor at his
feet. The kittens were having a ball, playing with each other and Max’s
twitching tail.


Perhaps it was a good thing this
storm had hit; he was getting a bit more done on the home front. Concern for
the animals, crops, and cement was momentarily forgotten. It was good to get
into this, if he kept it up he might be able to move in once the storm cleared
and the floors dried.


Power and heat were going to be a
pain; he had the equipment, but had so much to do it was impossible to get to
them right now. He knew it was important, but he had too many balls to juggle.
If the storm held into the next week he might be able to survey the first
hydroelectric sites.


The next morning the morning
progress report had him concerned. One of the GP’s was down, it had broken down
outside late in the evening. He looked outside as he took the last sip from his
coffee. It was still gloomy with clouds, but no rain. Taking a chance, he left
his weather gear behind to splash to the robot.


One look made him swear. Rocks
and concrete dripped from its wheels. On the side of its head were the numerals
zero nine, the robot that had delivered the bathroom package. Obviously in his
haste he had not considered the weight of the robot over the still curing
concrete driveway. He gave a long suffering sigh, and then ordered another
robot to tow the stuck one to the courtyard area.


It took a lot of work with a
crowbar, hammer, and chisel to get the wheels and tracked unstuck. He finished
just as the first dropped of rain began to fall once more. Glaring at the sky,
he gave a rumble of frustration.


He pushed the robot into the hall
area, and then dug through the boxes, spooking an armadillo into a hasty
retreat. He found a spare drive motor, and swore under his breath as he pulled
the burned out one out and bolted the new one in.


When the rain began to pour a
short time later he sighed and stretched. The robot repair was complete, it ran
a diagnostic, reported all was okay, then shut down until he could get it out
to the charging station.


The Andy robots had completed the
layout of the first floor; he was amazed at the progress. It only took a few
hours to go behind them, making connections to wire the bedrooms. Once the easy
rooms were done he went back and finished the laundry area. He would have to
wait to get a pallet for each of the other bathrooms.


He checked the animals, and then
took a lunch break, flipping through an electrical manual while he watched the
rain. A spider rat startled him; the thing had no fear approaching him. One of
the Mini-Me robots chased it off. He was going to have to do something more
about pest control. He watched an armadillo come in and began to root around in
the corner.


The rain began to slow; he hoped
he would catch a break... At least long enough for him to check things outside.
A wet crunch in the corner made him turn. The armadillo was tossing its head
back and forth, crunching away at a thrashing scorpion. “Well, you're okay,”
Mitch said. The armadillo finished its meal and wandered off. He turned to look
outside. The sun began to peek out of the skies, lightning his mood a little.


After an hour of periodic stops
to check the weather he gave up and went outside. The rain had stopped, but the
weather had not cleared totally. Off in the south west above the line of
mountains he could still see darkness. He decided to chance it, ordered the
GP’s to fetch the bathroom pallets for the five remaining ground floor
bathrooms, then the kitchen gear. He made sure to route the damn thing around
the courtyard this time.


He took the command Hummer out to
the fields, dodging around the occasional pothole. Mud and muck splattered the truck,
but he was only interested in getting out to see how things had held up.


He checked the combine, finding
it sunk into the soil a bit, but okay. The fields were still a bit wet, but he
could see the sprouts of plants still poking up. He hoped he didn’t lose a lot
of fertilizer or seeds in that mess.


It would be a while before he
could set up the synthesizer for ammonia with the liquid hydrogen, nitrogen,
and argon he was getting from the water and air compressors. Fortunately the
fields he had planted were thick with nitrates and nitrogen. Hopefully it would
be enough; the Terran plants were fertilizer hogs.


The fence had a few holes; a few
poles had come down or were leaning down. They had been driven into the ground
over a meter, but a few had crossed dry shallow gulley’s... Which were not dry
or shallow any more. Water gushed through them, heading to the river nearby.
Concrete footings would be needed, as well as drainage ditches. He made a note
in the log. The perimeter was secure; one of the Ed’s was splattered with mud.
He checked the log, apparently it had fallen. The diagnostics on the machine
were green though. He knew he would have to clean it up and do a manual check
as soon as possible. He logged that too.


He got back to base just as the first
drops of rain began to fall once more. Ducking between pallets, he managed to
outrun the rain. Scowling a bit, he dug in and got to work.


 


That evening the rain was slow.
More of a fine mist then a full rain. The bathrooms and kitchen were all set up;
all he needed was to pour floors now. It was almost tempting to move into his
bedroom suite, it was a pair of long chambers up a slopping corridor. He had
decided not to pour a floor there, the piping ran along the outer walls, or
hung from straps in the ceiling.


Walls were made out of aluminum
strutted which would be covered in water resistant drywall later. Much later.
He had to get everything sorted out first.


After a bit of wrestling he
decided to wait it out. It was silly to move in, and then get stuck out once he
poured the floors. Better to wait and do the move all at once.


 


The next morning he took Max, who
was hyper and leaping with joy to the caves during a break in the storm. He had
to check the dairy; it was reporting it was full. The cows were mud splattered,
but okay. The dairy not so much.


One corner had sunk down, tipping
it. He had a GP to bring him some rocks to prop it up. He tried to shift it,
couldn’t, so he ordered a donk over to lift the machinery. The GP slipped the
rocks under the corner, and then the donk set it down. He judged it wasn’t
perfect, but it would work for now.


The tanks were full, but the
instruments reported the milk was off. He checked by taking a look and whiff.
“Woo wee! Yeah. I’d say so.” He had the GP run a waste line and dumped the
batch. He still had a lot of milk, enough to last until the calves were born
hopefully.


In fact, since he was stuck
waiting for the next storm, he decided to run through as many of the outdoor
chores as he could get away with, then do make some dairy products when the
rains started.


He couldn’t do much more inside,
he needed to use the crane to lift gear to the second floor, and with the muck
in the courtyard he wasn’t going to chance it now.


 


He managed to get a lot done,
repairing a leaky greenhouse, repairing some of the bent over fencing, even
turned down the hydrogen maker to conserve power. With the wet weather he had
only the diesel generators, four hydro-electric generators, and seven wind
turbines to rely on for power. The solar farm was only giving him a trickle of
power.


He even managed to finally get
the awning up for the mobile home. That would shelter the door side of the
vehicle, allowing him to access the laundry machine on the outside without
getting wet. He tossed a load of laundry in, setting the washer and dryer then
let it rip while he stepped into the camper for lunch.


 


After lunch he glanced at the
sky, and then got down to the barn to check on things. The animals were pretty
morose, being kept up in pens while it poured out sucked. Max bounded around,
even peed on one of the stable panels, making him wince. “MAX! Take that
outside!” He groaned, knowing it was futile. Max was not a purebred; he had a
quarter wolf in his gene pool. At least he was doing it outside; the camper
would stink to high heaven if he had done it inside.


The first dropped of rain made
him glance outside. Sure enough, the next storm was starting up again. He
sighed and walked to the dairy area to get it going.


 


Three hours later the renate was
off and running, the butter churner was chugging away, and he had a vat of milk
being homogenized and pasteurized. He had even gotten the ice cream maker
going, deciding he needed a treat. Getting the vanilla extract and sugar had
been an interesting rain soaked trip to the mobile home, but he had gotten it
done. Eggs were easy; he just picked a couple out of the hen house.


Most of his eggs were going to
feed some of the animals, he just didn’t eat that much eggs. Breakfast was more
of a cereal thing for him; he just didn’t like a big meal early in the morning.
The cats and dogs loved it. He even boiled a few and fed them to the cheetah,
they had batted them around like a ball before chomping them down.


A marmoset would have been fun,
but one heck of a handful. He loved the cheetah, lithe grace and shiny coats,
but wasn’t sure how well they would adapt here. He would have to wait and see.


The rain broke that evening, it
was almost a shock, and the sudden stop woke him from his sleep. He checked
outside, it took a while for him to sort out that it was the lack of rain that
had woken him, not something wrong.


 


The next morning dawned bright
and sunny. He checked the horizon, and was pleased to see only scattering
clouds. Hopefully he could finally get back on track. He let Max out for his
morning run; pooper scooped the cat’s litter box, then dug his laundry out of
the machine and tossed it on the bed.


He took his time with the outdoor
chores, reveling in the light. He even let the animals out to their pastures.
The dogs frolicked, bouncing around and chasing one another before he called
them to order. The cheetahs were put into their outdoor enclosure, and then he
dug into work.


He sighed as he took a long look
at the garage driveway. It had a track from where the GP had trudged through
it. It wasn’t too bad, still better than soft dirt, but that area would have to
be smoothed over and cleaned up once the water dried. The garage floor was
okay; it only had a few ruts in it.


He called Max to him and checked
inside. The robots had completed the layout of the second and third floor. He
was reluctant to go beyond the marked out areas though. He decided to wait on
doing something; it would make for another great rainy day project.


Max found an armadillo; with a
soft woof he nudged it, and then tried to play. He pawed at it, whining and
cocking his head back and forth. The creature chattered in annoyance and instinctively
rolled into a ball. He watched in amusement as Max cocked his head back and
forth, and then pawed at it... Then rolled it around with his snout. When he
became disinterested and turned to leave the armadillo slowly peeked, and then
chittered. Max turned back with sudden interest, the armadillo’s head
disappeared. “You spoke to soon mate,” Mitch laughed, watching Max study the
balled up creature intently.


Mitch ordered the robots to begin
laying out the forms to pour the back rooms, then work their way forward to the
door. He started them in the infirmary, having them do those areas then work
out to the garage. Tomorrow he would have them pour the bedroom areas, and then
work back to the kitchen and hall.


He checked periodically, but when
he realized he and Max were underfoot he called the dog to him and took off for
the truck. Max was reluctant to give up his playmate, but followed after the
second whistle with a woof. Max needed no prompting to jump into the truck.
Mitch sat on the seat, and then looked over to Max. “Ready I see?” Max was
pawing at the window, wanting to get his head out. He looked at the big paws
and sighed, noting the clods of mud dripping off. “I can’t take you anywhere
you dumb mutt,” Mitch sighed as he closed his door and lowered the windows.


A check of the perimeter found
three sections of fencing down. He would need to repair them, and soon. A
splatter covered CAT walked by, stepping with squishing sounds into the drying
muck. Max wasn’t happy about the robot, growling softly and jerking his head
back and forth. “Come on, it is just a robot,” Mitch said as he got out of the
truck.


“Danger! Hostile animal life form
detected!” the CAT said suddenly, making him turn. 


“Max stay!” Mitch barked. He
turned to the CAT to correct it, but it wasn’t facing the truck any more, it
was facing the wood line beyond the fallen fence. He took a look, didn’t see
anything, but reached in and grabbed the Bushmaster rifle.


A raptor came out of the wood
line, doing a slight dance then stopping to caw at the robot. Instinctively he
shouldered the rifle and flicked the safety off. The Raptor cawed again, and
out of the wood line a second and then third animal joined it. He flipped the
safety on, then reached into the truck and pulled out a grenade. Pulling the
pin, he waited a second then tossed it at the raptors. “Wanna play?” He got
into the truck hastily as they moved. One nudged the grenade, and then picked
it up. He ducked his head pushed Max's head down as he tried to cover his ears
with his arms just as the flash bang went off.


Max’s snarls turned to a yipe and
squeal of dismay. The Raptors were snarling and coughing. He took a peek,
seeing Max on the floor boards. Out over the dash and hood the raptors were
gone. He snorted. The CAT lingered for a moment, and then returned to patrol.
He noted the incident in the log, and then ordered a GP team to come out and
repair the fence.


Back at base, he had the donks
begin assembling the loads for the crane to lift to the second level. He took a
look after lunch, checking the area he kept thinking of as a courtyard, and
then he went up to the cave openings and looked them over once again. There was
one on the third level, it was over twenty meters wide, but had a low ceiling.


The second was the opening for the
waterfall. Water cascaded down the cliffs, forming three waterfalls along the
way. One was high up, above the flat top of the base. It meanders a bit around
some of the rocks in a channel it had been digging out for eons, and then fell
into the second floor cavern. Erosion he thought. The water pooled there a bit,
but it had two channels of escape, one leading out the face in the spectacular
display, the other a small slit like channel that led to the open chamber he
called the Great Hall. This poured through the floor into the subbasement
levels.


By adding the hydro electric
turbines, he could quadruple his power budget, allowing him to expand, and more
importantly to power the electric fence. Based on the robotic survey, he pulled
up the waterfall plans and played with them to refine them. By adding the
intakes and channeling them properly, he could house all four of the turbines
right in the pool room.


The problem was he would need to
somehow get to the roof and redirect the waterfall flow for a couple weeks. He
surveyed the ceiling, pursing his lips in thought. Rock climbing was one of his
least favorite things to do, right up there with bungee jumping and
parachuting. A fear of heights would do that to you the thought wryly.


Within the cave there were three
ways to access the ceiling above. The first was the giant opening chamber for
the waterfalls. Second was the giant opening for the Great Hall. The last was a
tight chimney shaft going from an isolated cell in the second level up through
the third and daylight. Each of these openings was going to have to be covered,
or at least the openings leading to the chambers will have to be. For now he
was stuck.


The waterfall was moving too fast
to chance standing on the edge and pulling equipment in. The lips around were
slick, he eyed it warily. “No, definitely had to redirect the water," he
sighed.


A security alert had him running
down the chambers to the ladder. “I hope this is a false alarm.” He muttered as
he slides down the ladder, not even pausing to look down. His fear of heights
forgotten.


Fumbling he pulled out his Bluetooth
and flipped it on. “Report,” he called.


“Hostile red class predators
designated raptors detected near pasture two,” the robot intoned mechanically.


“SHIT!” He hollered, running through
the chambers, jumping over piping then into the waiting truck.


“KITT take me there,” he ordered,
and then reached for the Bushmaster and a grenade. He pocketed two of the
grenades, checked the clip then checked the safety. He flipped up the laptop
then asked for a feed.


The jerky feed of a running CAT
came up, then the screen splits into three panels. One had the view of the
first CAT, running to the scene, while the second had an aerial view of the
area from a UAV, and the third had an ED. The ED jerked as it fired, attacking
the raptors from long range.


“Flash bang. One hundred meters,”
Mitch immediately ordered.


“Error, enemy out of range,” the
robot replied.


“Damn, fire anyway, one hundred
meters,” he ordered. 


“Affirmative,” the robot replied.
The robot's mortar chuffed a grenade which flashed momentarily blinding the
camera. The cattle were bawling in distress, running away from the predators
and sudden burst of light and sound.


“Stampede,” he muttered.
“Wonderfuckingful.” He checked the drone shot. The predators had scattered, two
were down, and a few were pulling back. The CAT arrived; its guns began to
puff, splattering one of the raptors, tearing it apart to dance in jerky
movements before falling. The other animals turn and break.


He arrived just as they retreat,
then warily he picked up the ED and followed. The raptors jumped through a
break in the fence, and then ran up the other side of the hillside gully to
disappear into the wood line. “Damn, definitely gotta fix that,” Mitch sighed.
“Report on animals.” He looked out at the tree line bail fully.


“Report error, please specify
particular designated species,” the AI responded. He sighed; patience was
something you needed in abundance when working with machines.


“Report cattle condition.”


“Accessing,” the AI replied.


He knew that the robots were
working, but with only the distributed net and skeleton Base AI it was going to
take a moment to access the radio tags on each of the animals and process the
data. “All animals accounted for. One moment. All are alive but in severe
distress. No animals outside of designated pasture.” Well that was a blessing
he mused, wondering how he had gotten so lucky.


Two GP robots arrived on the
scene; he deployed the ED to cover them. “A bit late fellas,” he muttered, and
then pitched in to get the fence back up.


“Animal distress reducing to
baseline levels,” the AI reported a half hour later. He nodded, huffing an
affirmative response as he moved the pole back up.


He checked anyway, noting some of
the cows still rolling their eyes in distress. They were pregnant, sides
bulging. He hoped this incident wouldn’t cause a miscarriage. They were the
meat cattle, he needed all of them.


On the way back he checked the
greenhouses, finding the first plants ready to go into the ground. “Great,
another thing to do,” he sighed, and then looked to the sky. “General order to
tractor two, plow..” He paused to check the map. “Farm vegetable plots 1a to
2d, and tree plots...” He checked the map, zoomed in and over to the right.
“Tree plots 1A and 1B.” The robotic tractor started with a mechanical grunt,
then pulled itself out of its mired parking spot and went to work.


“Report, two perimeter fence
breaches repaired,” he intoned for the log and then nodded. “Send assets to
third breach, and then check for additional breaches.” 


“Affirmative,” the AI responded
as it digested that order. Mitch sighed, and then flipped the Bluetooth off.


His right calf was cramping up,
he could feel the growing pain as he tried to massage it. He had run a bit
quicker than he was used to there, obviously he was spending too much time with
his hands, and not enough exercising. He sighed, massaging the lump as KITT
pulled the truck into up to the mobile home.


 


During dinner he pulled up the
aerial map of the area, and then zoomed into the cliff side. There was the
openings, he pulled up a cartography program, then dumped the aerial data into
it. It spat out a 3D map of the area. He noted the narrow gully, it might suit
his needed. If he redirected the water flow with some metal plates and rocks,
he could buy time to get into the pool chamber and get his turbines up.


 


The next morning he managed to
breeze through the chores, taking the time to check over each of the cattle for
injuries, before he checked the perimeter. KITT bounced him around the
perimeter, he checked for breaches, but found none. Satisfied, he marked the
areas that had been breached for further reinforcing. The robots reported the
second set of chambers ready for the pour, surprising him. With everything
going on yesterday and his preoccupation with the cliff climb he had forgotten
them.


He checked, the floors looked
good, at least the ones he could see from the garage mouth. It would take a
week to fully set up, so he had to go around to get to the Great Hall chamber.
He looked up, not thrilled about scaling it, but knowing it was going to be
necessary.


The plan was to survey the top
today, and see if he could maybe hoist some gear up with the portable winch. He
grumbled a bit, getting to the second floor area was easy, he had the ladder up
to the mouth, but from there he would have to rock climb the face up twenty
meters to the opening, and then run lines down so he could get down, or draw
gear up.


It was really too bad he couldn’t
get the cherry picker in here, if he could get it high enough then getting to
the roof would be as simple as flipping the up switch. He sighed, and then
checked the gear over once more.


Once he climbed the ladder he
felt the fear recede. As long as he didn’t dwell on it, and most
importantly, didn’t look down, he should be okay. There was a narrow lip
out from the edge, he attached a safety pin into a crevice, then linked his
harness in and scooted out, facing the rock face. “Here went nothing,” he
muttered, then attached a second pin.


It took him two hours, but he
managed to get up the twenty meters. Down would be one scary ride though. He
looked down from the lip, and then felt an urgent need to pee and stepped back.
Vertigo made him a bit dizzy. Did he really climb that? He kept thinking to
himself. He turned to look out east, noted the distant field of robots, cargo
containers and vehicles. “Yup,” he sighed, then pulled out the Bluetooth and
unwraps the line. “ANDY two get me the first package.” The robot standing by in
the chamber moved to the rope as he dropped one end down. He attached his end
with rock clips in a zig zag, and then looped it around a nearby boulder.


He instructed the robot to attach
the winch, and then pulled it up. He pinned this to the ground with rock pins,
then lowered the winch. It had a limited battery, so he supplemented it by
using the line to pull up other loads.


In an hour he had several
packages up. He looked over the rocks. Just above the channel behind him there
was a cell of rocks, obviously cut out with erosion. A hose was dropped into
the rushing river, and then he turned the pump on. He took the drill and
thumbed it on. Water gushed around the bit.


It took a while, but he managed
to drill a half a dozen strategic holes into the cells. From the engineering
program he had run, these should hopefully be enough to blast the rocks down
into the river, redirecting it into the Great hall temporarily. Six more holes
were required to open the passage to the gully leading to the hall. He wired
both to go off simultaneously.


He tamped down the last hole with
clay the robot had sent up just as the sun began to wane. “Damn, no kaboom
today I guess,” he sighed wearily, wiping his sweaty brow. The temperature
outside had been climbing over the past several months; a sure sign summer was
rapidly approaching. He finished wiring the explosives with a radio detonator,
checked the circuits, then lowered his gear and zipped down the line. He
ordered the robots to clear the chamber of gear, and then went off to clean up.











Chapter 5


 


The next morning he rushed
through his morning chores, checked over things, then pulled out the detonator.
He picked up the earplugs and stuck them in, then smiled. “Well, here went
nothing. FIRE IN THE HOLE,” he called flipping the safety up and pushing down
on the detonator button. With a resounding boom he heard the charges go off. A
moment, a heart stopping moment of quiet, and then he clearly heard the gushing
of water pouring into the chamber. He looked up to the top of the face. Smoke
and dust were still drifting off, and the waterfall was definitely slowing...
and finally down to a dribble. “Perfectumondo,” he sighed contented by how well
that had worked.


He let the water and dust settle
and went planting. It took a couple hours of back breaking bending, but he got
the three greenhouses cleared and new seeds to replace them in the racks. The
robots ran lines to each of the vegetable plots, as well as hoses out to the
fields. He ordered the robotic tractor to plow the next three fields, and then
did a perimeter check.


 


A quick bite of lunch led to a
check of the interior of the cave. He whistled in awe at the sight of the
waterfall in the Great Hall. It was huge, and breath taking. He glanced over to
the side where he had had the ladder. “Guess I am not going up that way,” he
observed as he snorted.


In the courtyard the cherry
picker and crane were waiting by the massive piles of gear. He sighed, and then
stepped into the basket. “Upsadaisy,” he said, thumbing the controls and
looking up.


Getting out of the basket and
into the chamber brought a heart stopping moment; he nearly slipped on the
slimy surface. A hasty grab to the rock face saved him, but it twisted his
wrist a bit, making it ache.


He checked the chamber and then
looked up to the open hole above. “Wow, what a hole!” He sighed, remembering
one of his favorite movies fondly. “Okay, where to start,” he murmured
thoughtfully. He turned, and then nodded. “Okay GP,” He looked down at the
scene below, then hastily stepped back as vertigo struck. Nope, definitely not
a good idea. “GP three attach the first load to the crane. When it is complete
crane lift it to my location.”


“Affirmative,” The robots replied
in unison.


It took a bit of work and coordination
to get the load up to the chamber opening. After trying verbal commands, he
gave up and pulled out the controls to guide the load in manually.


The first load was basic gear, a
crane system to attach to the face and roof with pitons to better winch up
materials. Next came forms for the concrete, then tools and rebar sections. The
rebar should be easy to put together, he had tried it on one of his job sites
as practice. The wire tie was bent around the junction and then twisted with a
motorized handle shaped tool with a hook on the end. Much simpler then welding
and longer lasting as well.


With the last load up, he took a
break then looked around as he ate a tasteless sandwich. He was going to need
more materials soon; he was almost out of bread. A baking session might be in
order tonight if he wasn’t too tired. He looked over to the portable cement
mixer and then groaned. “Shit.” He looked at the dripping opening. “Whoops,
forgot the water.” he sighed in frustration. He slapped at his though for a moment
and then ordered the robots to hook up a line and send up one end to him.


 


It took all afternoon to get the
crane finished and the first form up and rebar twist tied into place. The forms
would redirect the waterfall into the turbines, then out back into the pool
through sluice gates. Debris screens would be on top of the entrance holes, as
well as up on the bluff above. They would have to be cleaned regularly or
debris would pile up and clog things.


The temporary rail crane above
would lift heavy parts, and then slide them along the track before lowering
them into place. It would take a lot of work to muscle things in right and get
parts aligned properly.


The channel leading to the
waterfall in the Great Hall would be an emergency release valve. If during
spring thaw the water pressure became too much for the turbines to handle the
computer would open the valve chambers to allow some of the water into the
channel and to the Great Hall. It could also serve to aid in the air
conditioning during summer.


He started the first pour, and
then realized it was getting dark. Swearing, he ordered more lights up, then
continued the pour. “So much for playing baker,” he muttered, wiping sweat off
with the back of his arm.


He finished just as dawn warmed
the eastern horizon. He stood a meter back from the mouth of the open cavern,
admiring the view. Wearily he used the basket to get down, trudged tiredly
through his morning chores and then dropped into bed. “Just a couple hours,” he
muttered as he felt the cats cuddling against his side.


Blearily he woke, noting it was
dark out. He checked the log, noting that the robots had completed the interior
pours that were possible and were down in hibernation mode. The GP robots were
busy reinforcing the breach areas. A report that he was now low on clay made
him sigh. He ordered the robots out to the clay gully in the morning.


It was nice to stretch his abused
muscles, he petted an annoyed Hera, annoyed because he had abandoned her for so
long, then had returned to ignoring her as he slept like a log. In fact he had
felt her once climb over him and nudge him insistently, but had dismissed it.


Knowing he was awake she insisted
on a thorough petting, then feeding. Max whined to go out as he fed the cats,
scratching at the door. Sleepily he let Max out, and then stepped out. Shock at
the late hour woke him far more than coffee would. Damn, it was almost sundown!


He hurried through his chores,
checking over the repaired breaches, and then ate. He set up the first batch of
bread, leaving each batch in the fridge to rise slowly. He would bake them
tomorrow.


 


The next day he had a quick
shower, and then rushed into work. It was a pain doing the chores; he wanted to
get things over with so he could do the next pour. He had four water turbines
to install.


The forms filled in the pool
area; water from the first set of turbines would be directed out through a
second set of turbines and then into what remained of the pool. He brought up a
GP robot to help, and managed to get the next three pours done by mid day.


Cleaning up, he checked the
dough, punching them down, then kneading them and setting them up for the final
proof. He checked the perimeter, then the clay convoy. Everything was going okay;
four trips had been made, without any sign of animals or trouble. The whitish
clay looked good. One of the tractors was reporting a brake problem, he
switched it out with a fresh one, the logged it for later repair.


The sky south was a little dark,
he could see incoming clouds. He swore, knowing it could mean trouble. He had
planned to repair the potholes in the driveway, but was just too tired. He had
a robot do it, and then the GP up in the cave called, asking for directions. He
smiled, and then ordered it to hibernate for a couple hours while he baked.


 


Two days later he had finally
gotten the second and third portable water turbines up into the cave. One was
set up in the channel to the Great Hall, while the third was cemented into the
lip with its paddle wheel hanging over the edge into the air where the water
should flow.


The clouds were coming in; he
knew he was on borrowed time. The GP had been an asset helping bring in loads.
The turbine components were all in their bays, ready to be hooked up. Tarps
hung from pitons inside the cave, covering the cement in case of a sudden
downpour.


The farm robot had completed four
more fields, and two more vegetable fields. The dwarf corn, wheat, and sugar
cane would eat up a lot of resources for a while. He had been forced to tap the
pesticide tanks early, spraying the sugar cane field to rid it of some alien
pests. Fortunately all the rain had helped irrigate the fields.


He might have to move up the next
planting early to get them out. Robots had piled furniture, kitchen appliances,
and bathroom pallets near the entrance to the garage and entrance hall,
allowing him easy access to them in case of prolonged rain.


He really should check on the
people north of him, but the UAV had not found any further sign of them. It had
found a suspected iron deposit ninety kilometers north by North East however.
It would require a drive out to confirm it however.


He looked to the sky. It was
still cloudy, and the South Eastern sky was dark, sure sign of a storm on its
way. He checked the log. With the waterfall shut off he had cut off the bulk of
his hydrogen making, and his water turbine. The cloudy skies were making it
hard to power the robots, he had been forced to shut the Mini-Me’s down, and
hibernate the GP and Andy robots after dark. The Donks were also a problem,
they required hydrogen to supplement their electric batteries, and his hydrogen
reserves were at half level.


He needed to give the concrete at
least another week or two weeks to cure. He would have to scale back his
planning for now. Grimly he ordered the droids to hibernate. The war robots
were eating up a lot of energy, he ordered P one to guard the Northern gate,
and P two to guard the eastern one. Each CAT would patrol one kilometer
sections of the perimeter; the ED’s would stand down at strategic places and
only go active if called upon.


It would have been nice to use
the Crusher’s for patrol, but each of them had only the single full tank of
fuel and electrical charge. If he had an emergency, it was better to keep them
in as a reserve.


The farm robots would have to be
put on hold for now. The dairy was shut down; the animals had finally dried up
completely. Since he couldn’t pour concrete he decided to work on the barn
area.


A team of GP robots and a single
Donk tore apart empty cargo pods, and then hoisted up the top sides, and
bottoms to him and a GP robot. He used the cherry picker to attach a bar along
the face of the cliff; to this he attached one end of the panels. The other
would rest on metal blocks along the panels lined up as a wall. Eventually he
would need to break those pods down to use their materials.


From the inside he used wire
netting to cover the openings; they would allow air and light through, but not
much rain or debris. Or pest animals hopefully. With this area covered he
filled in the gaps on the top face with patch concrete, and then expanded the
stalls inside the new expanded barn.


He set up stallion boxes,
birthing stables, and a separate area for the rodents. The coons were a pain,
they were constantly moving about their cages as he moved them, grasping at his
clothes. They had been locked up for a while; hopefully he could get a room for
them soon. If they became too much of a handful he would be forced to release
them into the wild, something he was a little reluctant to do.


 


The next morning the sky was
definitely gloomy, dark and foreboding clouds blocked out the morning light.
“Yeah yeah,” he muttered, then got through his chores, checked the tarps one
last time, then dug into planting and reseeding.


The rain began as he was
finishing the second greenhouse. He swore, and then waited for a break before
sprinting though the puddles to the final greenhouse. He was sore; it was a pain
planting one plant at a time into the ground. Digging, plopping it in, pushing
soil over it... mind numbing to him.


The seeds were easier, but also
mind numbing. Just pluck a seed out, and plop it into a hole, cover with
fertilizer, then add the drip line. He had to be careful of his precious seeds,
making sure only one got into each hole. These were cabbage and celery.


When he finished he watched the
rain pound into the plastic sheeting. He was tempted to have KITT pull a truck
up, but decided against it. He just had to reserve his fuel. Wasting it because
he didn’t want to get wet well, that would be annoying if it bit him in the
arse later.


Sighing he trudged through the
break in the storm, feeling the clinging mist quickly dampen and then soak his
jacket, while mud splattered his jeans and boots.


He
took the time to clean up at the mobile home, had dinner, and then set another
batch of bread loaves to rising in the fridge before going to bed.


The next morning the rain was off
and on, so he kneaded and proofed the dough balls, then put on his gortex rain
gear and jogged to the cave.


He stripped off the gortex
inside, and then took a look around. He decided to do some wiring, maybe he
could even set up one of the bathrooms after chores.


The bathroom was easy, since he
had started the first, he only had to drop in the toilet seal, then the toilet
and hook up the lines and bolts. Ready to go. He did his master bathroom next,
then the laundry.


Each of the six laundry machines
were complete systems. A washer and dryer built into one single cube. They were
stacked two high, with front facing doors. He looked at the opening, out to the
cliff face. He would need to fill in the bottom around the plumbing, then add
some glass blocks for the top for natural lighting.


He took a break to finish the
baking, and a serious petting session with Hera and her four legged cohorts
before lunch.


 


After lunch he dug out the gear
for insulation. The insulation was blown in with a compressor, when it mixed
the binary resin it foamed, filling gaps and hopefully keeping critters out.
The mix had some nasty poison in it, anything that chewed on it would get sick
and die... or at least so he hoped.


He blew in his quarters, the
infirmary, bathrooms and bedrooms. The storerooms he left alone, they didn’t
need insulation. Nor did the laundry area. The drywall would have to wait. The
kitchen area was done, but he was a bit concerned about the rain. He would need
to fill that face in with the wall soon. The tarp he had hanging now was not
enough protection.


 


He took a diner break, then broke
out the lights and finished wiring the LED’s in the ceiling lights. The breaker
box was a bit of a pain, but once he had it going he felt the glow of
pleasure... and glow from the LED’s. It felt good having the room lit properly;
it was one more step closer to a permanent home.


 


The next day he was up early. The
chores were done in next to no time; no point checking the fields while it was
raining. He used the cameras in the security robots to check the perimeter. So
far so good, no major breaks. With most of the robots hibernating he had to do
the mucking out, but it was easy if smelly.


He tore into the lighting with a
vengeance, getting the other chambers wired and tested one by one. He even
managed to wire the cameras, speakers, microphones, and routers. The ceiling
would have to eventually be filled in with a false ceiling, but he didn’t have
the materials or time now.


After lunch he decided to work on
the kitchen wall, framing out the door, then twist tying rebar and steel struts
to form the basic shape. It would have to be poured in sections, one at a time
once the rains stopped.


After much inner debate he set
the last portable generator up in the Great Hall. Setting it up under the waterfall
was dangerous, but it worked. Power was partially restored, allowing him to
power up a few of the Andy robots to move plastic wrapped furniture to his
quarters and the bedrooms. Before going to bed he had them hibernate.


The next day dawned brightly,
with only patchy clouds. He let the animals out. With animal versions of
“Hallelujah!” they rushed out the gates to the pastures. He chuckled and
checked the perimeter, then fields and greenhouses.


It was still too wet out to get
much done, so he launched the UAV and sent it due north. He wasn’t sure what he
would find, but knew it was past time to check.


 


Just over sixty kilometers north
the UAV beeped. He took a look at the feed while he set the form he had been
working on down. He had been setting up the forms for the doors, an annoying
and finicky process of leveling things. The UAV screen was a bit jumpy; he
played with the focus until he had a better view.


The camp was unmistakable. Also
not in a good place. He sighed in annoyance. It looked like they camped in the
wallow between two hills, right smack dab in the middle of a game trail. It was
a bit flooded too; he could see people using buckets to bail water and mud.


There were battered vehicles
parked around the perimeter. Wood and metal formed an improvised palisade. Some
of the vehicles were pretty smashed up; a couple were even turned over.
Obviously none had fuel any more.


The huts were hovels, jury rigged
affairs with tarps, tents, blankets, pieces of wood and other things. Piles of
furniture were stacked near the center bonfire. He felt a little guilty about
not finding these people sooner.


Judging by the thermal imagery he
counted seventy people, most of them seemed to be women or young. The men were
most likely out hunting he thought. One of the kids looked up and pointed to
the drone. An adult, from the look and build a female cracked a whip sending
the kid scurrying. Displeasure and anger coursed through his body suddenly.


The woman looked up at the UAV;
he waggled the wings back and forth. She seemed to glare, almost jumping out at
him. She was standing there, coiling the whip and just glaring up at him. He
sighed. “Nice lady...NOT.”


He pointed the robotic plane
North, did a spiral around the village, and then it flew out to the East. He
wasn’t sure they had seen it when it approached, but for some reason he wasn’t
comfortable leading them back here to him.


He set a plan in motion to take a
visit out the next day. He would take a couple care packages, maybe some of his
homemade bread, trade goods, and cheese. Some survival manuals too come to
think of it.


The next morning he was off,
jumping into the truck with Max. He had strapped on an armored vest, and his
usual sidearm shoulder holsters. A second Hummer followed him out; this one
carried an ED robot, just in case things turned ugly.


The trip was bouncy, he was wary
of animals, but felt a growing thrill of excitement. It had been to long since
he had had human contact. He recognized the need for social interaction. He
petted Max, who still had his head out the window. He flicked his eyes to the
tablet racked on the center console, yes the cameras were recording. Good.


He pulled up out of sight of
their gate, and then ordered the security hummer to hang back there. When it
parked he stepped on the gas to round the copse of trees screening him and
pulled up to the makeshift gate, startling the guard.


She was a bit wary, clutching at
her spear. Another woman came out of a nearby shack, did a double take at his
presence and wave, and then whistled. Women, teens and children looked up and
came running from all directions.


When he got out of the truck the
group was hostile, mostly women and teens or preteens, with three children
under seven. He sighed. He spotted the raven haired woman with the whip; she
was dressed in leather from head to toe. She even had a leather duster coat on.
He reached up and turned his Bluetooth on, then shouldered the strap to the
Bushmaster rifle.


He checked the safety just as the
woman arrived. The guard was wary giving him the eye of a practiced veteran. He
gave her a nod, and then turned to the woman. “What do you want?” she demanded.



He gave her a small bow. “Ma’am,
my name is Mitchell Chambers, I am new here, just checking in with my
neighbors. You are the leader here?” He was fighting to be polite, noting her
hostility, as well as the hostility of some in the crowd.


Many have puckered faces, some
from hunger, Illness, and some from anger. He sighed mentally. “I am Mistress Tabitha,
leader of this village,” she said haughtily, shaking her hair out, hands on her
hips. He turned to her. She was truly imposing, flowing black hair, sculpted
eyebrows, and black leather.


“Well Ma’am...” he began.


A curt “Mistress.” from her made
him pause.


“Okay, Mistress, as I was saying,
I am just being neighborly.” 


A murmur in the crowd began, he
picked up a few phrases like “We don’t need any trouble, we don’t need his kind
here, not another mouth to feed, does he have food.” He turned to the group.


“Folks, I am not coming to stay,
as I was telling your leader,” He indicated the woman with a waving gesture. “I
am just checking in.” He bent into the truck and let Max out. Max came out, and
at his quiet heel sat next to him. He pulled out a box, and handed it to the
nearest woman. “I figured I should bring a gift since we are new neighbors,” he
said politely. The brunet woman took the box with a disgusted look, but opened
it and cried in surprise as her astonished green eyes registered the contents.


“Holy cow! MRE’s!” She looked
down then up at the mistress, and then back to Mitch. He nodded.


“Yes Ma’am,” he said. A child
came up to him and pulled on his trousers. He looked down, and felt his heart
tug at seeing a gaunt little boy, maybe five or six, wearing rags. What the
hell were these people doing to their kids? He thought with barely suppressed
rage.


“Well, hello, who are you?” he
asked, modulating his tone to keep it soft and not spook the lad. He reached
into his pocket and pulled out an energy bar. He had stocked his pockets with
them before leaving, now glad he had. He handed it to the boy, who fumbled it
then tore into it.


“My name is Billy,” the little
boy replied. A woman called to him. Mitch tossed another bar to the kid, who
fumbled the catch. He picked it up, gave a scared look to the Mistress, and
then scampered off into the crowd.


The red head came out of the
crowd. She was still wearing a tattered jeans and a flannel long sleeve plaid
shirt, with what looked like a stethoscope peaking out of the front pocket.
“Hi,” Mitch said. He held out his hand. She shook it. “My name is Mitch
Chambers. You look like the local Doc,” he observed with a hint of smile. She
nodded.


“You will address yourself to
me,” the mistress said haughtily. He turned noted the short haired brunette
standing next to the mistress.


Max growled softly. One of the
women tightened her grip on her spear. “Quiet,” Mitch softly told the dog. He
reached into the truck window and pulled out another care package and handed it
to the Doctor.


“I said you are to address me,”
the raven haired witch said coldly. He turned, quirks an eye at her haughty pose,
lilting chin.


“And what exactly would you like
me to say?” he asked, turned and pulling another package out. Doc handed the
first to a teenager, and then fumbled the block of cheese. He looked at the
mistress. “I made this cheese a couple weeks ago, so it hasn’t fully aged.” He
shrugged as a murmur of interest spread through the group. The brunette glared
about her and the murmur faded into sheepish silence.


“As I was saying,” he looked
around. “The cheese is pretty fresh, and I am still getting used to making it,
so I am not sure about the quality.” A sneer passed on the brunette. He flicked
a glance to her, then pulled out a paramedic bag and handed it to the doctor.
Her eyes flared at the sight of the Red Cross on its back. “It should at least
provide some nutritional value however.” 


Beside him the Doc murmured.
“Thanks, but you better go, she is dangerous.” He gave a small nod.


He didn’t take his eyes off the
mistress as he reached into the truck and pulled out another bag from the back...
“I thought you would like some fresh bread to go with the cheese,” he said as
he shrugged and handed it to the doctor.


“I should be going; I have a bit
of a drive and evening feeding in a couple hours,” he said, raising his voice
to the crowd. The murmur began again. “I have a few more packages and some
survival gear here if some of you folks want it,” he said, looking about him
for any takers. He looked to the Doc. She gave him a look, and then warily
watched the Mistress. He stepped back to the rear of the Hummer flipped off the
cargo net and started handing out stuff to Doc who handed it off to others.


“You will find another med kit,
some fishing gear, water treatment tablets, manuals, and a map of the area in
there Doc,” he murmured to her. He handed her a jar. “Multivitamins,” he said.
She nodded.


He buttoned up the netting and
watched some of the crowd leaving with the gear. He sighed at the set faces of
the rest. Not a single thank you or anything. “Don’t blame them; they have had
a rough time,” Doc murmured, taking the last package and holding it to her
chest. A child cried in the background. 


Mitch nodded as he shut the
hatch. “Guess I will be going then. Nice to meet all of you,” He got into the
truck. “Max heel!” Max gave one more glare to the mistress and then turned to
jump over his lap into the passenger seat.


“See you around,” he said waved
and reversed. “Fools,” he muttered as he did a three point U turn and
retreated. He could hear the brunette almost cheering as he left. He checked
the rear view mirror and saw her giving him a one finger salute. Nice neighbors
he thought with a pang.


 


On the return trip he dictated
some notes of his impressions, making sure he remembered that they were forming
around a matriarch society, with a possible bad history with males. His mouth
puckered in distaste as he noted that caution was advised.


He sighed. “Note a high
concentration of women in village. Very few males, most males present were
teenagers or younger.” He watched a herd moving into his path. “The Northern
village...” He paused in thought. “Designate Amazon Village,” he said and then
stopped himself and snorted. “They seem to be suffering classic nutritional
deficiency. From appearance they may also have some members infected with
Clipto Sporidia, or an alien equivalent.” He finished the log and then sighed.


 


When he came up to a herd he had
the trucks pull over. Carefully he pulled out the Barrett, made sure he was
using standard rounds, and then climbed through the rooftop hatch to aim. He
took a hadrosaur behind its right flank, it dropped. The remaining herd began
to honk, turned away from him. Just for the hell of it he shot another, this
time a juvenile. It staggered for a few steps, and then dropped with an
anguished cry.


“ED perimeter detail,” he called,
and then checked the area as he reloaded the rifle, then switched it for the
Bushmaster. The robot took up position nearby, turned on its hips from time to
time.


“KITT pull both vehicles up to
the first kill.” The trucks lurched, and then drove side by side to the kill.
It took a bit of grisly work to gut and toss the offal, then winch the carcass
on top of the security truck. The second juvenile was easier, smaller it had a
slightly different crest, but not as much mass.


Mitch took a moment to look over
the feathered covered creatures. From the ankle down they were bare skin like
the books and museums had it, but the rest of the body was covered in feathers.
The muzzle was more beak then muzzle, tipped with horn. A peacock array of
colored feathers was on the back of the neck. “Going to have a hell of a time
plucking this over sized chicken,” he muttered, grunting as he pulled it up. He
was going to need the extra protein, more for the cheetah to supplement their
diet then for himself.


He finished cinching the second
one to the roof of his back up hummer and was climbing in when the brush off to
his right started to shake. “Warning, Hostile class red predators detected,”
the ED said turning it's torso to the threat. Hastily he got in, and then
ordered ED to load up.


Mitch watched as one Rex, then
another came out of the trees. Softly they growled, turned their heads back and
forth. Their nostrils flared, sucking in the scent of blood. “Scavenging
obviously. Biggest damn turkey vulture I have ever seen though,” Mitch observed
softly as he pulled out. One of the animals looked up and roared, it took some
steps after him.


He thought he was going to have
to order ED to shoot it until it turned its head to see one of the juveniles
greedily sucking up the offal. With a roar it turned, then chased off the
juvenile to take over the spoils. “Get away, stage right,” Mitch snorted,
putting words to action.











Chapter 6


 


Days go by and he didn’t think
about the Amazon village. He completed the entrances, even hung the doors. The
kitchen entrance will need something different, either a ramp or a drawbridge,
or both.


He had been forced to do the
change over after seven days. The lower caverns had flooded, right up to the
rim of the Great Hall floor before he had returned the flow back to normal.
Getting things sorted out had been a race.


It had been a wet, almost back
breaking and sometimes terrifying experience to redirect the water back to the
exterior waterfalls. Now that its natural course had returned it was turning
the turbines beautifully. He now had enough power for the entire base.


 


Setting up the sewer processing
center had been a smelly job but someone had to do it, he thought to himself
with a smile. There had been a few leaks, but eventually everything had been
ironed out. Now the sewage from the base would flow through tubes to the
processing plant to be either fed to the tilapia or processed into fertilizer.
The waste water was partially cleaned, then dumped downstream or sprayed over
the compost piles.


He checked the iron deposit,
finding a good supply easily on hand. He took a truck load back with him to
feed to the factory. Right now all it could supply would be rebar until he
could find other metals for alloys.


He spent several days taking the
six hummers out with trailers, moving equipment, a mini skip loader, and
robots, while bringing back loads of raw ore. The smelters were going to go
through it fast though, He mused darkly. The slag would just have to be dumped.


 


A week later he encountered a
group of hunters under attack by a raptor pack while on his way back to the
iron deposit. The pack had them treed, circling the tree and leaping menacingly
at them from below. Mitch knew it was only a matter of time before someone fell
or a Raptor caught a dangling leg. A flash bang drove them off. “You ladies
need a lift?” he called up to the tree as he pulled up.


One by one five women made their
way down the tree. They dusted themselves off, warily looking around them. A
blond had her mouth open, and was wiggling her fingers in her ears. “Sorry
about that,” he called, loudly. He noted the red headed Doctor behind the
woman.


The red headed woman shook his
hand and introduced herself as they climbed in. Her name was Sandra O’Connell,
Doctor O’Connell, or Doc OCK to her so called friends. She gave the snickering
girls a dirty look. “Was that your drone?” she asked.


Mitch nodded. “Yes Ma’am, I put
it up to do some exploring.” 


“Thanks for that, you saved our
bacon.” 


“Well at least the deer, and most
likely your hide,” he teased. She snorted, lips puckering in a not quite smile.


“He probably sicked them on us,”
one of the women muttered darkly. “You’re from the government?” she asked
suspiciously.


Mitch turned to her. “No ma’am,
and no, I didn’t lead the Rexes to you. A bit of the other way around, they led
me to you,” he said. Doc nodded thoughtfully. “When I spotted the Rex pack I
noticed they were stalking something, which led me to you,” Mitch explained.
Some of the girls nodded, the doubters quieted.


“I am sorry about that last
visit,” Doc sighed. “We haven’t had it easy the past couple months.” 


He nodded. “Oh, there are some
MRE’s, drinks, and some sandwiches in the cooler here if you ladies are
hungry,” he said. He patted the small fridge behind the rifle rack. Doc needed
no more urging, digging in. She sat back in the passenger seat to unwrap the
sandwich. One by one the other ladies pulled out a sandwich or MRE.


“So, what’s up Doc?” he asked
chuckled as she coughed with the sandwich. She gave him a glare. 


“Sorry, couldn’t resist,” he said
with a grin. 


She sighed. “Well, we were
planted down in that little spot and haven’t moved, it has been one problem
after another,” she said and patted her chest. She sighed in frustration and
took another bite.


Three of the other women help Doc
take turns sketching in their past four months. He found it interesting, and a
bit frustrating.


“We were doing okay, but some of
the guys were a bit aggressive,” Doc mumbled.


“Too aggressive?” He dodged
around a rock.


“Aggressive? You call raping Lisa
a little too aggressive?” the quiet woman in the back suddenly screeched, eyes
flashing.


“Damn, I didn’t know. Is she
okay?” Mitch asked, looking at the woman through the rear view mirror.


“She is none of your god damn
business,” the woman ground out. 


He sighed. “I hope you punished
the guy.” He gave her a look. The girl nodded curtly, curling her lip.


“You could say that,” Doc said,
looking green, and then turned away.


He noted a small herd of wompi
deer being spooked out of the brush. “Hang on a sec, here,” he said. He pulled
up, and then pulled out the Barrett. Doc looked up concerned, but then hushed
the others as she watched him roll down his window and aim at the nearest deer.
“Quiet now, cover your ears,” he ordered. The bark of the rifle was sharp, the
bite of the bullet even more so. The deer went down in a shower of gore. “Not
much left for meat, but I don’t have a hunting rifle small enough not to do
that much damage,” he said. He sighted again and caught a buck as it leapt in
retreat.


Two of the women got out, and
rushed to the kills. He shrugged. “I guess you’re a bit hungry.”


He looked to Doc, who nodded.
“Yeah, we have been getting a lot of meat, and not much of a balanced diet.”


He sighed. “I was afraid of
that,” he said. She nodded, eyes troubled...


The women came back with the
carcasses; he had them toss them into the back of the truck. As they entered
the path to return to their home, a voice in the back asked “How come you still
have fuel?” He looked in the mirror. The little red headed girl was asking.


“My vehicles do not run on gas.”
he explained. He pointed to the partially covered solar panels on the roof with
his free hand. “I swapped all my vehicles to run on hybrid electric,” he said.
She nodded thoughtfully digesting that little tidbit.


The angry doubter snorted. “That
is just delaying the inevitable,” she said snidely.


He looked at her. “What do you
mean?” 


“Once you’re out of gas your
truck won’t run very far,” she said, lifting her nose at him. 


He shook his head. “Miss I don’t
use gas. This is an electric hybrid. It runs on electricity or hydrogen. I have
an electrolysis machine back at base that keeps all my vehicles topped off.” 


“Where is your dog?” The little
freckled red head asked, changing the subject. He welcomed the change; he was
getting uncomfortable and annoyed with the doubter. He didn't care for
pessimists and skeptics.


“Max? Oh, I left him back at
base. He was getting to be a handful each time I stopped. He wanted to go off
chasing stuff.” He snorted.


 “Oh,” she said in a small voice.
“I am Cassie by the way, Cassie O’Donnell,” she said introducing herself. 


He looked at her, and then at
Doc. “I thought I saw a family resemblance. Younger sister?” 


Doc snorted. “No, the little
hellion is my daughter,” she said. She watched the path.


He nodded. “Good to know.”


They pulled up to the gate and
piled out. The ladies got the deer, holding them up to the gathering crowd. The
mistress and brunette came quickly. Trying to hustle in leather probably chafed
Mitch thought in amusement and then snorted. The brunette was trying to walk
dignified, head high, chest out, like she was on parade. The fast pace of her
counterpart spoiled it however.


He found they were still doing
poorly. The kids were doing bad, he handed out a couple MRE’s and then decided
it was time to leave when the dominatrix swelled up angrily as she got closer.
The brunette caught up, almost out of breath. Not enough for her to keep from
ranting he noted sadly.


A religious woman with her, a new
priestess he noted. Seeing the priestess made his heart sink, she had sunken
cheeks of hunger, but her eyes burned with the eyes of a fanatic. Great, a
zealot to get everyone to toe the line.


“Just dropping your folks off,
they seemed to need a hand,” Mitch said, waving an airy hand. Cassie and the
Doc nodded, murmuring thanks to him. 


One of the guards got a whispered
briefing from one of the other huntresses, and then turned. “Thanks for the
meat umm... Mitch?” He nodded. It seemed like getting anything out of some of
these women was like pulling teeth.


“No problem, I thought you could
use it,” he replied. Doc nodded but her eyes said to get out of dodge. He
pulled out an MRE case and dropped it at Doc’s feet. “Hope this helps too.” He
gave her a look. She nodded.


The ranting from the priestess
was picking up steam, more than he can ignore. He turned to her, temper
flaring. “Miss, I don’t know you, can you tell me what your problem with me is?
Perhaps we got off on the wrong foot.” He cocked his head, watching her and the
mistress. The crowd around them quieted.


“Go about your business. Nothing
for you to see here,” the mistress called to the crowd, tossing her head back
to the village but never taking her smoldering eyes off of him. When the crowd
dispersed she glared at the lingering Doctor. “I thought I told you to stay in
the village?” she demanded. She was angry, hands on her hips.


“I took a hunting party out,” Doc
shrugged, clearly defiant.


“You know the laws; you are not
to leave the village without permission!” The fanatic ranted, hands on her
hips, jutting out her chin.


Doc gave her a dirty look. “Oh
put a sock in it Diane. I was trying to get food.” 


The fanatic’s nostrils flared,
eyes bulging. “You...” 


The mistress cut her off with a flick
of her wrist. “You may go now Doctor.” Doc reluctantly gave Mitch a look, and
then picked up the case. “You will leave that at my hut for distribution.” The
mistress called over her shoulder. Doc’s shoulders stiffened.


He cocked his head at the two women.
“Ladies.” He opened the driver side door.


“We do not need your kind here!”
the fanatic snarled, strutting up to him.


“And what kind is that miss um...
Diane is it?” he asked. He realized it was more fun to be polite and watch her
rant. Being polite just made her look more and more stupid to him and to others
secretly watching and listening.


She glared. “Men,” she snarled.
She spat on his chest. He gave her a long look, coldly staring into her eyes as
his hand rested on the butt of his pistol. It took her a moment for her to
react to the implied threat, he felt cold amusement as her eyes widened in
sudden fear and then she warily stepped back. He sighed. “No problem then,” he
said simply. He got into the truck, and pulled off.


 


Seven weeks later and spring was
now in full bloom. It was taking a bit longer than he had thought it would, he
wasn’t sure if the planet had a longer solar rotation then Earth’s did. It was
heating up though; already it was eighty out on average. For all he knew it
could already be summer. He hoped not, he still had a lot to do.


Reluctantly he culled the first
rabbit and broiler generation, keeping three of the bucks and all the does, but
the remaining bucks were one by one stunned with a stick. At first he was
nauseated by the idea, let alone cutting them open and removing the offal. It
was one thing to kill an animal while out hunting, quite another to kill
something he had raised literally from birth.


After the third he decided to try
the dead rabbit as is with one of the cheetah. Fur, offal, and all. After all,
in the wild they have to deal with it when they make a kill he reasons.


He tossed it into the pen through
the food chute as the cheetah paced back and forth. They needed their own run
he reminded himself wearily. The cheetah chirruped questioningly, and then
started to play with the dead rabbit. After it sank its teeth into it then it
was all business, growling and tearing into it. He watched for a moment, and
then shrugged. “To each his own,” he said and followed words with action,
tossing each cheetah a dead buck.


He decided to wait on culling the
other nine bucks, keeping them in a separate hutches until he needed them.
Feeding one per cheetah every other day should help a little. The three he
dressed out he skinned, tossed the skin in the composter, and then cut the meat
up and cooled it. The offal had been fed to the cheetah. The book directions
were pretty good, explaining step by step how to take care of everything, from
birth to slaughter. He blessed the foresight of getting it, and taking the
survival class that required him to slaughter his own meat. It was still gross
though.


The first generation of broilers
were doing great; he had kept a quarter of the roosters. The remainder had been
slaughtered. Removing the feathers had been tricky and messy, but necessary.
His larder was slowly filling up.


The chicks were coming regularly
now; he had switched half the layers and broiler hens to laying fertilized eggs
with the judicious visits by the local roosters. The incubators were kept
running full time. Now he had hundreds of cute fuzzy downed chicks chirping
under sun lamps in boxes and crates. With luck he should have a good next
generation to expand, as well as plenty for later slaughter.


He was a bit concerned about
tuberculosis, according to the books it was a major problem with chickens and
cross contamination. All of the animals he had brought over were vaccinated for
TB, Tetanus, and everything else they could think of, but they could still be
carriers. He had only a finite supply of the vaccines in storage as well.


The geese were laying too, a few
had hatched eggs. The turkey’s were a different story, a bit harder to hatch,
only a few survived. They required constant monitoring, and the damn things
were just too stupid. He had to repeatedly show them where the water was, and
one had somehow found a way to drown in the water tank.


One had been squished in a corner
when its cluster had a panic attack; the bodies had gone to the cheetah. He had
slipped a plastic sheet into the corner to try to round the edge, but they
found other ways to get into trouble. Only a dozen chicks were left, the hens
had stopped laying too. He wasn’t sure about having many more Thanksgiving
turkey dinners in the future.


He had even made the first
harvests, carrots, peas, tomatoes, and others were harvested and stockpiled.
Seeds were replanted. Tomato, strawberries, cucumbers, and other plants were
everywhere; he had hung them in buckets upside down early on, now he had
waterfalls of plants he picked over daily for fresh food. The MRE’s were rarely
used now.


He had made the move into the
cave; it was much roomier, if a bit gloomy. He put the cats and dogs up in the
bedroom wing. He even had a mushroom closet going on the second floor. Most of the
mushrooms would be used to feed the pigs. He only needed a few for a couple
meals anyway.


The base was shaping up; he was
finished with the first planting, and had even poured the cement for the
courtyard, as well as the footings and bases for the giant greenhouses. The
first was almost ready for assembly.


Getting the servers up to the
second level had been an interesting challenge. It had taken a lot of work to
get them broken down into small enough packages to carry up the spiral stairs
the Andy robots had assembled. Two more stairs were planned, one in a nearby
chamber between the Great Hall and the barns, and another in the bedroom wing
leading to the isolated chamber and then the chimney shaft.


Getting the central AI net up and
running was a simple plug and play experience, taking only an hour to get
everything up and booting. Once POST was completed he had it integrate the
network, running diagnostics and checking for errors.


The base AI was a voice address
system networked into all the robots, vehicles, and surveillance systems. With
it up he noted a rapid jump in robot productivity. That allowed him to return
his attention to the base expansion. He turned one of the store rooms into a
walk in refrigeration chamber. It had been a tricky affair, but after going
through the manual a half a million times he got it sorted out. Whoever wrote
the manual must have written the ones for electronics, totally incomprehensible
he mused.


He was amused and deeply
satisfied when the first raptor had tested the perimeter fence to find it a
shocking experience. A few others had tried their luck, now they avoided it
whenever they came out of the tree line. So much the better.


He had deliberately kept the
fence at least ten meters from the nearest trees. This would give him clear
fire lanes and avoid anything trying to climb over or fly over the fence. With
those residual wings, he wasn’t sure if those raptors could glide, and wasn’t
in the mood to find out the hard way.


A marathon session of setting up
the small greenhouses before a storm hit had him exhausted and dragging for
days. It was painful to move by the time he was done, and taking a tepid shower
had been an ear splitting occurrence. The water hitting the new welding burn on
his forearm had hurt like hell.


 


Mitch crashed in bed that night,
totally exhausted. In the middle of night he felt something crawling on him.
Something prodded him awake; it took his sleepy mind a moment to process what
he saw, a scorpion bug crawling over him. It stopped. Fearful but aware sudden
movement was bad in this situation he stilled. An armadillo rat attacked it
from out of the darkeness. He jumped up, staying on the bed as more of the
scorpions were on the floor. The armadillo rat finished one, and then munched
another. The stingers bounced off its shell with scratching sounds. The others
retreated under the bed. The rat followed, and the occasional wet crunching
sound was heard. His head swam with stress and adrenaline for a moment. Mitch
got down off the bed and carefully checked the area, then decided it was
definitely time to fumigate.


He thought about giving a couple
of the animals to Doc. It would help them out, especially if he sent over a few
chicks, or a couple puppies... But the attitude of some of the women, and their
desperate straits made him reconsider that. They would most likely eat the
animals, cutting down on his planned breeding schedule without as much as a
thank you. He felt bad for the kids though.


 


A few days later on his way back
from the iron mine he encountered a battered teenage boy being hunted by a
group of women. The brown haired sunburned kid hid in the truck, ducking down
into the seat as they drove off. It turned out the half naked teenage boy was a
scarred kid, covered in welts and bruises. He was wearing only a breach clout
and leather choker. He told Mitch his name was Brian before the jostling of the
truck lulled him into falling into exhausted asleep.


He was an escaped slave from the
village of women Mitch realized. Mitch cut off the collar, fed and treats kid
and then took him back to base. He returned to the village after hearing his
story, angry, wearing body armor, and armed. The kid came too, cringing at the
sight of the women but he held onto a borrowed rifle Mitch had given to him.
Mitch had two trucks follow, each with a war robot.


When he pulled up to the gate he
got out, with a curt word he told the teen to wait in the car. The ED stepped
off the back of the truck, scaring the guard into hastily backing up from her
challenge. He gave her a long look then walked into the village center.


In the village he spotted a boy
hiding and pointed to him. The kid came over reluctantly. It was the boy named
Billy he recognized, but he was now wearing a breech cloth and a tight leather
collar matching Brian's. Angry Mitch asked if he wanted to stay, the little boy
hid face and shook his head no. “Go get your gear then,” Mitch gently told the
boy. Billy beamed up at him briefly and then rushed off.


Soon boys came running. A teenage
female came to stop him, but a wave of his rifle and a look at his set angry
face after he saw another beaten kid made her hastily back off with threats to
tell the dominatrix.


Diane the priestess showed up and
seemed pissed, immediately going into a rant but keeping a wary distance from
him. He gave the brunette a long dirty look. “Frankly lady I don’t give a damn
what you want.” One of the kids giggled at this. A pair of women approached the
car on the other side. He looked over to them and then back to the priestess.
“Just consider me social services, or a concerned citizen,” he snarled to her,
meeting glare for glare as he ushered the kids into the truck.


He warned her if another child
was beaten the dominatrix would regret it. All the boys loaded up. Two orphaned
girls came too in the bustle of bodies, as well as two women ladened with bags.
He asked if they participated in the beatings, the boys confirmed that the
ladies tried to protect them. Janet and Anne joined the group. The hummer was
full; every seat was doing double duty.


Before leaving the compound Mitch
asked Brian if that was all of the boys. Brian did a head count and then
nodded, glaring at Diane. He was nervous but defiant, clutching at the rifle.
Even the insanity of the priestess was pierced by the young man's indignant
rage. Mitch got them out before the kid lost it.


“Clown car,” Mitch muttered. He
took them back to base; they were awed by sight of all the gear. He gruffly
warned them they wouldn’t be playing video games, they would have to do chores
and go to school.


One teen smiled and said he;
“Never thought he would ever want to go back to school till he heard that.”
Everyone laughed at that. There was a lot of tension busting in that laughter
Mitch realized.


Mitch told them they will work
out a system, and school will be practical material. A boy barely 12 heartily
agreed to that. 


“I think I am in love.” One of
the women commented.


“Awe, you just like me because I
have hot showers and chocolate,” Mitch teased with a look her way.


“CHOCOLATE?” Janet cried eyes wide.


“Hot showers?” came from Anne. He
laughed, waving them inside.


 


They took turns in the showers
and bathrooms, Anne hissed in sympathy over cuts and welts, the boys were
relieved at getting the leather chokers off. The chokers had been soaked in
water and shrunk, slowly choking them. If they back talked the Dominatrix or
Priestess would splash water on the leather. The kids piled out of the baths
tired but happy and finally gloriously clean. Mitch had them dress in coveralls
the robots dug out of storage while their rags were put in the wash. He doubted
they were worth saving.


The tentative hopeful smiles were
almost more than he could bear; he knew what hell those kids have probably been
through. “I am sorry about the clothes, best I can do until we get yours sorted
out,” he said again. He waved his hand as a robot brought the laundry to the
laundry mat.


“I am sure we can get things
sorted out soon enough,” Janet replied before she left to take her turn in the
shower.


He had them sit at the table as
he finished a quick dinner of spaghetti with meatballs with garlic bread. Anne
and Janet come out of their showers last; Anne had a towel wrapped around her
head and another around her body. Janet tousled her long wet hair with her
towel, wearing her shirt and no bottom. She sniffed appreciatively. “You cook?”
she asked. 


He grinned. “But of course,” he
responded with a fake French accent. Some of the kids giggled. She snorted. “I
have MRE’s, cans of food, and stuff in the freezer and pantry if I am in a
hurry though.” He warned her, and then smiled as she ducked her head and
ruffles her damp hair. 


“I thought I would never get
clean again! Thank you!”


“Where is the chocolate?” Janet
asked as she looked up.


He shook his spoon at her. “No
desert until you eat your entire dinner lady,” he mocked her. She gave him a
quelling look at his tease, but the kids were giggling and she couldn’t hold
the look for long.


Janet chuckled and then gave a
token sigh of surrender. “If you insist...” Anne smiled.


The garlic bread was a big hit,
so big he had to bake a second loaf. Janet looked concerned but he waved it
off. “I have over two tons of bread flour left, and the first crop of dwarf
wheat should be coming in within the next two months,” he explained. She looked
amazed, and then nodded.


As the general mayhem of dinner
wore down Anne sniffed the air appreciatively and then smiled. “Is
that...brownies?” she asked. She looked at Mitch hopefully. Janet looked up,
and then gave him a look. The kids were enthused.


He chuckled. “Yeah. I threw a
batch in. There is also some fresh vanilla ice cream.” It took a bit of
jostling and of course some oohs from his audience as he pulled the brownies
out and tested them. A few minutes to let them cool allowed him to fetch the
ice cream and bowls and Janet to police the dirty dishes from dinner.


“It will be a while before the
cacao trees mature, so what is on hand will have to be rationed carefully,” he
informed them, and then took a bite.


“Caccaa?” One of the kids asked,
wrinkling his nose while the other kids giggled.


“Chocolate tree dear,” Janet
replied, pointed back to his dish.


“Oh okay, for a minute there I
thought he said Cacca as in poop,” the lad replied with a straight face. The
giggling started again.


Mitch started to respond, stopped
to swallow and then tried again. “When I first got here I set up small
greenhouses. The third greenhouse has tropical plants that will take a long
time to grow, like the chocolate. Also coffee, lemons, rubber, tea, nuts, vanilla,
and other useful things,” he explained. 


Anne looked up interest.
“Coffee?” He shrugged.


Mitch wrinkled his nose. “Yeah, I
don’t do mornings.”


Anne snorted. “Neither does she.”
She pointed her thumb at Janet. 


Janet chuckled. “Ain’t that the
truth?”


Mitch ordered an Andy to unwrap
and set up the mattresses for the new crew. The kids were tired but amazed,
awed by the technology. Once they got used to the robots they found them
amusing. The armadillos had them intrigued. Janet lent him a hand loading the
dishwasher, then hustled the kids off to wash up.


Fed and bathed and de-loused the
kids settled into bed with the occasional yawn. Anne, Brian, Vance, and Janet
stayed up with him and told him about village over another brownie and a cup of
milk. “At first it was okay, I mean we had a lot of people but we weren’t
getting organized,” Janet started, then the four of the started to gush out the
story, taking the lead from time to time.


“One by one the men would go out
in hunting parties and not return. It was hard, and the ones that did come back
didn’t bring back much,” Janet said quietly and then looked down at her drink
as Anne took the lead.


“At first we were okay, we had
some supplies, and a few people even had survival packs,” Anne said. Mitch
nodded. “But the food ran out pretty quickly with so many mouths to feed. There
were over a hundred people, many of them kids who couldn’t work much, and of
course couldn't hunt.”


“When only Charlie, Harold, and
Jim were left Mistress Tabitha and Priestess Diane began sermons about the
evils of men every time they left. Rumors that they would abandon us, or that
they were saving the best food for themselves were brooded about a few times,”
Anne said darkly.


“Harold and Jim went out a couple
weeks ago on their own after Tabitha refused to allow them to bring the
remaining rifles. They never came back,” Janet said quietly as she continued to
look down. Mitch looked on, face clouding.


“You know something don’t you,”
Janet asked, eyes begging the answer, face dreading it.


He sighed. “Yeah. One of them was
attacked by raptors about four and a half kilometers north.” His face grew
bleak as Janet gave him a searching look and then she looked down again as she
realized his answer to her unspoken question. “I’m sorry. I didn’t make it to
him in time,” Mitch said softly. Anne nodded.


Brian sighed. “He almost didn’t
make it to me,” the lad said. Anne patted his hand. He shied away. A fleeting
look of hurt crossed her features before she suppressed it.


“With them gone Tabitha stepped
up her rhetoric. A few people believed her; some went along with the flow.” She
gave Brian a guilty glance. “Some of us just kept our heads down and did
nothing,” Janet said and then sighed as she looked up. “We were just trying to
survive.” Mitch nodded. “Charlie went out with a hunting party led by Tabitha
after they had a big row. They said a cat got him,” Janet said.


Brian looked angry. “Cat hell, I
saw his body. He was shot in the back,” he snarled. Anne looked shocked, Janet
didn’t.


Janet gushed out a sigh shaking
her head in mourning and anger. “I should have known. Should have known.”


Anne and Janet asked how he could
afford everything. He told them he had won the lotto. “Wow, you paid for all
this after winning the lotto? How much did you win?” Anne asked.


He coughed in his hand “Um...
twenty two times.” 


“Twenty two million? You bought
all this with twenty two million?”  Anne asked in disbelief.


“Um no... I won twenty two
times. There was also some stock investments and businesses involved too,”
Mitch replied, sounding a bit embarrassed by his good fortune. 


She looked at him. “You're
telling us you won the lottery twenty two TIMES? That is impossible!” Janet had
her mouth open and a glazed look in her eyes.


Mitch snorted. “As impossible as
being transported by squid aliens to another planet?” 


Janet closed her mouth with a
clop. “He has a point,” she finally admitted. She looked to Anne and shrugged.
“So you’re a psychic?” she asked, turning back to him.


Mitch squirmed a little and then
shrugged. “Yeah, I get feelings once and a while. I am really good with
numbers. Though I could never get my taxes right,” he sighed theatrically, the
girls, Brian, and Vance chuckled.


Janet nodded. “Yeah. I am glad.”
Mitch chuckled. Anne and Brian shrugged.


“I get déjà vu moments from time
to time, but they aren’t very helpful,” he admitted and then shrugged.


“No mind reading, tarot card
reading...etc?” Anne asked warily. He looked at her and gave her a twisted
smile.


“I wish! Mind reading would be
nice in theory, but in practice? Imagine being in a room of people with that
ability,” he said. She winced.


“What do you mean?” Brian asked. 


Anne turned to him. “It would be
like everyone would be talking at once, plus their voices talking... and
surrounding people... Yeah I can see it wouldn’t be all that great.” 


Mitch chuckled. “Yeah. No super
cape, no super powers.” Vance, Brian, and Janet nodded, Anne looked relieved.


“Don’t worry about the
dominatrix; I think she and I need to have a little chat tomorrow,” Mitch said
firmly. Janet and Anne look alarmed at the look in his eye and set of his jaw.


Brain looked wary, and then he
too got the look as well. “Yeah, I wanna see this,” he said. He gave a short
choppy nod.


“We’ll wear body armor, and I
think I’ll just bring along another mechanical friend as a deterrent,” Mitch
said. Anne looked at him her face begged the question. “Robot. War robot, one
of the robots I brought today.” She paled a little and then saw Brian’s face as
he nodded.


 


The next morning after breakfast
he led them on a quick tour. “Careful of the alpaca, they spit,” he warned the
twelve year old Wayne, who promptly got spat on. 


“Ew gross!” the kid said and
wiped at the luger, and then got a set face and started to hack to retaliate.
Janet ushered him away before he could retaliate. Anne chuckled.


They were all amazed at the
animals and gear, the robots have the adults a little leery at first, but when
he explained how much they have done and how they make things so much easier
they relented.


He got Anne and Janet to have the
kids do some simple chores while he returned to the village with an armed
Brian. At the entrance he pulled up and encountered the dominatrix. She had her
hands on her hips, dominant pose, with her coiled whip on hip. He angrily
addressed her, passing on his warning.


When he turned his back to leave
she uncoiled the whip and struck his back. Mitch turned and growled. When she
went to strike again, he raised his arm and the whip wrapped around it
painfully. He grabbed it and yanked hard, pulling it out of her hand and her
off balance. He advanced on her, punched her hard in the gut, making her drop
gasping into the dirt. He pulled her up by the collar and hair to look in her
eyes, she tried to kick and scratch and he tossed her away.


The huntresses arrived and
threatened him. The ED robot stepped off the back of the truck and they backed
down warily. He looked them over and then tossed the whip into a nearby fire.
“I said my peace. You wanna live this way that is fine. Beat or mistreat a kid
again and you will regret it.” He yanked the driver’s door open and got
in the truck. The robot panned across the group, and then got back onto the
rear. He gave the red headed woman a look. The doctor bit her lip and ducked
his gaze. He peeled out as he left.


 


Back at base, one of the first
things Janet and Anne tentatively ask for were materials for Feminine Hygiene.
He hid a smile and told them there were three crates with re-usable materials
for that very purpose. “Oh thank God. You’re a saint!” Anne told him. Wayne
looked at him quizzically.


“Lets just put it this way, you
don’t want to know,” Mitch commented.


 


When Brian came running in the
next day whooping that a foal had been born it turned into a three ring circus
for everyone to go see. Janet wiped her hands on her apron and followed along
the herd.


Herds of animals passed what he
had designated the Eastern wall, those that do come close skirted the fence.
Vance had been learning how to use the construction equipment with Wayne while
he had been gone. Together with a robot for security they have begun to dig a
three meter wide trench along each of the four kilometer long sides of the base
perimeter. They had left one area on each side as a road entrance to the gates.
Eventually the base would expand into the full territory.


 


With more mouths to feed and
support he decided to quadruple the planting. The farm robots swung back into
action. The kids were awed by the sight of the machines trundling along in the
fields. Walter an eleven year old eagerly volunteered to oversee the robots.
Janet gave a reluctant Mitch a wink and a nod. He left the planting in their
hands.


One of the last crops planted was
a genetically engineered cotton crop. They almost missed the window, narrowly
getting the crop in before it rained.


 


Mitch was heading to his office a
few days later when he heard a skittering in the tunnel ahead. A grey lizard
came running around the corner, high stepping it on its hind legs with its tail
straight up in the air like a flag pole. It flew by him without a look, running
for its wretched little life.


A sound at the corner made him
look up; a pair of cats skittered into a spin rounding the corner, and righted
themselves before they then took off after the lizard. He chuckled, then
flattened himself against the wall as a pack of kids come barreling around the
corner in hot pursuit as well. “Carry on,” he chuckled, giving the departing
brats a jaunty salute.











Chapter 7


 


In late spring, just after the
last sheep dropped her kid, they sheered the sheep, goats, and alpaca. Brian
was concerned about hurting them, but Janet, having grown up on a farm
explained it was okay. “They will grow back their coats pretty quick. If we are
lucky we might get another sheering out of them before we have to leave them
for winter,” she explained. Brian nodded while he wiped sweat from his brow.
“Besides,” Janet smiled, “Wait till we have to castrate the pigs, cows, and
horses.” 


“Castrate?!” Brian looked up in
alarm and then to Mitch who nodded.


“Yeah, male animals are only good
for some jobs, or breeding more animals,” Mitch agreed gruffly.


“Like some male humans,” Janet
cracked softly. He ignored her. That joke was in poor taste considering what
the Amazons had just gone through.


“See, if we don’t geld that’s the
gentle term for castration by the way, if we don’t geld males we do not want
for breeding, they can re-enter the gene pool and cause problems,” Mitch
explained patiently. Brian cocked his head in thought. “It also fattens them
up,” Mitch added. He gave her a look. “When they are no longer looking to
reproduce their bodies put on weight. We use that to fatten them up for later
slaughter.” Brian nodded in understanding, still mute though. 


“We also geld to make them more
controllable, like stallions or bulls into oxen or steers,” Janet teased,
shooting a look to Mitch.


“They are a lot more docile after
getting gelded,” Mitch agreed between sheering strokes.


“I would be too,” Brian muttered.


Janet wrinkled her nose at him.
“Yeah, you lucked out that the bitch hadn’t gotten that far.” 


Brian whitened for a moment; his
knuckles turn white as he clenched the railing. Slowly he loosened up. “Yeah,”
he said darkly. “Yeah she would have,” Brian growled. 


Mitch pushed a bahing yew down
nearby. “Hey you two, let’s get this done. Lot more to do today, instead a
sitting there jawing, let’s get this over with,” he said gruffly. Brian jumped
to obey.


 


Over the next several months he
and his new group got to know each other as they rushed into the spring farming
chores and finished setting up the base. The cave had expanded explosively,
filling out into a castle. Openings were covered over (except for screened
vents, doors, or windows) the two openings in the roof were covered with two of
the geodesic domes. One had a pie shaped area left over for an elevator shaft.
They covered it with tarps.


He found a small salt deposit
directly south along the same chain of mountains his base was nestled against.
The deposit was on the other side of a forest and river, so a bit of a drive,
but the samples he and Vance had gathered proved it was perfect for their
growing manufacturing and farming needs.


The kids had settled in with only
a few minor behavior issues. They were good kids, cowed a bit by what had
happened. A few still had nightmares, a couple missed their parents, but the
women were doing a good job taking care of them.


The hummer crested the low hill
and parked under a tree. Off in the distance below the herds were taking turned
at the watering hole. Brian watched, looking out over the herds of
struthiomimus, protoceratops, and hadrosaurs. “They seemed to be nesting.” he
commented, taking a look through the glasses. “Yeah, that’s what it looks like.
A struthiomimus is getting up it has a mound of eggs under it.”


Janet was in the back seat.
“Damn, those would make one heck of an omelet.”


Mitch snorted. “I doubt it, they
are probably all fertilized.” 


Janet sighed. “Still, it would be
one heck of a meal.”


Brian smiled. “So which ones are
we going to go for?” 


Mitch looked over the herd. “The
solitary males if possible. We’ll hit the single bar.” He looked through his
glasses.


“How can you tell which is
which?” Brian asked, looking down at the laptop in his lap.


Mitch took his glasses down and
pointed. “The short ones with the green and brown are the females. The males
are the dark ones with the racing stripes and cockatoo headdress and peacock
tails,” he explained patiently. Brian looked. 


Janet cleared her throat. “How
can you tell?”


“Well, females in nature are
normally the primary care givers. The males are the defenders and providers,”
Mitch explained as he pointed. “See how that male is chasing off a scavenger?” 


She looked, and then brought up
her glasses. “Yeah. I see them. It is pecking at it with its beak.” 


Mitch nodded. “The female’s color
scheme is designed to blend into the bush to hide it from predators.” 


Janet gave a grunt of
acknowledgment of that point. “Yeah, well, the male can afford to leave the
nest because the female is there. Look over there,” Mitch continued on further.
He pointed to the left. “You see what that male is doing?” 


She looked in the indicated
direction. “Yeah, he is bringing the female grasses and plants.” 


Brian looked as well. “Yeah,
okay, so he is feeding her so she doesn’t have to move off the nest and expose
it to the egg thieves,” Mitch said as the lad nodded.


“Yeah.” Brian looked down at the
laptop. “They don’t look like the pictures from Earth though.”


 Janet snorted. “Remember, all
they had were fossils and some skin to go by.”


Brian nodded. “Yeah, but these
have beaks like birds, and shorter stubbier tails then the picture. They look
almost like emus or those cassowary birds,” he said as another member of their
hunting party jostled him to get a better look. Pete looked excitedly through
his glasses.


“I count... ten, no twenty males
off to the left resting under the tree. Can you pick them off?” He was excited
and itching to try his hand with the rifle.


“Maybe, but once we kill one the
others will stampede,” Mitch replied, studying the group. 


Pete groaned a little. “But they
are laying down under the tree, we get maybe two or three right?” he asked
hopefully. Mitch made a grunting affirmative, studying the image.


They had a trailer hitched to the
back of the hummer, and a CAT robot on it. Pete was looking forward to making
his first kill, but not thrilled about having to gut it. Janet had insisted,
ramming through that little provision to dampen the fun of it. He sighed impatiently.
Mitch studied the herd.


The protoceratops were nesting in
their own circle, near one edge. Males were sparing with each other, much like
Terran bulls or rams did. They were butting heads, making loud honking calls,
and threat displays. It looked weird, like feathery four legged chickens with
crests.


The struthiomimus therapods were
almost emu or ostrich in design. Or vise versa he thought wryly. The front
wings were still arms with claws though.


“Hey I thought they were
herbivores!” Janet exclaimed in surprise, zooming into the water. Hastily the
human males checked out what she was looking at. “Down by the edge of the
water, closer to us,” she directed the others as they looked around for what
she had seen. It took a minute; the struthiomimus was bent over doing
something. When he came up Mitch realized he had a fish in his mouth.


Mitch grunted. “It looks like
they might be omnivores. A lot can change in sixty five million years.”


“Huh,” Pete grunted. They watched
another male struthiomimus splashing in the water with his front legs and
beaked head. He came up empty, dripping water. He shook the wet out, and then
fluffed his feathers. The first ducked past a couple thieves and then raced to
its mate and nest.


They watched as it carefully fed
the fish to the female. “Huh. Good parenting and partnership skills,” Janet
commented.


“Yeah, that is why I don’t mind
bumping off some of the bachelors,” Mitch commented.


“Oh. Good point,” she replied.


The hadrosaurs were giving the
occasional trumpeting cry. Their head crests were flushed with color. Only part
of it and the muzzle was visible, much of the head was covered in feathery down
or primitive feathers. A few sported some outrageous plumage. The more numerous
ones have a more dappled pattern, tans with spots of white like a Terran fawn.


“So we are going for the
struthiomimus bachelors?” Pete asked, anxious.


“Yes, and if possible one or two
of the protoceratops. I think that will be it for the day though,” Mitch
replied. Pete nodded. Softly Mitch ordered the CAT out, and nearby to keep an
eye on the perimeter. He opened the roof hatch, Janet handed him the rifle.


The wind was coming from the
South East, so they were upwind of the herd. He sighted the bachelors, finding
them three hundred twenty meters away. He picked out five. It would nice to get
all of them, but he knew once the first went down, it would be a mad scramble.
He waited for the wind to stop for a moment, and then sighed. A twitch on the
trigger was all it took.


The loud bark of the rifle had
the Hadrosaurs honking in distress and looking around. Mitch tuned it all out
and focused on the targets.


The first twitched, and then its
head dropped. Other heads began to look up in alarm. Quickly he lined up on the
second; put a bullet in behind the right elbow. He switched to the third. It
was getting up; he had a momentary flash of movement. He took the shot; it hit
the left leg making the animal stagger, then fall.


It bawled in the dust, kicking
its good leg and thrashing around. Alarmed the others started to get up, trying
to get away from the invisible killer in their midst. The fourth target ducked
behind a tree, but another followed it a little too slow, he picked it off
hitting it just under the forearm. He twisted back to the others, but they were
off and scattering in a flurry of grass and plumage. The third was still
thrashing though. A single bullet put it down for good though. “Good shooting,”
Pete commented.


Mitch looked up from the scope,
watched as the other animals were panicking. The females looked up once, and
then ducked down, covering the eggs. The mated males were dancing about, they
moved away from the bachelor area in alarm. Hadrosaurs that had been drinking
further down were stampeding into the water and then they turned and rushed out
and further south away from the scent of blood.


“It looks like the fighting has
stopped with the protoceratops,” Janet observed. She passed up his binoculars.
Mitch clicked the safety on the rifle, then gently set it down and took the
glasses as he pulled one ear plug out. He looked through the lenses, noting
that the protoceratops were instinctively facing the kill area, tails together,
fanning out into a circular formation. He checked to make sure the cameras
built into each set of the binoculars were recording, they were.


“Pete,” he called down softly.


“Yeah?” Pete asked hopefully.


“Come up here,” Mitch ordered
quietly. He could feel the hummer moving a little, and then Pete jostled him a
bit as he pulled his head and torso through the hatch. Mitch took another look
at the protoceratops, and then handed the rifle to Pete. Pete followed his
training, checking the safety, clip and bolt.


“Go for the wounded male, off to
the right and away from the others,” Mitch instructed.


Pete took a look through the
scope. “Why that one? Why not a healthy one?” he asked.


“Because, that one just lost the
fight, and has been culled by the herd. We can just make it official,” Mitch
explained. It was predator logic; go for the sick, weak, and old. Pete sighed
and lines up the sights. His first shot went in low and to the left.


The animal started, bawling in
fright at the sound and sudden explosion of rocks near it. It started to limp
away, and then tried to turn for the safety of the herd. That was another
reason Mitch had pointed it out as the target, it couldn't get away very fast.
“Higher. Remember to adjust for the wind and the movement of the animal,” Mitch
instructed softly. Pete moved the barrel up slightly, and then tracked the
protoceratops. When it exposed its chest with a bawling call he sighed and
squeezed the trigger. The bark and recoil made him wince. The protoceratops on
the other end dropped.


Mitch patted the lad's shoulder.
“Good shooting. Can you see the other wounded one? Heading behind the herd?”


Pete tried to get a sighting, but
failed. “I can’t it is behind a rock.”


“Okay, how about the one left of
it?” Mitch asked. 


Pete checked. “I can see its head
and tail; do you want me to try a head shot?” Pete asked eager.


“No, remember what I said, wait,”
Mitch instructed patiently. The targeted animal tossed its head back and forth,
and then mooed. Another came at it from behind. It turned and a brawl ensued.


Pete waited until he could get a
clear shot, and then squeezed the trigger. The protoceratops dropped.


“Good shooting kid, I think that
should be it for today,” Mitch said, patting the lad's arm in approval.


Pete nodded, massaging his
shoulder. “Dang that hurt!” he said with some feeling. Mitch smiled in
sympathy.


“I told you it would. Guns have a
kick called recoil. Physics one oh one. Every action has an equal and opposite
reaction.” He ducked down, squeezing past Pete. Pete handed down the rifle to
Janet who racked it carefully.


Mitch looked over his shoulder to
Pete, who was still standing in the opening. He snorted, and then drove the car
down to the kills. The surviving animals moved out of the way warily. Mitch
ordered the robot between them and the animals. He arched the truck and trailer
near the tree, and then checked the downed animals carefully for signs of life.
When he was sure they were dead he called the others out.


Janet stretched, warily watching
their baleful audience. She bent to examine the nearest Struthiomimus. She ran
her hands through the feathers on the Struthiomimus, avoiding the blood soaked
areas. “The front has down like a goose or waterfowl. The rest of the body was
covered in feathers, including primitive flight feathers.” She observed,
pulling the feathers up off the forearms to flare them out.


“Do you mind if we get this show
on the road and examine them later Janet?” Mitch asked, warily watching the
dancing grass. 


She looked up. “Hmm?” 


He pointed his chin to the grass
beyond. “I think we are going to have uninvited guests soon.” he said warily.
She nodded.


“Quickly now folks, the predators
will be on the scent soon.” Mitch urged them to work. Brian nodded, needing no
further invitation. He got to work with practiced ease, cutting the head off,
and then cutting into the abdomen and pulling out the entrails. Janet wrinkled
her nose but helped wrestle the first carcass onto the trailer. The second was
easier, but the third had its broken leg caught in a root. It took a bit of
hacking at the root to get it freed.


By the time they had the fourth
loaded the flies and therapod scavengers were gathering. Brian was soaked in
gore, he tried to wipe his face but Janet quickly grabbed his hand to stop him.
She handed him a towel. He nodded his thanks and cleaned up.


They moved the truck to the
protoceratops kills, moving through the herd which parted and moved warily
away. The surviving animals wanted no part of the blood soaked strange thing in
their midst. Brian got out, but Mitch had him hand the knife to Pete. Pete was
a bit dubious and hesitant, but Brian and Janet coached him through the
process. He was a bit pale when they finished, Janet hugged him to her. “Good
job love, good job,” she murmured, ignoring the sticky mess. She held her hands
up. They were covered in blood. A scavenger came over, teasing at one of the
intestines. She looked down at it and then quickly looked away.


Mitch pulled out damp rags; he
tossed one each as they got back into the truck. The CAT robot followed them
out of the nesting area and North back to base. “Now all we have to do is avoid
any predators and scavengers between here and home,” Mitch said, relieved. Pete
grunted, very quiet. Too quiet Mitch thought.


“Did you know that the
Protoceratops is the most likely origin of the griffin myth?” Mitch asked,
trying to get their minds off the gore for the moment. Pete made a grunting
sound.


“Griffin?” Brian asked knowing a queue
when he was given one.


“Yes, scientists believe our
ancestors would find exposed skeletons and then think they are monsters. That
is how a lot of mythical creatures came to be known. Imagination, it was all
imagination.”


Brian nodded. “I can see where
they got dragons from a Raptor or Rex skeleton, but a griffin?” He gave Pete a
look. Pete wasn’t paying attention, staring off into the grass.


“The skeletons of Protoceratops
can be re-arranged to form a griffin,” Mitch explained. Mitch pulled up the
laptop and frowned as he searched for the entry. 


“I really hate it when he does
that.” Janet muttered, nodding her head to Mitch.


“What?” Brian asked. “Not used to
modern technology?” he teased. Janet shrugged, and then turned to watch their
path.


“Yeah, here it is,” Mitch showed
the screen to Brian.


“I hope they are worth it,” Janet
said. 


“Well, if they are anything like
turkey I for one will be happy,” Mitch replied. The turkey were not doing so
well, he had lost two more, and half the eggs came up dead or unfertilized.


“We might have a replacement
right there, though trying to fit one of those in an oven will be a challenge,”
Brian snorted.


“Stuffing it too,” Pete looked
up. “My mom said...” Then he paused and looked down. He looked out to the
savannah.


“Your mom said you don’t stuff a
turkey?” Janet asked softly. He swallowed, and then nodded. “Your mom was a
good cook then. Hopefully some of that rubbed off on you.” She said in approval
as she patted his arm.


“You don’t mean I have to cook
them too do you?” Pete asked, thoroughly aghast. Janet, Brian, and Mitch
laughed.


 


They build a drawbridge for the
waterfall entrance, exciting some of the kids. Classes were going well; he had
set up the computer and Janet to teach three hours a day. Most of it was hands
on, stuff that both interested the kids and helped them in the long run. Brian,
the fourteen year old was more into security and engineering so Mitch took him
under his wing most of the time. Vance Martin, the gangly seventeen year old
was more of a natural leader but he was incredibly quiet and reserved. Mitch
noticed the young man still needed to develop his confidence though. He had
great initiative, so Mitch learned he can set him a task with a few hands and
get out of his way to let him do it.


 


Vance, the robots, and Mitch
stacked rocks, and mortar in the Great Hall, Much to Janet and Anne’s disgust.
He tried to explain that they were going to build fireplaces, but gave up after
a while.


They also went to work and built
the scaffolding for the second floor, on top went metal plates from the
flatbeds and a welded railing. Vance had been thrilled at the chance to do his
own welding. Once Mitch was sure he had it under control he turned the job over
to the teen and went onto the next project. He checked in on him of course, but
he knew that doing it on his own would help restore the young man’s self
confidence.


 


Anne had been a hotel assistant
manager; Mitch had her take over the day to day running of the base managing
everything. Janet ruled the kitchen, and helped deal with the kids as a mother
figure. The two girls, Sandra and Brie enjoyed assisting in the schooling, all
the kids began to blossom and put on weight again.


One of the first things Anne did
was a round of haircuts. She even got Mitch to participate. She waited until he
was in the chair before she then pulled out a bowl behind her and plopped it
down on his head. The kids and Mitch laughed.


 


Two of the younger teens, Jeff
and Sean spent most of their time off with the animals. Jeff had been in the
four H club the year before. The two girls, Brie, and Sandra stuck to Anne like
glue; she made them her assistants when they weren't helping Janet with
schooling. Mitch was glad; if the adults and older kids hadn't been here he
would have been overwhelmed with everything going on.


They set up a better compost
system, much to the disgust of some of the kids, until he explained why. The
compost pasteurizer allowed them to better control the bacteria in the compost,
allowing them to limit pests and control the quality of the compost easier. The
younger kids didn't quite get it, but they did understand that it helped so
pitched in with a resigned sigh.... and occasional cough and pinched nose.


The new compost system also
sported a plastic cover. This was part of the recovery system that would allow
them to siphon off surplus methane and other natural gases that the wastes gave
off... allowing them to compress and store it for later use.


 


Concrete pads were poured for
each of the silos as well as the seed container tankers. The seed container
trailers were tipped and set on end. They had been designed from the beginning
to be able to be transformed into seed/grain silos. It was gratifying to see
the design had worked out so well when put to the test.


Getting the silo’s set up had
been interesting. The crane was used to move the assembled sections, topping
each completed level until it was finished. Vance and Brian had handled that
project; both had enjoyed the responsibility but admitted each of the ten silos
had been hard work.


The silos were a big concern for
Janet and Mitch. They discussed the concerns over lunch several times. Too dry
and silo dust became a major flame and explosive hazard. Too wet and bacteria
would set in, destroying the stored crop and also causing fermenting...which
could again lead to an explosive situation. Finding the happy medium and
staying there would take careful monitoring by both the computers and humans.
Janet made a point of not trusting the machinery.


 


With Wayne, Vance, Pete, and
Brian Mitch set up the first of the permanent greenhouses. The dwarf wheat was
harvested, and a new crop laid in. This time dwarf corn. Since they didn’t have
much fertilizer beyond the trucks and compost, they were going to have to
rotate crops. When the first dwarf corn planted was harvested, they replaced it
with soy.


Most of the crops Mitch had
brought along were genetically engineered crops, but with limited need of
fertilizer. He knew that commercial crops required massive amounts of
pesticides and fertilizer to reach optimum potential. He, hell, they
were relying on the natural soil and whatever he could toss together. It would
just have to do.


The plants were short, allowing
for faster growing cycles with minimum waste. He would have to hold back ten
percent for seed for next year, but so far yields were within expected
tolerances.


 


The sodium solar heater went up,
Brian was particularly proud of his contribution to its construction. The small
seam of salt was tapped to fill the heater. Once the mirrors focused the light
from the sun onto the center tower it would heat up, super heating the sodium
which would then flow through a series of turbines before running through the
heat exchange and back to the top. The heat exchange was a thermal pump that
transferred some of the heat through conduction to pipes filled with water that
then ran to the network of plumbing. It would hopefully keep the water from
freezing when it snowed out.


He let Brian set up the heating
and air conditioning system on his own. The young man reveled at the challenge.
It took him a while, but the experience was good for him. Handling all the duct
work had been an interesting challenge with scaffolding and ladders. Brian
wryly commented at dinner the night it was completed that he had a lot to
learn.


While Brian and two of the robots
were setting up the heating system Mitch had dug into the mills. Janet watched,
lending a hand when she had the time. When he was finished she surprised him by
giving it a go, then turned and gave him an urchin smile. “I grew up on a farm,
I even helped out in the local mill a time or too.” She smiled as he nodded in
sudden understanding.


“Good, you can play with the
flour then,” he said. She rolled her eyes at him as he left.


Mitch even got into projects he
hadn’t thought possible the first year, assembling the vats for the algae and
bacteria farms. The algae vats were giant clear plastic cylinders, each filled
with a mother sample of genetically engineered algae. Each of the little plants
would take in waste materials like C02 and other things, along with sunlight
and produce hydrocarbon sludge for industrial use.


The transgenic bacteria from the
Alcaligenaceae family were an important link in his plastics industry. The
bacteria excreted polyhydroxybutyrate, or PHB, a polymer used to make
biodegradable plastics. Once he and his helpers had it up and running, they
would keep a mother like they do for the algae to reseed the tanks after each
harvest.


With plenty of power and solar
water heating things look good. Summer rolled in, hot and annoying. Animals
poached the fields, causing problems. They set into a routine of working in the
early mornings, taking a siesta in the heat of the afternoon and then working
when the cool breezes cut in a few hours before dusk.


The caves acted as a heat sink,
keeping themselves cool if a bit wet and moist. Additional insulating foam was
sprayed around the ceiling duct works. Plastic sheets were extruded, and then
cut into panels for the false ceilings and wall paneling. They'd have to keep a
sharp eye out for mold and mildew.


With a twenty eight hour day
cycle, they have plenty of time. Mitch continued working straight out, setting
up tanning areas, the machinery, and the communication towers. Pete helped him
to set up the communication room. They even got started on an outer curtain
wall around the outer perimeter before they ran out of rebar. Mitch had them
halt on pouring until the iron supplies could be restocked.


 


With the kids and sufficient
power he set up the core factories, the other mills for various things, plastic
extruders, smelters, and forges. All of them were automated and cutting edge,
so of course they have some teething problems. The molecular furnace was one of
the biggest headaches, it drew an enormous amount of energy, almost all four of
the water turbines on its own at peak draw. Since right now he needed it to
extract and separate as much material as possible he set it to run at night
when draw from the other machinery was the lowest. It would give them a small
but steady supply of materials not easily found.


Brian and Anne relocated the two
spare hydro electric turbines to under the main waterfall on their own. The
supplemented power allowed for more lights inside, something Anne had
complained about.


The lights seemed to scare off
the critters and creepy crawlers. After seeing a scorpion retreat when it was
flushed out with a light Mitch was convinced to leave more of the lights on and
even some LED night lights in the halls.


 


The armadillo’s were found not to
eat the centipedes. Instead they would chew on them, getting some sort of foam
going on them and then rub it on their bodies. Then they would act like they
were drunk. It took a bit of researching in the database by Sean and Jeff
before they uncovered a possible reason. Mitch had them present it to the class
in a report.


“So, from our research, we
discovered that certain animals, most notably the Terran lemur, would bite
centipedes, and then lick their poison onto themselves. It is some sort of
hallucinogen,” Sean reported.


 “You mean they poisoned
themselves?” Wayne asked dubiously.


“Yeah,” Sean replied. 


“Here, watch this,” Jeff told the
class, queuing up the video of a lemur. The giggles from the kids while they
watched the antics of the hopped up lemurs made even Mitch smile.


“Remind you of anyone?” he asked
the class.


“Druggies? Drunks? The
armadillo’s?” the class responded.


“Right. It doesn’t kill them, but
it does give them a trip and acts as some sort of pesticide,” Mitch said. But
let's try to not handle them; you don't want that stuff getting on your hands
and into you. It might make them trippy but it could kill or make you sick,” he
warned. The kids nodded, now cold sober.









Chapter 8


 


When the computer estimated the
planet had entered midsummer they had the second harvest, then they replanted
the fields and greenhouses once more. Janet and Anne had the kids busy with
cooking, canning, and jarring, as well as the usual chores and school.


Mitch, Janet, Brian, Vance, Pete,
and the robots get the second large greenhouse up and planted as another hot
house. Inside the computer controls would keep the temperature at sauna levels
to imitate the natural tropical climates required for the citrus, latex, cacao,
tea, coffee, and other plants.


Brian commented about not needing
it, but Anne pointed out that even though it was consistently one hundred plus
right now, it had been cooler with signs of snow when they had first arrived.
“These plants require year round tropical conditions to thrive,” she pointed
out. He grunted a reply.


Mitch, Vance, and Brian took the
logging gear out and carved into the forest, pruning back some of the growth.
The loud noises spooked the local animals; Mitch used a Bushmaster rifle on
single shot to bag a few deer and antelope to supplement the cheetah feeding
program. The trees were stripped by the automated logging machinery; all of the
wood was hauled back to the base for use.


 


They used local lumber to build
sheds, garages for the vehicles, and a sheltered walk to the greenhouses. Even
with the automated mill and blueprints it took two weeks of hard work, and
several minor injuries before the buildings were complete. Everyone was aware
that they would leak, but would help protect the precious machinery and shelter
anyone trying to get to the greenhouses during foul weather.


 


Janet had the group sheer the
sheep, goats, and alpaca again, the one hundred plus temperatures were just
murder on animals with such thick coats. The fleece was stockpiled for later
use.


Anne taught some of the more
nimble fingered kids basket weaving; they took to it inside during the day when
they were bored. Soon baskets and woven goods were all over the base.


Mitch, Brian, Pete, and Vance
took turns going out hunting around the base. Mitch made sure they buddied up
and had a robot with them. The additional meat helped to feed the predators
they had, while the excess either fed the humans or filled the indoor freezer.
Janet made them gut, skin, and dress their kills on the spot though, much to
the kid’s disgust and Mitch’s secret relief.


 


A week past the mid summer
harvest Brian found a pair of teenage girls and an seven year old boy (brother
to one of the girls) and helped them back to base. They had been separated from
their parents. Tisha the eldest girl quietly told the adults that the parents
had been cornered in a ravine by the Rex family and had been killed. The kids
got the usual de-lousing and feeding up before settling in.


The brother and sister were Dora
and Kevin Douglas, African American kids from California. Eight year old Kevin
was a bit traumatized, but seemed to come out of his shell a little when the
boys played. Teenage Tisha was of mixed African American and Indian decent, she
immediately started giving Anne, Janet, and Mitch a hard time.


Tisha wanted to see the Amazon village;
sure it would be an easier life. Anne and Janet as well as the boys tried to
talk her out of it. Recognizing obstinacy Mitch said okay. Janet threw up her
hands, but asked that he bring a wheel of cheese, some leather goods, and a
couple baskets of mushrooms, fruit, butter, bread, some jerky, and eggs to the
Doc. He reluctantly agreed knowing all those things were easily replaceable. He
packed a cooler with lunch materials just in case of an extended stay.


The new girls were excited,
prattling on as Mitch drove. He set his jaw, and they ignored him. At the
outskirts of the village Dora looked around and saw it for what it was, it was
a third world shit whole, with crude huts and a partial palisade. Trisha
mouthed soft obscenities until Mitch turned to her and raised an eyebrow. “You
were expecting a utopia?” he asked, voice dripping sarcasm.


The hunters and dominatrix were
out hunting. Doc warily greeted them. She was gaunt but she still had fire in
her eyes. He handed over the baskets, cheese, and leather from Janet, making
her tear up. One of the women came to see and jumped up and down for joy. They
were gaunt Mitch realized, more so than before. A red headed teen came; she was
gaunt with her clothes hanging in rags. She saw the food and stumbled forward.
The Doc called her “Cassie slow down. Softly.” Mitch felt dismay at the sight
of her he remembered her being a better.


Cassie looked up and flushed in
embarrassment. Mitch suggested the girls go sit under the tree and eat a
sandwich out of the burning hot sun. He opened a cooler and handed each of the
girls a sandwich and a bottle of water. He admonished the girls he wanted the
plastic container and wrappers back.


Doc was tired and sat. He pulled
the cooler up, tossed a blanket down and handed a sandwich to each of the
adults. He checked the safety on his rifle and then set his rifle down near
him. They ate in silence. The teens prattled on amongst themselves, making him
snort as he gave them a sidelong look. “Nothing ever changes,” he murmured.
Doc’s eyes dance in laughter. She mumbled a thanks and he waved it off.


“You are doing what you can Doc,”
Mitch said gruffly. Doc told him the hunters have had to go further and further
afield to make kills, and get raided by predators if they stay over long at a
carcass. Two of the hunters had been injured, one killed.


Gathering food had been hit or
miss, they had found a tuber that was edible, and berries, but a long tapered
tuber killed a girl after she ate it. He patted her hand and told her awkwardly
she was doing her best.


They were eating, but one to two
meals a day of mostly meat and berries she explained. They couldn’t save
anything, it spoiled fast in the heat and blazing sun. He told her and the
other women to smoke or salt excess meat, and explained how to make a spring
house. He pulled out a pad of paper and drew it out, and drew a map of the area
pointing out where animals grazed, and where water, salt, clay, and iron
deposits were. He handed over the paper, and pulled out a print out stapled
together. He passed the three out, telling them each had stuff on survival,
from making soap to how to tan leather or hunt. They nodded their thanks. He
gave the Doctor a fishing kit and small net. She thanked him and patted his
hand.


 


The girls returned and they left
with small quiet goodbyes. On the way home Dora and Tisha were quiet at first,
before Dora asked why they were doing so badly. Mitch sighed and tried to
explain.


“Right now they are stuck in a
strictly hunter gatherer society, something that is very nomadic, and very bad
for them since they aren't mobile. They are living off of mainly protein and
berries, having eaten most of their supplies early on.” He paused to look out
over the landscape. “To live here will take more than meat, you need a balanced
diet, which takes farming,” he sighed. 


“What about hunting or fishing?”
Dora asked.


Mitch shook his head. “No, hunting
they tried, but aren’t doing well.” He explained each of those tasks and most
others in an agrarian society take a lot of upper body strength. “Keeping a
plow straight, tossing a bull, handling a raging boar, all these things are
dangerous and take a lot of upper body strength and stamina. A small farm in
the middle ages could be run by two men and one woman, but the same farm would
take eight or nine women to run, each eating the same amount of food per day as
a man,” he finished. They grew pensive and quiet as they digested that.


“So are we going to be slaves?
Second class? Back to that?” Dora asked quietly. 


Mitch snorted and then laughed,
“Are you one now?” They looked at him and shook their heads. “Then you won’t be
as long as you live under my roof. Yes I am the boss, it is my stuff, I am in
charge, but I have no intention of being some psycho tyrant. I am not a sexist,
and will listen to you if you have a different view then me.” He made a face.
“That doesn’t necessarily mean I will agree, but I will listen. Or at least try
too,” he said. The girls reluctantly nodded.


He pointed back with his thumb;
“You really wanna live like them?” They adamantly said no, vehemently shaking
their heads. He chuckled. “Ladies, when we get things sorted out you can choose
what you want to do, as long as it contributes to the community. Remember I
said we rotate stuff?” They both nodded.


He nodded back, “We do as much as
possible, and so if you do not like a chore, don’t worry and it will rotate.”
Mitch glanced from one to the other. “But remember, the next chore could be
worse,” he said. They grimaced in annoyance. He chuckled. “Hey it could be a
lot worse, living in a lice and flea infested hut tossing wood into a fire
hoping the animals don’t eat you!” They nodded and shivered.


“Been there done that,” Tisha
said softly and closed her eyes.


 


The fourth and final outdoor
harvest came with the cooling weather, sure sign of autumn. They plowed the
fields and seeded them with winter clover for later. The clover would draw
nitrogen into the soil, refreshing some of the nitrates lost by the crops. They
would also turn the cattle out on it to graze until the snows started.


Dora had been doing well in her
medical studies; she had even managed to set up some of the infirmary based off
of the blueprints and manuals. Janet had given her a hand stocking the shelves
with gear. “She does a good job bandaging the scrapes and bruises the kids
get,” Anne commented as she folds laundry.


Mitch took the time during a
rainy day to go over things with Dora, checking her training and helping her
set up the rest of the infirmary. He even unpacked the special prototype
medical robot he had built. It was built as an aide, more of a nurse than a
medic. Unfortunately its programming was not well tested, so they limited it to
fetch and carry tasks like the Mini-me robots.


 


Brian, Vance, Mitch and the
robots managed to dig out the foundations for the giant wind turbines, and
poured them. It took three weeks before Mitch was confident enough to set up
the first. The kids were awed at the size of the thing, over forty meters tall
once fully assembled. Getting it plum and level had been quite an exercise. The
massive blades spun easily in the wind. The second went easier, now that they
had the basics down. Mitch had wanted guy wires for safety but the blades
almost touched the ground, so that was out of the question.


 


Jeff and Sean convinced Mitch to
allow them to catch some of the therapods for study. He let them chase the
little bird like dinosaurs in a field while the robots provided security. After
a while Sean dropped, panting with fatigue. “Dang they are fast!” he commented.


“Ready to try it my way?” Mitch
asked, handing the boy a water bottle, as he shouldered the net he had pulled
out of storage. Sean groaned, throwing himself onto his back spread eagled.


Jeff came up bent over panting.
“Yeah, that’s...” Pant “...a good idea.” Mitch nodded.


They set out a pile of bait near
a flock, in this case bread crumbs and seeds. When a dozen of the critters came
to eat they dropped the net. They collected two loads and transported the
squawking clucking feather dusters back to the barn.


 


Janet came up on the back of a
mare the next day. She had made a point of riding the horses, even nagging the
kids into doing it as well. Her classes on riding had Mitch in fearful anxiety;
getting tossed by one of those horses was no joke. Injuries were common in
riding. She got him to use the plastic replicator to churn out some helmets,
and tapped the spider silk reserve for webbing.


Dora and Tisha had fallen in love
with the manure makers, riding the horses on a drop of an excuse. Janet had
been forced to rein in her protégées in chagrin. Tisha explained that she had
had a horse back on Earth, but her parents were forced to sell it.


Janet gave him a once over, then
handed him a sandwich without a word. He knew the look she was busy giving him
as he unwrapped the sandwich and took a draught from his canteen. She wasn’t
happy about the pace he was setting, thinking he was pushing too hard. He knew
that with more mouths to feed, and potential refugees to feed through the
winter, they would need as much bio-mass as possible.


He mumbled thanks, and turned
back to the work. She snorted. “Someone has to keep an eye on you, or you’ll
starve to death. Lunch was hours ago.”


He chuckled and waved. “I know,
but I really need to get this sorted out.” He pointed his free hand to the
wall. “We have concreted the main paths, run drainage ditches, and even
relocated the solar panels out,” he explained. He waved to the back of his hand
to the wall. “This is the last bit, I want to get as much of the wall done
before the cold and the snows hit.” Janet looked the wall over. They were out
on the North eastern corner, near the major breach areas.


“I don’t want something coming
through those fences if they get shorted out in the ice and snow.” he explained
as she pursed her lips and didn't say anything. He looked up to her. She slowly
nodded, and then turned the horse.


“Do what you want, you always do,”
she said. 


He gave her retreating back a
look then shrugged. “I will be in by dinner,” he called after her.


 


In the first month of autumn
Mitch spotted raptors chasing something while on his way home from the iron
pit. Taking out his binoculars he spotted a family frantically trying to climb
a tree. He swore and pulled out his gun. He tried to shoot one of the raptors,
but couldn’t get the range. Swearing again he ran to the hummer and rushed down
to them. The man got the kids and woman into the tree and tried to climb but
fell. He turned and batted at one of the raptors with a club, but another took
him down from his unprotected flank.


He screamed as they tore him
apart. The woman and kids screamed, and one of the raptors turned to them. She
shushed the kids as the raptor cocked its head this way and that and then
gathered its haunches and sprang up at them. It snapped at the woman, who
shrieked in terror. Other raptors not eating looked up and cocked their heads
and then began to jump and snap as well. One got the woman’s calf when she
slipped, pulling her down. She fell across a branch, and the raptor let go.
Winded and injured she cried as they jumped and clawed at her.


Mitch snapped off a shot, missing
and hitting the tree. Swearing he wrapped the guns sling around his wrist and
shot again, just as the truck bucked in a pot hole. The shot went high into a
branch. He swerved to a stop as the raptors began to react to his interloping
hummer and took a better shot. It dropped a raptor. The others turned and
hissed, and he dropped another with a shot, then another. He hit the alpha male
and they backed off almost as one. One of the animals nudged the alpha with its
snout. He shot two more and they reared, shaking their limbs and feathers. He
smiled grimly and shot two more. The remainder broke and ran.


He backed the truck under the
tree, covering the body of the man. He took a look around and got out. He
helped the woman down, then the reluctant whimpering kids, ordering a girl to
move who was terrified.


He sprayed the woman’s wounds
with Cryolife Biofoam, glad that Bob had managed to get it in his kit. The foam
was a takeoff of the same material in the classic Halo series. It combined an
antibacterial agent with a clotting one, and surgical glue. The binary chemical
foamed within a wound, the bubbles forced foreign matter to the surface before
the glue hardening into a gel sealing the wound.


He covered the gel with bandages;
the woman was delirious and worried about her baby. The kids whimpered. He
looked at them and then back to the woman. She clutched her abdomen. He
realized she was pregnant and swore softly. He gave her an IV with plasma and
then they rushed off to the base.


He called in over the radio,
telling them the situation in terse words as the kids whimpered or hugged each
other. Brian met them in the garage with a stretcher and paramedic kit. They
rush the woman off to the hospital wing. Janet took the kids.


When the woman was stable but
unconscious they worried about her bleeding and possible internal injuries. She
has a nicked artery, and possible internal damage, as well as unknown injury
and trauma to the fetus. Anne softly told him they needed Doc, she was the only
person who could save her. Dora was in over her head.


Mitch nodded curtly and left. He
arrived at the Amazon village at dusk. The village was lit but only by one fire
in the center of the compound, there was no perimeter watch. He called the
guard and asked for Doc when a woman came to the improvised gate. Doc came with
the priestess and Cassie. He explained the situation and asked the Doc to help.
He told her the woman’s condition in clinical terms, including possible
injuries, bp, pulse, breathing, and temperature.


“She is having shallow
contractions but intense abdominal pain. I don’t dare give her a pain killer
till I know it won’t kill her or the kid,” he explained, giving her a look as
he showed her the readouts on a tablet. The priestess asked what is in it for
them; he offered some food and medic supplies. Doc readily agreed. The
priestess held Cassie back, saying she would see her mother in the morning.


“Hostage?” he asked. She coldly
glared. Doc just moved around to the passenger side of his truck. They left
quickly, Doc looked over her shoulder once and then to the dark path ahead. He
had his lights on and nearly hit a hadrosaur herd while crossing a field. Doc
was stricken in fright, clutching at the oh shit bar in front of her.


He honked and the herd scattered.
He patched in the communications and had Anne give a sit rep. The Doctor
buckled up and listened, offering advice. He cut in and told Anne they were an
hour or so out still, but asked Janet to have a change of clothes and shower
stuff ready.


 


They rushed in; Doc looked on to
the lit compound as they rushed into the brightly lit castle and garage. He
rushed her out; pushing a button the door went down. Janet took charge and led
her off to the shower. Ten minutes later they joined Anne, Dora, and Mitch in
the hospital, Doc was hastily eating a sandwich as she walked in behind Janet.


She was amazed at his gear as she
looked around taking an assessment. Mitch nodded to her when she gave him a
wide eyed awed look, and then let her know they have everything except the MRI
set up. He pointed to the room next door. “There is the bay to the OR. You can
scrub up there,” he said. Dora volunteered to help, telling Doc that for the
past of couple months she had been taking medical training on the computer.
Brie teased her about mouth to mouth practice with Brian, making both teens blush
furiously and Mitch snort.


Doc and Dora managed to operate
on the leg, and delivered the premature baby boy. He survived the night; the
mother did as well, but had a long recovery road ahead of her.


Janet led the exhausted Doc off
to a nearby cot near dawn, and then shooed everyone off to bed. Brie said she
will remain awake to take care of the baby and keep an eye on the mother.


 


Later the next day Mitch packed
the truck and trailer with food, a chain saw, helmets, and few other things.
Janet tossed in a couple leather goods, rabbit furs, including a rabbit fur
blanket she had made. Brian quietly handed him a box of medical supplies. They
checked up on Doc who had visited the patient. She pronounced her out of the
woods. “The plasma he had on hand, as well as the blood drawn from the adult
volunteers helped a lot,” she said. She took a moment and checked the others
over, finding all healthy. He nodded and asked if she wanted to go. She
reluctantly nodded, not meeting his eyes. Brian and Anne came along as well.


At the village he unloaded the
gear, and then pulled out the chainsaw, ax, and put the helmet on. “Doc, you
got two hours of my time, where do you want me to start,” he said simply as the
robot climbed off the back of the truck. Brian looked up and nodded to the
priestess who was escorting Cassie and a huntress to take the food. Mitch
clicked the alarm on the truck and Anne went to visit Cassie and the Doc while
Brian set up as a guard while Mitch cut trees.


He felled the thick old growth,
dropping them in a line. He dropped a dozen in less than an hour, then cut them
into more manageable lengths, removed the branches and topped them. Doc
appeared and thanked them for their efforts. He handed her an ax and sharpening
stone. He heard the car alarm go off and they rushed to the truck. A gaunt girl
was trying to hide by the hummer. Mitch asked what she intended and she
mumbled. Anne walked up to her and asked if she wanted to leave and the girl
nodded. She hugged her and told her softly to get her gear. The girl pointed to
a bag at her feet. Mitch snorted. The priestess began to rant about the evils
of men and he waved her off.


“Yeah, cutting down trees is
evil, bad for the environment I know. I know. Yadda yadda...bitch bitch...”
Brian and Doc snorted, Anne and the girl giggled. He waved them into the car as
he disarmed the alarm. He asked what they did with the print outs, the
priestess began to rant, the teenage girl said the priestess and Tabatha had
confiscated them and burned them as evil. He angrily jerked the door open,
muttering curse words. The priestess grinned. He turned and glared. “You’re a
moron,” he snarled. The smirk on the woman's face faded into a snarl.


On the way home he listened to
the girl Xena as she ate a power bar. She just about threw herself at him, but
he waved her advances off. She said she didn’t have skills. He snorted and
asked if she could cook, she said no, “Sweep?”


“Yes,”


“Mop?”


“Yes.”


“Read?”


“Yeah,” she said starting to get
testy.


“Okay, can you learn?” he asked,
glancing at her.


“Yes who can’t?” A note of
exasperation had crept into her voice. 


He smiled. “All right then.
You’re good to go.” Anne and Brian chuckled at that. They called in and
reported to base they were bringing home another waif. Janet sighed and
chuckled in resignation. When they arrived she settled the girl in.


 


When the mother woke she talked
and mourned her Ricardo. Almost hysterically she hugged her children and cooed
over the baby. Mitch rejected her naming him after him. He softly told her to
name the boy after her late husband. She told him she worked in a tannery; she
did a lot of the jobs and loved leather. Anne got excited and they traded
notes.


Sometime later Anne talked with
him in his office. “Best thing for her,” he turned to Anne. “Is to keep her
busy. Let her mourn, but keep them all busy to help work out some of the
grief.”


Anne nodded. “Slave driver,” she
teased. He snorted and left.


 


In the impromptu shop class a day
later Walter had a mishap with a metal plate. It slipped out of his hands and
tipped off the counter, landing on his foot like a guillotine. Mitch carried
him to the infirmary and Dora set the foot under the guidance of the medical
program.











Chapter 9


 


“Security alert. Mass animal
movement detected in North Eastern quadrant heading south,” The base AI’s
report startled Mitch. He looked up from the report he had been reading and
then cleared the report he was reading from his screen.


“Show me,” he ordered. A window
popped up on the desktop, then a second. The first was an over head map of the
base and surrounding area, with a blinking arrow in the north eastern quadrant.
The second was a quarter panel view from four cameras in that area.


From the looks of things the
herds were heading south. He watched as a sauropod walked, its neck swaying
with each stride. “Okay, give me a report on the projected path of the herd,”
Mitch ordered. The computer flagged the path. From what he could see, the herd
would be following the river, and would just miss his Northern border. Good,
that area was not reinforced beyond the ditches, foundations, and fencing.


Having a herd of sauropods and
other dinosaurs breach his security, eat the crops and stomp many of his
buildings and vehicles flat was terrifying. “Predator alert, class red threat
detected,” the AI reported. A yellow carrot box appeared in the upper left of
the video and on the map. The video automatically enhanced the scene. He could
just make out a pack of Rexes moving south, following the herd.


Behind them were other animals,
six legged hammerhead giants, and what looked like a six legged giant porcupine
trundling out of the tree line. One of the juvenile Rexes went for it. One of
the adults stopped and turned, then gave a short bark and caw. Reluctantly the
juvenile stopped. “Either it isn’t time to play, or your playmate is a little
too dangerous,” Mitch observed.


When the quill beast began to
shake its body menacingly the juvenile seemed to back up and gulp. Spines shot
out in the Rex’s direction, it danced out of their way in full retreat.
“Definitely too dangerous,” Mitch commented, logging the animal as possibly
poisonous and definitely dangerous.


Brian called. “Boss are you
getting this?” 


Mitch snorted. “Yeah, can you
back trace their path?” 


Brian paused. “Yeah, wait one.”
Brian was shaping up nicely; he had a good mind, though he was still prejudiced
against women in authority for obvious reasons.


“Yeah, looked like they might
have walked through the Amazon village,” Brian answered a moment later. “I hope
they stomped it flat,” he muttered darkly.


Mitch sighed. “Okay, let me know
if they get to close to the perimeter. Record as much as possible for later,”
Mitch ordered. He signed off and turned back to the report. A few minutes of
staring at the tangled code made him sigh. He usually could tweak code all day,
but this sight was just too much to pass up. He grabbed his jacket off the back
of the chair and headed out to see.


Brian, Vance, and Janet met him
in the garage. “I thought you wouldn’t be able to resist for long,” Janet
teased, getting into the rear seat.


“Thought you would prefer riding
a horse?” he teased back, knowing the answer.


She snorted. “Not hardly, with
those brutes around. It would probably spook poor Daphne to death,” she
replied, not rising to the tease. He chuckled as his door slammed shut.


He checked the rear view mirror
and found he had a full car. Pete had slipped in with Wayne, Vance, and Michael.
He shrugged. “Okay, you kids stay in the car till we give the all clear okay?”
They nodded. 


He pulled up fifty meters from
the fence, and then pulled out his binoculars. Immediately he put them back, a
hadrosaur walked right along the path just on the other side of the fence.
“Damn,” he muttered. He winced as its tail touched the fence and sparks flew.
It trumpeted loudly, and then stumbled away. Others following it moved off
further away. “Good.” He turned to the kids. Okay, you can get out...”


They needed no more invitation,
piling out before he could finish. “As I was saying,” he said, raising his
voice. He had to clear his throat and raise his voice to compete with the
moving herd. “If I say get in, don’t hesitate got me?” he warned. The kids nodded,
not taking their eyes off the herd. Vance had a Bushmaster rifle, Wayne had a
camera, and he pointed it to the herd.


Mitch reached into the truck and
pulled out a second Bushmaster. Brian and Pete had also armed themselves and
were warily watching the herd. A six pack of raptors skirted the fence, making
him hold his breath and Brian shudder in fear. “No one move,” Brian softly
commanded. One of the raptors paused, glancing their way. It cocked its head
back and forth, and then sniffed the wind. It reached a clawed hand to the
fence, but a caw drew it reluctantly away. The kids gushed out air in a sigh of
intense relief. A Struthiomimus step nimbly by ignoring their unseemly presence
and then on.


Brian fingered his rifle. “Maybe
we should get a few for later?” he asked.


“No, watch,” Mitch answered,
nodding his chin to the herds.


“Why?” Janet asked.


“I don’t think the show is over
yet,” Mitch warned. He nodded to a quill beast, and then an anklasaur as it
walked by. Behind them the giant six legged herbivores walk majestically by,
around the legs of the titan were smaller ceratopsian style cousins. Janet’s
gasped and stumble backwards alerted them more was coming. 


Mitch turned and saw a pair of
leathery cat like creatures, easily a meter tall lithely stride by. It was odd
to see something like that, with six legs and four eyes walk so smoothly and
effortlessly. From the look they were definitely a predator species.
Fortunately they didn’t even look toward the fence, more intent on getting
around the edge and away from the larger herbivores following in their wake.


The migration lasted nearly an
hour, the sun was starting to go down when the last small herd walked by. “Wow,
what a parade,” Janet commented. Mitch snorted. On the way back to base the
kids prattled on about this animal or that one. He listened, a small smile on
his face.


 


Mitch took a hummer and tractor
convoy out to the iron mine the next day. He was going to need to pack up the onsite
gear soon, but before he did he was going to get as much iron as he could
before the weather turned. Hopefully he wouldn’t overextend his welcome. On his
way back he nearly ran into a family as they jumped down from a tree in front
of him.


The Fenn family rescued by Mitch
had a little girl named Crystal who had bonded to a spider rat. Anne was
horrified at the sight of the thing. Mitch took it in stride, waved it off, but
told the girl the rat sternly that it will have to be put in a cage, and she
would be responsible for it. Relieved, the girl nodded, then cocked her head
and asked why it had to be in a cage. She looked down, lovingly stroking the
fur. “Scooter won’t go anywhere.”


Mitch nodded, “Yes dear, but we
have other animals, for instance, cats.” A look of fear crossed her face. Mitch
nodded again. “Yes, and we don’t want your friend hurt, so he will have to be
put in a cage. You can take him out if you shut your bedroom door; we will have
to put a sign up to make sure people know it is loose.” She nodded. Her parents
thanked him and then they guide their kids off to their rooms.


Angie and Janet looked doubtful,
and then turned their glare on him. Mitch shrugged it off, and then put his
hands up in mock surrender. “Best compromise I can do ladies,” he said. Janet
gave a long suffering sigh. “Put it this way, the kids can take care of it. And
Jeff, Sean, and Janet here can learn a bit more about the indigenous fauna,”
Mitch added as if that mattered.


Anne crossed her arms across her
chest and shivered. “Just keep it away from me!” The group chuckled as they
made their way to the infirmary.


When Dora escorted the Fenn
family into the infirmary for a checkup the adults were wide eyed at Roserita
and family. Paul nodded politely. Mitch noted the look of recognition and
cocked an eyebrow. Paul cleared his throat. “We met when we were dropped,” Paul
said. 


Roserita nodded. “I had just
packed what gear we could carry when all hell broke loose.”


Frances nodded. “I think a raptor
pack attacked the other side of the camp,” she sighed. “I saw you and your
family behind us.” She looked over the baby then nodded.


“Si,” Roserita responded quietly
into the awkward silence.


“Unfortunately Ricardo didn’t
make it,” Mitch filled in.


Paul sighed. “That’s a damn
shame.” He patted her foot at the end of the bed.


Frances looked a little tearful.
“You have our sympathies ma’am,” she said. Roserita hugged her baby to her
chest, and then nodded. “Ricardo will live on in the love he gave to you and
each of your children.” Frances said sympathetically, wiping a tear from her
eye. Paul and Mitch nodded.


 


The next day a dire bear,
possibly looking for a cave to hibernate attacked the gatehouse. The robots on
duty killed it, Janet and Roserita then skinned it. Roserita asked if she could
have the fur to give to the Doctor. Janet and Mitch agreed whole heartedly.


Over the next week the little
woman dried out the skin. When they were attacked by two more bears, each was
also skinned for their trouble. Their bodies were fed to the cheetah. They
noted that the game was leaving the area and the average daily temperature had
fallen drastically. Periodic rains had come, and it was a cold wet time.


Reluctantly they culled the
steers from the cattle herd, leaving five for later. The cows and goats were
still turning out milk regularly. Mitch had hoped nature would have taken
course, but Janet had pointed out it was a farm; intervention was needed to
make sure things happened. The natural part was easy enough; the whole
artificial insemination from the banks was not fun for him, Janet, Jeff, Sean,
or the animals. Well, maybe the animals.


Anne was on to him about sending
a couple animals up to the Amazon village. He wasn’t happy about the idea or
the nagging, pointing out that they would most likely kill the horses for food.
They didn’t have food for them anyway he added when she gave him a look. She
nodded bleakly and dropped the matter.


 


After two weeks of recovery they
returned to the village with Roserita. The guard greeted them, and the Doctor
came at a trot. Doc still looked gaunt; Mitch felt an edge of worry. She
checked over the mother and baby, pronouncing them good. Roserita gave her the
furs, and hugged her. Doc brushed tears from her eyes and nodded.


Mitch handed over care packages
from Janet and Anne, along with a wheel of cheese. “Have you been stockpiling
for winter?” he asked, voicing his and the ladies concern. She shook her head.


“They haven’t been getting any
kills lately; all the food we had stored is almost gone,” she answered. He sucked
in his breath at this. He told her the snows were coming.


Overhearing this the guard asked
how he knew this and he told her he had had to shovel snow out of the caves
when he moved into them in the spring. “I have been checking the Doppler radar
lately, nothing coming in, but it only has a short range, so I may not know
until it is only hours out,” he warned. She looked up to the sky and then back
to him as he continued. “You might have a week or two before it starts, maybe a
little more, maybe tomorrow.” The guard blanched at this news. Doc shuddered,
wrapping her arms around her torso and then shuddered some more as the cold
breeze kicked up. She handed one of the furs to Cassie, draping it over her
shoulders. One of the teens called Cassie over, and she trudged off.


Doc told them that the migrating
herd had trampled through, two women had been hurt, and a little girl had been
killed. It had happened so fast no one had killed anything; they were too busy
trying to get out of the way. Two of the huts had been destroyed. He told her
they needed to build off the ground on a hill; the hollow they were in could
flood in the spring. She nodded wearily.


A gaunt little girl tugged on
Mitch’s jacket and he looked down. “Do you have any food mister?” she asked.
The guard started to shoo her off but Mitch immediately crouched down, waving
the guard’s concern off. He pulled a bag of jerky out of his inside pocket and
handed it to her.


“Stay put,” he told her. He
disarmed the alarm and pulled out a case of MREs. He handed several to the girl
and several to Doc.


He handed a few to the guard
after a moment’s hesitation. “Doc why don’t you talk with Sarah and Roserita
here while I go cut a few more trees down,” he said. He shouldered the chain
saw and waved Brian to follow.


They returned a few hours later
to find several girls around the truck, each gaunt. He sighed and handed out
three MREs to each, telling them he will not be back for a while. Two asked to
go with him but the priestess arrived with the Mistress. “Beware the gifts of
the devil,” the mousy brunet zealot ranted. The girls reluctantly back off. 


Mitch turned to the annoying
troublemaker. “Ma’am, I don’t give a rat’s ass for you or your religion. If
these people do not want to follow your ways, it is up to them,” he said and
indicated the two girls who had asked to go.


“How about it ladies, do you want
to stay here? Anne and Sara could use your help in the greenhouses and the
barns,” he said. They only stared at the ground. “You have until we leave to
change your minds,” he warned. He turned to a woman talking with Roserita and
trying to get his attention.


One woman asked if he would
trade. Mitch asked what she had, she offered her laptop. He nodded and said he
would trade her food and tools for it. She happily agreed. He pulled out a
wheel of cheese, hatchet, shovel, bag of nails, and a case of MREs. He took the
laptop. She grinned and lugged her stuff away with the girls following.


Another girl offered sex; he
shook his head and told her he was flattered but was he doesn’t do that.
“You're too young anyway little lady,” he said, easing her disappointment as he
gave her an MRE. Doc patted her on the shoulder and the group dispersed. He
called after them to save the packaging for recycling.


He noted three girls; a woman
with the little girl had quietly slipped into the back of his truck with
Brian’s help. The priestess was hovering around him, trying to hurry him off
and didn’t notice.


He quietly told Doc he would try
to make one more trip before the snow hit but couldn't promise anything. Doc
said she would like to go, but they needed her here. He told her she will have
to decide, the good of a dying village of idealists, or the life of her and her
daughter. 


She nodded reluctantly. A
kilometer from the village Brian asked if they were going to make it and Mitch
shook his head no. The girls in the back cried softly. Brian handed them food
and a canteen.


Mitch set his jaw grimly aware of
the situation and torn about what to do about it. He spotted a mother and calf
Sivartherium near the trail. The ancient giraffe must have been separated from
the migrating herds or decided to remain behind. Brian was driving and he asked
him to pull over. Brian asked why he was doing okay, but Mitch waved him off as
he reached for the gun case.


Brian complied. Mitch pulled the
Bushmaster rifle out and shot the calf. The mother started at the noise, and
bleated in distress as the calf tottered and fell. Brian asked why and Mitch
smiled grimly. “Look, the mother is staying put.” He got a bead and shot again;
it took two shots to drop the mother.


They turned around and they
headed back to the village. He told the guard they had shot two ancient giraffe
a kilometer from camp and gave her directions. The guard was excited and called
the hunters who gathered their things. He gave them a ride in the back of the
trailer; they dropped them off at the carcasses. They waved good luck and left
them to their grim work. Brian asked why they didn’t let them in the truck,
Mitch murmured that they stank, and damned if he was going to clean up the
fleas after they sat inside. “Had to do it three times already,” Mitch
grumbled. Brian laughed and swerved the truck to avoid a rock.


 “Going to have to do it again
now,” Brian warned, eyes cutting to their passengers. Mitch sighed and nodded
wearily.


 


Ten days later they got their
first dusting of snow in the night. He checked the weather forecast, he didn’t
see any more on the horizon, and so took a truck loaded with trade goods,
Brian, and Paul Fenn up to the Amazon’s village. On the way he killed an elk
and with Paul’s help lashed it to the roof while Brian acted as a guard.


He pulled up the guard shack,
there was a different female there but she smiled tentatively. Mitch nodded
politely to her. Brian was distant. Paul nodded politely to the girl, unaware
of some of the history. The girl whistled and someone in the compound looked up
and then called to others. In moments they had a crowd. Mitch asked one of the
huntresses to help get the elk down. When she asked what it was for, he replied
for her and the women. She nodded her thanks and smiled slightly.


One of the girls handed him rifle
slugs. He looked them over. “From last week,” she said by way of explanation.
He nodded and thanked her. He dropped the slugs into the cup holder on the door
and then handed the girl an MRE and Swiss army knife. Her eyes widened, and
then she smiled and thanked him. He nodded.


One of the girls quietly offered
an I pod; he smiled and plugged it into the truck port. He tossed her an energy
bar, and then handed her the I pod back. She looked at him and he said it was
hers to have. He gave her a basket of food and then turned to the next person.


Two women gave him computers and
saved MRE packaging, he gave them food and tools they made recently from iron
and wood. After a few trades a woman came up. He casually asked if she was here
to trade and she shook her head biting her lip. “Ma’am?”


She pushed the gaunt child to
him. “Please take care of her,” she whispered and turned to leave. 


Mitch grabbed the woman by the
elbow before she left. “I have a better idea. You do that,” he said and
then maneuvered her into the back seat of the truck with the child. He handed
them an MRE, water bottle, and blanket.


She blessed him weakly, too tired
and distraught to cry. He patted her on the shoulder. Three more women came
also asking him to take their children; again he put them in the truck with
food. The priestess noted this and protested. He gave her a warning look, and
then ignored her. She called the hunters to disperse the crowd but they too
ignore her. A few of the women do leave however. Doc approached, he noted that
the priestess and dominatrix held Cassie back.


Quietly he patted her arm and
then handed her a care package from Janet and the gang. He slipped her a
package of energy bars. She stuffed into the front of her coat and another into
her bosom before the priestess spotted it. Mitch noted this and his eyes
glittered. “So they are confiscating the packets for themselves?” he murmured
to her. She gave a quick nod. His jaw tightened in anger as he watched her
leave. He made a few more trades before they left. Four women and five girls
ranging in age from three to ten came with them. It was crowded in the truck,
every lap was full. At least with all the bodies they didn't need the heater
much.


On the way home he cranked up the
heat in the rear, the women thanked him. One asked how her Billy was. Paul told
her he was fine. She said she was out picking berries with the group when her
husband Charlie was killed by a cat. A week later she came back to find Billy
beaten for allegedly stealing food.


She had been forced to live off
the kindness of hunters and Mitch after a fall injured her ankle. She tried her
best to feed her kids. She cried softly at what had been done to her son. One
of the women patted her and told her it was all right now.


Mitch called Janet and let her
know what was coming. She said she had been worried, but had anticipated the
need. When they arrived they went through the usual de-lousing. Later around a
fire in the Great Hall the women were huddled under blankets clutching coffee
mugs. They reluctantly and quietly told the others about things, how it had
gotten bad and was getting worse in the village.


Maggie told of sermons, more
rants and desperate prayers than spiritual affairs. They told the group that
only a few children were left in the village, the rest were teens and adults.
Maggie stroked Billy’s hair, smiling softly as he watched the fire. Sasha told
them how Cassie was kept under constant guard while the Doctor was away, and
how the dominatrix threatened her if her mother didn’t return.


 


The next day in class Billy
looked out the window at the falling snow and when he was asked about his
pensive mood he turned. “Why?”


Mitch sat near and looked over
them all. He told them about the agrarian society, and how it worked. Janet
came by and stood near the door as they get into a discussion about religion.
Mitch asked them if they ever heard of the Donner party.


“Like the reindeer?”


He shook his head. “No.”


“Oh.”


“No the Donner party was a group
back in the eighteen hundreds that decided to try to emigrate across the
continental US. They got caught in snow in a mountain pass near the end of
their journey that now bears their name. The people prayed and prayed, but in
the end fell upon their own dead in desperation,” he explained and then sighed.


“They ate them?” Billy asked. The
kids were aghast.


Mitch nodded grimly. “Yes, and by
some reported, killed the weak and sick and ate them as well.” His face was
bleak. “Good bible thumping god fearing people who let their beliefs that god
would protect them, lead them, and let it happen to them. Piety is nice, but
piety doesn’t put food on the table, or a roof over your head. Hard work does
that. Right?” He turned to the class with a challenging look.


“RIGHT!” The kids responded.
Janet was troubled, but nodded. She wiped her hands and then cleared her throat
and chased the kids off to chores.


 


Mitch, Brian, and Vance did a
little hunting with the hummers and trailers before the snow really hit hard.
Flights by the drones had spotted elk, tauntauns, and bison that remained
behind after the major herds left. Hunting helped to keep the freezer full.
Mitch was pretty certain they were going to need the extra food soon. They even
caught a few auroch to turn over to Jeff and Sean.


When Maggie quietly informed him
she was a veterinarian he gladly turned over the animal care duties to her
expert hands. Sean was a little upset at first, but straightens out after a few
days when Maggie took him under her wing as an apprentice. Jeff seemed
relieved.


Mitch and Maggie had a few
discussions about the animals, trading theories about their evolution and
biology in front of the fire. “I still can’t believe they are feathered,” Sean
piped up.


“Too much Hollywood hype,” Mitch
commented with a snort. 


Maggie nodded. “Scientists have
had evidence that dinosaurs, especially the therapod dinos were related to
birds. There is even direct evolutionary evidence as well,” she explained. Sean
nodded looking thoughtful.


“Now we have proof that they are
endothermic, and have an avian circulatory system,” Mitch added.


Sean cocked his head. “Endo...”
Sean tried to sound the word out.


Mitch smiled. “Endo means interior.
Thermic means heat. In other words, dinosaurs are warm blooded like us.” Maggie
nodded in agreement.


“Speaking of heat...” Maggie gave
a dramatic shudder. “I am so glad you shut that waterfall off.” She pointed to
the dark opening above. “I am one for bed. Mucking out is early.” She gave Sean
a long look. He gusted a sigh, got up and followed her out to his own bed.











Chapter 10


 


After a major storm hit the area
Janet and Anne asked if he would go to the village. Mitch looked out the window
and then said no, the way was now far too dangerous. When he noted their sighs
of resignation he gave them a long look. “Do you want me to check on the Doc
and Cassie?” They hemmed and haw a bit. He snorted knowing he was beat.


Maggie, Sasha, Kathy, and
Roserita peeked in; Sasha quietly asked Janet if he was going to do it. The he
in question snorted. “I guess I don’t have a choice do I?” he asked, raising
his voice. He looked at them with a raised eyebrow. They all look at the floor,
or away. He snorted again. “Okay. Did you ask anyone else?” They shrugged.


“Is Brian ready? Or Paul? Or are
one of you volunteering to ride shotgun this time?” Mitch asked. Sasha raised
her hand reluctantly, but Anne waved her off. 


“I will go,” she volunteered
firmly.


“Can you shoot?” Mitch asked,
eying her. She nodded. He blew out his cheeks a few times. “The question is,
will you have too?” he asked bleakly. No one answered that as they got ready to
go.


 


Four hours later they arrived at
the edge of the village. He had stopped to shoot an elk, but missed. Later a
juvenile Tauntaun wasn’t so lucky. They had been seeing more of the creatures,
two legged creatures with short stubby forelimbs and ram horns. The one meter
tall creatures were covered in shaggy brown fur, and had a nasty disposition
when provoked.


He felt a bit of relief that the
gate was still manned. The girl there was under a lean too, clutching her hands
under her armpits. She had makeshift furs and rags on for warmth.


The guard waved and said the Doc
needed them. Mitch nodded. He waved to Anne to unload the catch of the day with
the guard and the frozen blocks of rabbit meat stew and furs she had brought
along. The guard thanked Anne for the food, waving to another girl to help.
“Thank you.” The guard said feverantly, looking at Anne, then to Mitch. The
wind picked up and she shivered. “Thank you for this.”


The Doctor came, bundled in the
fur. Anne greeted her, but the Doc’s solemn face made her ask what was going
on. “Cassie got a thorn in her foot. I got it out but I think it is poisonous.
She has a fever and is delirious.”


Mitch looked down and then up to
her. “What do you want to do?” he asked. 


She nodded to his truck. “We are
going,” she responded. He nodded.


He pulled into the camp, around
the bonfire right to the hut. The village was in shambles, many of the huts
were down, their roofs collapsed from the weight of snow. He went in and
carried Cassie out, ignoring the gathering throng. Doc started to get in but
the priestess grabbed her arm, demanding to know what she was doing. She
grabbed the hand and pulled it off, glaring. “Saving my daughter Diane,” she
snarled.


Doc got into the truck before
Diane could stop her. Mitch covered her and waved the others in. The priestess
and dominatrix rallied their followers, chanting about the evils of men and
even throwing rocks. Mitch looked out around them as the others ducked. His
face was bleak and cold. “I pity you,” Mitch muttered. A rock hits his
windshield and it cracked. Another hit his shoulder hard. Pain lanced through him
and in rage he pulled his weapon and fired a shot into the air. The crowd
scattered in fright. He stood on the edge of the door frame, turning to look
about him. “I PITY YOU, NOT FOR YOUR BELIEFS, BUT YOU’RE STUPIDITY. I PITY YOUR
CHILDREN MORE. GOOD LUCK TO YOU ALL,” he bellowed, glaring about.


He got into the truck and snorted
when he noted Cassie, once looking feverish and out cold looking at him wide
eyed. Huddled under her blanket were a trio of kids, smuggled in during the
distraction. He looked at Doc. “Sick... surrre,” he teased as the truck moved
out.


Doc blushed. “What was I supposed
to do?” she asked softly. 


He pointed to the chest, “Fresh
sandwiches in there kids.” 


Cassie blinked. “Oh thank god I
am like STARVING!” she said feverantly as she reached for the container. 


Mitch shook his head, smiling as
they crunched through the snow and left the village. Anne asked if this was all
and Doc nodded, tears trace down her cheeks as she said, all that were left.
Two girls had died from hypothermia yesterday. 


Mitch shook his head, angry at
that news. “Stupid,” he muttered, smacking the steering wheel. “STUPID!” Doc
patted his shoulder. He winced, pain lancing through his shoulder and up his
neck. “Easy Doc. Rock hit there.” 


Her face clouded in concern.
“Hurt?”


“Yeah, probably a good sized
bruise,” he answered. She nodded. “The armor protects against damage, but you
still feel the impact,” Mitch sighed.


He noted the girl with the I pod.
She waved and thanked him. He nodded in the mirror. “No problem. You’re Angie?”


“Yeah.” 


“Nice to meet again you Angie.” 


Angie poked the other girl. “This
is Jolie.” Jolie looked up shyly. He nodded to her. She mumbled something with
her mouth full.


He snorted. “Don’t eat too fast
or you will barf kids,” he warned. They all slowed down.


Janet called; Anne put the Doc on
the radio. Doc told her they were coming home. Janet muttered a thank the lord,
making Mitch snort. “We just picked up two guys half starved near the South
gate, Brian and Maggie got them to the medical wing. It looks like you have quite
a practice waiting Doc,” Janet warned. Doc snorted.


When they arrived the girls were
carried into the hospital wing. A bunch of people were waiting, including two
men sitting in beds trying to drink from mugs with their hands and feet
bundled. They put the girls on cots. Janet handed each a mug and blanket. They
murmured thanks. One exclaimed at drinking hot soup. Janet handed her a spoon.
Maggie came in with hot bread. The girls exclaimed in delight at the bread, and
fresh butter. Jolie’s eyes sparkled as tears glitter and fall. “How? I don’t
understand, how can you have all this?”


Janet pointed to Mitch. “We were
all warned, but he took it seriously,” she said. Mitch shrugged sheepishly as
the people in the room turned to him and then winced at the pain that the shrug
caused. Doc noted this.


He waved her off as her concerned
look registered. “Triage Doc,” he ordered, indicating her other patients. She
nodded. Dora jumped as did Anne. They swung into action, checking Henry Doyle
and Piotr Raslagovich, a brit and Russian who managed to find their way to the
base somehow.


Piotr had taken care to bandage
their hands, so frostbite was not too bad the doctor reported. Their feet were
a mess; Doc noted that Piotr might lose some toes. Doc hissed sympathetically at
this. Henry looked bleak. “We fell through an ice pond that had been dusted,
got chased by dire wolves for a bit so couldn’t change,” Henry explained,
looking at the black toes. Piotr nodded.


They were given hot compresses
and treated with medication to ease their aches. Doc checked the kids over,
noting malnutrition. Dora handed each a pill, telling Doc they were
multivitamins. The girls had mild hypothermia and frostbite, Jolie had lost a
fingernail.


She turned to look at Mitch but
he was gone. Brian was acting as a wary guard; he caught her look and nodded.
Janet noted the doctor's confusion and replied that Mitch had taken himself
off, most likely to work. She tisked in annoyance, “Even with everyone here
there doesn’t seem enough hours of the day to get everything that man wanted
done! He works twenty two hours a day sometimes! The man is going to drop from
a heart attack if he isn’t careful!” She shook her head.


Brian snorted. “He wanted to set
the hot tub up to help out,” he said. 


Doc looked up in interest. “Hot
tub?” Janet, Angie, Jolie, and the others echoed that.


Brian smiled. “He may be a pack
rat, but he is a SMART pack rat.” Angie started giggling, startling a chuckle
from everyone.


Doc nodded thoughtfully as order
was restored. “So are you going to take over now? Going to teach?” Dora asked.


Cassie nodded. “Yeah mom, what
about it?” Doc smiled and nodded.


Dora cheered and did a little
dance. “Yes! No more nurse Cratchet!” 


Janet snorted. “Now love you’ve
been doing well and you said you wanted to be a Doctor... now you have one to
train you.” She patted the girl’s arm.


Dora made a face. “Yeah, but when
someone is hurt I realized how much I don’t know, I mean, Mitch knows more, and
he has paramedic training! But he put me in charge?!” She pointed
to her chest.


“It says something about you
doesn’t it?” Cassie responded.


Dora glared at her. “What?”


“He trusts you.”


Dora looked a little sheepish.
“Oh. Yeah, I guess he does.”


Doc smiled. “I will teach you.” 


Cassie cleared her throat and
waved her free hand. ”Me too mom. I mean, if that is okay.” 


Doc nodded, patted her daughters
covered leg. “Of course sweetie. Now, I gotta go see a man about a shoulder. He
better not be lifting, I felt something wrong with his collarbone...” 


Janet looked up in concern. “Come
on.” Janet led them to where Mitch was trying to pull the fiberglass tub up
with one arm. Doc noted the way he was cradling his right arm, and nodded to
Janet. Janet sucked in a breath. “Bloody hell. All right you bloomin idiot what
have you gotten yourself into now?” 


He looked up at them then
grunted, hauling on the chain. Brian stepped in and grabbing it. Paul came
over, pushing at the hovering tub. Janet grabbed the chain, muttering
imprecations and helped them get it into place and then together they eased it
down. Mitch paused for breath with them for a moment and then moved to get it
hooked up. Janet grabbed his arm making him cry out. “Leave off woman!” Doc
started at this. Brian quietly told him they were only trying to help.


“Then pass the screw gun. Let’s
get this done,” Mitch growled. He wearily pulled the directions out.


Doc stepped up and picked them
out of his hands. “I have a better idea, Brian, Paul and the others will do it,
and you will get checked, eat something and then go to bed.” He looked
at her. She crossed her arms and gave him the look... Janet did as well.


Maggie came in and noted the
taboo. “What’d I miss?” 


Angie stepped in, and picked up
the directions. “You had them upside down,” she said helpfully. 


Doc snorted. “Doctors orders?”
She looked at him with a raised eyebrow and tapped her foot foot.


“Meddling women,” Mitch growled.


“What’s that?” Doc said in good
humor.


Angie giggled. “I think you got
outvoted boss. Best quit while you’re ahead,” Brian said, not even looking up
as he worked with Paul.


“All right all right!” Mitch
growled as he gave in with ill grace. “After you Doc.”


Doc pointed. “I don’t think so, I
don’t trust you not to duck off and get into mischief. March!” Janet tapped a
foot and Angie giggled set the boys to chuckling and shaking their heads.


Mitch sighed wearily and went to
the infirmary wing. Doc helped him pull off the sweater, noting he was cradling
his arm. She poked him a bit, and he winced and swayed in pain. Dora came over
and they get him to sit. “You are a cantankerous patient!” she growled at him.
He snorted.


Henry held up a cup. “Come on
gov’nor, what’s to complain about? Pretty nurses, women no less!” Piotr and
Henry laughed.


They eased the shirt off and see
a massive bruise on his upper shoulder. Doc hissed a bit and felt about. “Hmm,
I think it might be...” He winced and gasped... ”Hmm yup, it looks broken.” 


Mitch waved at Dora. “Scanner.”


“Huh?”


“Medical scanner.”


“Huh?” she asked still confused.


He shook his head then cleared
his throat. “COMPUTER.” An AI voice responded with a beep.


Doc looked up and then down at
him. “My you are full of surprises,” she murmured. This got a small smile.
Cassie giggled. She turned and looked at her:


“Quiet you,” Doc ordered as she
noted the I pod she was sharing with Jolie.


Mitch called for a robot with the
scanner, it arrived a few minutes later by way of the medical bot. Doc and the
patients looked it over. It looked like a modernized Johnny five, white plastic
with an almost human head. It handed the scanner to Mitch. He passed it to the
red haired Doctor.


She fumbled with it as he
explained how it worked and then scanned his shoulder. “Yup, collar bone is
busted. Hairline fracture looked nasty. How can you be upright? Let alone
lifting stuff? You drove for nearly four hours!” 


He shrugged. “There is a lot to
do Doc, and even injured you can’t just stop.”


She shrugged. “Well there are
plenty of people here now, we can help,” she replied firmly. The others in the
room nodded. He nodded in turn, albeit reluctantly.


“No more twenty two hour day’s
bub,” Doc growled. 


Mitch smiled and told her there
were twenty eight in a day so why not? 


Piotr questioned that as the
doctor checked him, he thought there were twenty seven. A bit of banter
followed and they talked back and forth as the doctor worked. Piotr admitted he
had been studying astronomy in college, and considered being a radio
astronomer. Mitch stated he had a couple telescopes, but nothing big. Piotr
perked up at this. Henry asked if they had a still and Mitch laughed.


“Yes. And a microbrewery, though
no Guinness.” 


Henry chuckled. “I am not Irish
lad. All the same, a stiff belt now and then is good for the soul.” He gave
Mitch a wink and a nod.


“Please tell me that isn’t about
a boy band in town?” Mitch said suddenly.


Anne looked up. “Boy band?” She
glanced up at him. He pointed his chin to the knot of giggling girls in the
corner. Cassie, Jolie, and the other girls appeared to be catching up.


She shrugged and rolled her eyes.
“God I hope not. Last thing we need is a bunch of hysterical teenage girls
swooning over hormones,” she replied in disgust. He laughed at her mock scowl.


 


Brian called in from the
perimeter a few days later; he, Jeff, Sean, and Vance have netted some of those
tauntaun creatures for study. Brian sounded pleased but clearly at a lost on
what to do next. Mitch sent out a hummer with a trailer to transport them back.
There were twenty of the furry things, each under a meter tall. Each sport ram
horns, and was bipedal.


“Can they be related to the
Hypsilophodon?” Maggie asked, examining them.


“Or the pachycephalosaurids. I am
not sure,” Mitch replied. Since Mitch’s arm was still in a sling, he was
sidelined in the round up.


“Can we feed them all?” Maggie
asked.


“I thought we were going to study
them?” Mitch asked. Just what they didn't need, more mouths to feed. Ornery
mouths to feed to boot. 


Maggie pointed to the coats. “I
bet that would be great as fleece, like the alpaca’s.” 


Mitch sighed. “Okay, Your
department. You’ll need to cut the horns and disbud any young.” She grunted an
acknowledgment as she wrestled a bawling creature up the chute.


It took them several hours, but
finally they got the animals loaded. “I think we have about eighteen females
one juvenile male, and one adult male,” Maggie panted when they were done.


Mitch nodded. Maggie had been up
close and personal with the animals so she'd know the sex of them better than
he could from his vantage point on the other side of the fence. “Still think
they are worth it?”  He teased. 


She nodded. One of the creatures
slammed the side of the trailer, rocking it. “Damn! Knock that shit off!”
Maggie called in annoyance, slapping the metal. The animals give a high pitched
bawling noise, and then huffed a few times before it snorted.


“I think we are okay for feed, we
might even be able to turn them loose on the pastures since they are adapted to
a winter climate,” Maggie observed. Mitch nodded. Maggie rested an arm on the
rail and smiled. “I like the fur, very soft, it has three layers.” He looked at
the trailer.


“Going to be a pain to sheer them
come spring Mags,” Mitch warned. 


She shrugged. “That’s then.” He
chuckled.


“I got an idea for that, we’ll
treat them just like the goats when we milk them by hand. Stick their heads in
a yoke, and then shave the body,” Maggie said.


He nodded and tipped his hat back
in thought. “Could work.”


 


Several weeks later Mitch had
mostly recovered, though he still wore a sling. Doc, Cassie, Jolie, and Janet
were concerned about the village. At first annoyed, and resentful of being
thrust into the lion’s den once more, he finally shrugged his annoyance off and
recruited Piotr, Doc, and Brian to check with him. Brian and Paul had outfitted
three of the hummers with snow chains. They took two vehicles, and didn't
encounter any animals along the way.


The snow wasn’t too deep, they
managed to keep to the first track and avoid the worst pitfalls. It was slow
going, taking nearly the entire morning.


At the village gate it appeared
deserted, definitely not a good sign. Janet called in over the radio when they
reported their arrival to base, “Their is a storm rapidly approaching.” They
pulled into the main square, which was littered with snow covered debris, and a
fallen body. 


“Damn, not good,” Paul muttered.
Doc rushed out and checked her over, reporting she was frozen almost solid.
Mitch got back to his truck and went through the center console and came up
with a thermal imaging system. He checked the area, finding only eight heat
sources, and two cooling rapidly. They rushed to a covered vehicle, and dug it
out.


Inside they found a couple of
terrified teens half frozen with the dead. Doc and Piotr carried them to the
trucks. Mitch took a different route, checking the second heat source. He found
a teenage girl and woman huddling near the fallen bodies of the dominatrix
Tabitha and another woman. He shook his head. “Come with me if you want to
live,” he said, gloved hand outstretched. The women muttered to each other. He
held his hand out again; tentatively they take reached out and took it.


Piotr loaded them into a truck
with the others. He looked up as another woman came staggering out of a nearby
car. She fell in the snow; he checked her over and carried her to the truck.
Mitch checked the way she came, finding the rapidly cooling bodies of the
priestess and a huntress. Four more huntresses were alive, but out and blue
from the cold. He carried one to the others. Doc swore at him but he ignored
her.


Piotr went to help, dragging them
to the truck. One struggled, hysterically thinking he was a predator, until Doc
told her it is okay. Brian called out that he found a girl. He brought her to
Doc, but Doc looked her over, checked for a pulse, and then sadly shook her
head to Brian. “I am sorry,” she murmured. He nodded glumly and gently set the
body down with the others.


 


They got back to base and checked
over the wounded. Doc was forced to amputate many toes and fingers, unhappy
about the massive frostbite. One of the huntresses huddled under a blanket,
shuddering while clutching a mug of soup. Her eyes were lost. Piotr gently
patted her on the back; she started, but calmed down.


Mitch dug out crates of vacuum
packed bedding. He had Anne save the vacuum bags, they could be used again. He
also brought out a box of Mylar blankets. The Mylar was thin and shiny, but
highly effective at retaining heat. He regretted not remembering them earlier.


 


Days later the survivors met in
the cavernous Great hall with the residents. They didn't even look around, just
huddled together in misery under the blankets. Doc was a bit concerned about
their health, hovering over them with Dora and Cassie.


The women recounted what
happened, the slow starvation, hysterical sermons, prayer sessions, and attacks
by dire wolves. “When you played pied piper the first time, we were all pissed.
Tabitha and Diane went stark raving mad,” the lead surviving huntress said. She
shuddered a little.


“When things were really bad, we
were talking about coming to you,” she said and sighed. “Diane started talking
about some of what happened with the other men and to Lisa, and we stopped.
When you picked up Doc it was a surprise.” She gave Doc and Cassie a look, then
looked back to Mitch. “Diane and Tabitha wanted us to track you and take this
place from you. A storm blocked us in before anyone could go anywhere though.”
She shivered and huddled down under the blankets.


Two of the other huntresses shook
their heads, telling of how they had almost given up hope. Doc patted one on
the shoulder; she reached out and hugged her, crying softly.


Mitch quietly told Doc to let her
get it out. Henry asked why they were so unprepared. Janet gave him a dirty
look. “You weren’t doing so hot either me’buck’O.” One of the huntress’s
bristled. Mitch quietly cleared his throat and then went into a lecture.


“Each of us were informed a year
in advance of our transport,” he said. One of the girls asked how he could
afford all this, waving her hand. He smiled. “I am a psychic. I won the lotto a
few times,” he said and shrugged at her expression. He sighed at the usual
round of disbelief and concern made its way through the room.


“A few times?” The groups
reaction of disbelief, awe, revulsion made him smile bitterly.


“Yes, twenty two times actually,
but I only used the disbursements of eighteen, leaving the rest to try to help
people we left behind. I also invested in the stock market, and used the seed
money from my lotto winnings to start several businesses,” he explained. There
were murmurs of disbelief and skepticism from the women. “Anyway, I planned
ahead. Ten thousand of us were transported, five thousand of each gender. The
problem is we are not suited for this, had we been Eskimo’s, Native Americans,
or lower tech civilizations it would have been different,” he explained and
sighed.


He blew his cheeks out in
annoyance. “The computer estimates one fifth or twenty percent of our
transported population have survived up to now. Less the two thousand, most
outside these walls are probably male.”


The girls looked among each other
uneasily. “What about inbreeding, how are we to carry on the race?” Doc asked.


Mitch snorted. “Well Doc, I set
up a contingency plan. I figured something like this would happen, so my last
act other then jumping through hoops to get the weapons and explosives, was to
buy a clinic.” He nodded in the direction of the medical wing.


“Clinic?” she asked.


“Fertilization clinic. One of the
containers has a full bank of over ten thousand people, sperm, ova, and even
some embryos,” he explained. Doc nodded at this.


“Wait, wait, and back up, why
will all the men survive?” one of the girls asked, wrinkling her nose.


He turned to her smiling sadly.
“Oh, not all will, and not all women will die either. Some who are in villages
or groups will survive,” he replied.


“We are built for this, ask
them.” He pointed to Doc and to the huntress group. 


Doc nodded. “See Hanna, men are
built differently than us.”


Hanna muttered an, “I hadn’t
noticed.” Making the group all laugh. “Is this going to be a birds and the
bee’s story?” she asked with a wane smile. “If it is you're a few years too
late doc,” she said. That drew chuckles and titters of amusement.


Doc smiled. “No, men have more upper
body strength, and are more violent. They have more endurance than women as
well. Sure we could out run them, we can have babies, but we can’t hunt as
well, carry goods as well, or farm as well.”


Phyllis one of the surviving
huntresses nodded. “Just look at what we just went though, it didn’t turn out
too well did it?” Hanna shook her head.


“Lifting took upper body
strength. Cutting wood took a strong back and arms,” Doc continued her lecture.
The girls nodded. They had experience trying to do these things on their own.
“Hunting took luck and strategy, but for a bowman, it took again, upper body
strength.”


Cassie looked at Brian, “Nice
pecks,” she teased. He blushed. “So what we are reduced to farm wives? Slaves?”
Angry muttering started up at that idea. A few dark looks were shot at the men.


Mitch raised his hand and stood.
“No, not on my watch.” They grew silent. “In these halls everyone’s
contribution is valued. There is plenty to do, and the tech I have carried over
will aid us.” Doc nodded, murmured of thanks resound around the group. “Janet
and Anne,” He waved a hand to them, “are the domestic managers,” Janet flicked
her hand in dismissal.


“Henry is in charge of our
plumbing, with Miguel as his assistant. Maggie here is our vet with Jeff and
Sean as her assistants.” He waved to them, they wave to the group. “Roserita is
our tannery expert.” He pointed to her. “Piotr is in charge of weather and
astronomy. Doc, well, y’all know Doc,” he said disarmingly. The chuckles went
around the room.


“So you’re the local lord?” One
of the huntresses’s asked. He looked to her. She waved her hand, “No argument.”



He shrugged. “For want of a
better term, I guess so. My stuff, my plan. Anne and Janet have better
organizational skills then I do, but with them and the others handling the day
to day stuff I can focus on the overall view,” he explained. Piotr nodded.


“No one is going to be kicked
out; we will set up a system of government and justice system over time,” Mitch
added. More of the ladies nodded. “But, someone has to be in charge, and as I
said, it is my dime.” He gave them a sheepish smile as he thumped his chest
with his good hand. “When the snows melt you are more than welcome to return to
your village if you choose.” Reluctantly the survivors shook their heads at
this idea. He chuckled.


“You spoiled us rotten, so you’re
stuck with us,” Doc commented with a sly smile. 


Mitch blushed and squirmed. “We
have the spring planting to prep for, animal care, plus base expansion. Right
now I brought a tech basis to set up our entire civilization, with some modern
twists, but the first two years are all about survival.” He gave each of them a
stern look until they nodded.


“Vance here is in charge of
general construction, following the blueprints in the computers. Right now he
is focusing on the perimeter wall.” Vance nodded and gave a thumbs up.


“This year we will focus on
expanding, growing more food, expanding the herds, mining, and mapping.” Mitch
waved a hand to Brian. “Brian and I have begun setting up our factories and
machine shops, and even started expanding them.” There were a few people who
murmured at this.


“It is slow going though, and we
are low on our stockpiles.” One girl got nervous. “Not food, no, we are a bit
low on energy, we are down to the hydrogen generators, the small and the
two giant wind turbines, and the hydro-electrics. The solar panels, and sodium
solar heater are all down, either covered in snow, or frozen,” he sighed in
annoyance. “Well, the two biggest wind turbines are not frozen...Yet.” He
paused as this sank in.


“The waterfalls have not
completely stopped, but they are carrying a lot of ice crystals, so they form
ice. Also the water flow is low, so we are at less than twenty percent with
them.” He shrugged. “Most of the lakes up North have frozen over. Water that
stands still tends to freeze,” he explained as he gave Brian a nod.


“We have enough energy for basics
that is why I am not pushing anything right now,” Mitch finished. Doc nodded.
“We have plenty of wood for the boilers and fireplaces as well.” More people
nodded. “I brought along a thermal exchange generator, heat water in a boiler
turned a steam turbine. It is inefficient though, and a last resort. I also set
up the hydrogen tanks, but they are half full. We can make biodiesel to fuel
the two small diesel generators, but I would prefer not to,” Mitch sighed.


“So what do we do?” one of the
huntresses asked.


He looked at her. “You are,
Phyllis?” he asked. She nodded. “What did you do before coming here?”


She smiled. “I hunted.”


“Okay, what about before?”


She shook her head. “I was an
army sergeant.” 


“Okay sergeant, you and Brian are
in charge of security and hunting,” Mitch said. She nodded. Brian didn’t look
to happy at this.


Mitch ignored the distress and
pointed to the next girl. “What about you?” 


She started, “Me?”


“Yes ma’am, what about you?” 


She tried to stand but he waved
her down. “My name is Natalie, I was a secretary.” 


“Okay, you can assist Janet. We
need someone who can set up our records,” he said. She nodded.


He pointed to another woman.
“You?”


“My name is Selma,” she said,
pointing to herself. In broken English she explained she was a seamstress in a
factory. He nodded when she finished.


“Okay, you are in charge of
clothes,” Mitch said. She nodded, smiling. “I have two textile looms; both of
them are power looms and are packed. We have a limited supply of wool, alpaca
fleece, leather, feathers, and cotton, and not much cotton from the hot house.”
He paused as a woman interrupted.


“Hot house?” she asked in
confusion. 


He turned to a black woman and
cocked an eyebrow at her. “Yes and you are?”


“Hejira, I was a botany student,
I worked in greenhouses in Chicago,” she replied with dignity by way of
introduction. She wiped lint from her lap.


Mitch nodded. “All right, you’re
in charge of the greenhouses, and possibly the entire farming program.” She
looked alarmed. He waved the look off. “We have computers for support, and
plenty of people to draw off of.”


She still looked dubious. Jolene
piped up, “I am in charge of communications, and I get to run the radio station
with Pete,” she said with a grin. Pete smiled and nodded.


“You’re also our roving
reporter,” Mitch added, bowing slightly to the young woman.


“I am a pilot,” an Australian
woman piped up.


Mitch looked at her. “Fixed wing
or helicopter?” 


She smiled, “Anything that can
fly.” 


He nodded. “Okay, you’re our
pilot. Once Doc gives you a clean bill of health you can check the plane and
helicopters out.” 


Her smile turned into a grin.
“When I get well you’re going to get your brains screwed out of you.” One of
the other girls agreed.


He blushed. “No need,” he
mumbled, squirming. She looked to him, giving him a catty look. Vanessa glared.
He turned to Doc. “Help help?” he said weakly, getting a laugh from everyone.


“You’re on your own bud; I think
there is a long line though. I might be in it too,” doc murmured wickedly. He
shook his head, cheeks flaming as the women tittered again.


“Can we still hunt?” Vanessa
asked.


He looked at her. “Can you handle
a bow or rifle?” 


“Yes, I used to hunt and fish
with my dad.” 


Mitch nodded thoughtfully. He was
secretly glad the women were responding so well. “Okay, you can be a games
woman then,” he said appointing her to her new position with a nod. She nodded
in return.


She poked the girl next to her.
“This is Lisa; she helped out her dad in the garage,” she said. Mitch nodded,


“Lisa?” She looked up slowly. “Do
you want to be in charge of the motor pool? We have a machine shop.” She ducked
her head and nodded quietly.


“She was raped when we first got
here,” Doc murmured in his ear. 


“Rape trauma,” he muttered
darkly. He nodded quietly and sighed. “Okay we are going to need trauma
counseling,” he responded quietly to Doc and then sighed.


Maggie asked how much fuel they
had. He nodded to her. “When we crossed over I brought a bunch of gear. I set
up the basics of the chemical plant early on; if you go to the South wing you
can smell some of it.” A few muttered at this. “We filled a couple giant
basement caverns with biodiesel, methane, and liquid hydrogen tanks. We have
enough for two more months at present power levels, and we can scavenge with
reduced levels for more if necessary. We have had three months of hard winter,
I suspect at least another one to two more if this is anything like Earth, or
as much as three months more. Piotr has been measuring our distance from the
sun,” he turned to the Russian.


Piotr stood. “Accor’di’ng to
calculations we are moving away from star.” He pointed. “I tink in elliptical
orbit? Da?” Henry and Mitch nodded. “Don’t mean we were at perigee close to
sun, hot then long apogee cool. Know more soon.” He used his hands to describe
the motion, and then sat with a nod.


“No one is stuck in one
profession, if you want to learn something else there are classes,” Mitch
announced and waved his hand to Kathy, who blushed. “Y’all know Kathy here.”
The new ladies looked over to her and then back and forth between him and her.
“She is teaching classes for general schooling, and on the job training for
other things right now. Doc here has two apprentices as well, though I expect
anyone who doesn’t know basic first aid to apply for a training course,” he
said. He gave the group the evil eye.


“We all divvy up the chores, and
those are rotated by Janet here,” he said after a moment. 


Janet nodded. Smacking her hands
together she stood, “Speaking of which, we have some work to do. Wayne I
believe you have to check the chickens?” He groaned and nodded as he got up.
Billy and Miguel got up and said they were off to check the plumbing with
Henry.


“Cassie you have homework,” her
mom said. Vanessa smirked. 


Mitch noted this and smiled.
“Sarge you think you could run a visual recognition class?” 


Phyllis looked up and over to
him. “Sure but why?”


“Well we need to get Vanessa
tuned into better hunting skills since she will be going out soon.”


Vanessa smirk ended abruptly.
“You have a week or two before Doc clears you for light duty, but since you're
going to be sitting around bored, you might as well do it going over hunting
material, basic first aid, and help Janet and Mags out with the culling and
butchering,” Mitch said. Vanessa shrugged. Sarge looked thoughtful. After a
moment she nodded, hiding a small smile of approval.


“It is a whole lot better than
sitting around watching re-ran of Gilmore girls and Charmed,” Mitch growled. He
gave some of the resident women dirty looks. “Also, try to keep power use down
to a minimum.” He shrugged. “That goes for showers and general water use too.”


“We do have two cases of
toothpaste and general bathroom supplies in storage. Ration them carefully and
try to reuse what you can. Hopefully we will be able to produce more next
year.” He looked over to Anne who nodded.


“Unfortunately I could not get
any birth control pills, so we are SOL there, so be careful.” He shrugged.
“There are rubbers though, if you need one ask Doc.” He gave Brian a nod. “Both
parties better be consenting, and of age too,” Mitch growled. Brian and Dora
blushed, clearly embarrassed about being singled out.


The computer piped up, stating
that the snow had stopped. Mitch nodded. Sergeant Phyllis looked startled. He
shrugged. “Like I said, I plan ahead.” She nodded slowly. “Most of the robots
are offline and stored till spring.” 


“What about that war robot?” she
asked.


“I have dozens of security robots
of various types and several UAV’s as well,” Mitch explained. The pilot perked
up at this news. “Give us a day or so and you can take one up to do an orbit
around the area,” Mitch said, shooting a glance her way. She nodded.


“Lisa? Do you want to help me
break out one of the UAV’s? Or have Brian show you around the machine shop?”
Mitch asked, turning to the taciturn girl. She looked to Vanessa who gave her
an encouraging look and then hugged her. Doc watched. 


Dora piped up, “I want to help
Brian and Angie, and we need to finish setting up the lift in the garage
anyway.” Lisa looked relieved and pointed to Brian, Angie, and Dora. 


Mitch nodded and slapped his
thighs. “Okay, let’s be about it.”


Three year old Mateo came in,
yawning and rubbing his eyes. His mother carried his baby brother while his six
year old sister followed in their wake. “Awake huh?” Mitch asked, smiling at
the little boy. Mateo nodded sleepily, caught sight of everyone and shyly hid
behind his mom. The women smiled softly. Phyllis snorted.


“Are you going to cook the beef
stew?” Little Ruby asked. 


Mitch gave the girl a questioning
look. Then he caught on after a moment and heartily smacked to his forehead,
making her and the kids giggle. “I totally forgot! Okay, I will get it started
then while it is simmering check the UAV’s.” He got up to leave,


Janet piped up, “No more barbecue
sauce!” she growled. He grinned evilly but didn't respond. 


“Barbecue sauce?” Vanessa asked,
wrinkling her nose. Mitch's grin widened. Cassie rolled her eyes.


“You cook?” Sergeant Phyllis
asked. 


“Yeah, like he said, everyone
helps out, and chores are rotated.” Janet replied and then turned to his
retreating back radiating annoyance. “Do you have any idea how hard it is to
make that damn sauce?!” She waved her fist at him. He ducked laughing. She
threw her hands up in the air. He smiled at her and shrugged.


The radio squelch cut off a
retort. “Maggie?” Wayne asked over the radio net.


“Yes Wayne,” Mags sighed and
rolled her eyes, knowing what was probably coming.


“I got the eggs, checked on the
geese and turkeys, but they are sleeping. The cheetahs are pacing a lot. Horses
too.”


 “Cheetah?” Vanessa asked.


Natalie however had different
priorities. “Geese?” 


“Goose meat, and feathers for
bedding and jackets,” Janet replied.


“Oh,” Natalie nodded. “But
cheetah?” 


Mitch smiled. “And raccoons,
pigs, horses, rabbits, cattle, sheep, goats, chickens, turkey, alpaca,
chinchilla, Fish, some dinosaurs, tauntauns, and others,” he said, listing the
animals. She goggled at him in shock.


“Crap! Maggie one of the raccoons
got out again!” They could hear sounds of Wayne chasing them at a frantic pace,
mute chittering of glee could also be heard in the background.


“Okay,” Maggie said, “I will be
there in a minute.” She pointed to a couple of the couple kids, “You kids up
for a coonie hunt?” They nodded. Doc, Cassie, and Dora turned and wheeled the
invalids back to the infirmary.











Chapter 11


 


Phyllis reported a sighting on
the border a few weeks later. She was settling in well, now kicking herself for
not making the jump sooner. She took turns with the Aussie bush pilot, keeping
an eye on the UAV feed. 


The long range UAV confirmed a
sighting, but the cloud cover and dense forest were too much for it to get an
accurate reading. Concerned it might be refugees, they took a hummer out just
as a storm front began to hit. 


As they made their way to the
targets a shaggy brown furred lumbering creature came out of the snow fog. “It
is a mammoth,” Mitch murmured in awe as he brought the camera up. Another and
then another came past the truck. They could feel the low thrumming noises the
animals made. One turned and trumpeted toward a ridge. They turned to look in
the indicated direction and spotted a giant snow beast.


Easily two meters tall, it was
covered in shaggy white fur. It had six legs, and a flat face. Two horns jutted
out like devil’s horns, another larger set curved down to point outward on
either side of the head and beyond like tusks. The front torso was massive,
like a bull or gorilla.


It was the eyes that were the
scariest thing, the four red eyes that shined and almost glowed. The fur
rippled in the wind. It seemed to watch the herd, and then turned its attention
to the hummer. Phyllis’s frantic intake of breath was the only thing they could
hear for a moment. Then another blast from the mammoths.


Tiny ears on the behemoth mammals
were flapping in anger and distress; they turned their tusks to the foe. Their
trunks thrashed, trumpeting war cries. The predator seemed to watch them,
standing there like an alien version of a silver back gorilla. Two clouds of
air would jet from its nostrils, which twitched. Then in a sudden swirl of snow
it was gone.


Phyllis shuddered. “Can we go
home now?” 


Vance mutely nodded. “Good idea.
I for one do not plan on leaving the base till we are knee deep in spring.” He
turned to Mitch. “Did you get it?” 


Mitch nodded as he shut the
camera off. “And the mammoths. There were some four tuskers in there too,
possibly mastodons.” 


“Where did they come from? We
haven’t seen them all year?” 


Mitch shrugged. “Most likely they
were north. When it is hot out they probably stay in the northern reaches,
along the arctic line. But when it got cold, they probably head South,” he
hypothesized. The herd chuffed a bit in annoyance and then moved on South.


“Then again, some of them, like
that snow beast, might be on the mountains,” Phyllis added and then shuddered.
“God I hope not. I would hate to have met up with one of those things.”
They heard a wolf baying, then another and another.


“Time to get the hell out of dodge,”
Mitch said as Phyllis steered them for home.


 


A few days later the pilot
Jacklynn called him in, she had spotted suspicious activity a dozen kilometers
away. He met her in the control room and she pulled up a video feed from the
UAV. Anne came in, she squinted and didn’t see anything at first, but when the
pilot switched to thermal imaging they could see the thermal image of twelve to
sixteen people stumbling along in the snow.


Mitch punched a button alerting
Brian of incoming. Piotr came in shrugging on a parka. They quickly outlined
the situation on their way to the garage bay. Meeting Brian they each took a
vehicle.


“Are we sure dis is no another
false alarm?” Piotr asked. His English is improving, but it took a moment for
Mitch to digest that question.


“Jacklynn got in nice and tight
with the camera and IR, definitely human,” Mitch answered as he opened his
door.


Brian grunted. “Lucky we just
dozed around the garage door!” 


Mitch smiled and flipped the
communications channel open. “We will keep an open channel. Tell Doc and Janet
to prep for incoming.” 


Doc immediately came in over the
radio. “I have Cassie and Dora setting triage one up now with plenty of
blankets and thermal packs.” 


“Roger Doc.”


An hour later Janet called, “We
have a storm front brewing.” 


“Bush Amoy! DA! I know dis!”
Piotr answered sounding vexed. Mitch grimaced. They would have to make this
rescue quick. They pulled up on the ridge. Piotr asked why and Mitch pulled out
a pair of binoculars.


“Okay, got them,” Mitch said
after a moment. He passed the device to Piotr. The Russian looked.


“Hmm three to six kids, five no,
six men? Maybe two or three women?” They pulled forward, breaking trail ahead
of the other vehicles. The lead male spotted them and waved, another smacked
him on the arm.


They met a wary exhausted group a
minute later. They had furs covering their body for warmth, and primitive snow
shoes. Like Mitch and the other base males the refugee males all sported
beards, though theirs were a bit ragged.


“You folks need a lift?” Brian
asked just as one of the males pulled a gun. Brian’s eyes widened in surprise. 


“Don’t mind if we do. I guess
you're going to walk though,” the man snarled. They heard a loud click of a
gun.


“I don’t think you’re being very
nice son. Put the weapon down,” Mitch snarled. 


The stranger turned arrogantly to
look at Mitch and froze when he noted Piotr and Mitch holding Bushmaster rifles
pointed at him. “I think you need to stand down now,” Mitch observed. The pilot
buzzed the group, the strangers duck for cover, but Piotr said, calmly, “D’at
one is ours.” One of the men looked up and spotted the UAV. He pointed to it.


Slowly the male with the gun
lowered it. “All right your move.” 


Mitch looked to the stranger. “I
don’t like people pointing guns at my people,” He growled. He was still coming
down from the adrenaline, not happy about how badly it could have gone.


The woman near the apparent
leader whimpered and another looked to her and then turned and begged. “Please,
don’t blame him for being wary.” Mitch dared a quick glance to her, still
angry.


“At least he didn’t shoot him,”
Piotr added. Brian nodded. The lad now had his gun out.


Mitch slowly nodded, looking at
the woman. “You okay miss?” 


“Okay? We are starving. Sasha is
sick, and pregnant.” One of the kids stumbled and fell crying. The males ignore
him but one of the women bent to help him.


“Put your weapons down. All of
them,” Mitch ordered. The other men looked at him. Mitch got a look at the
woman, she was gaunt and the bulge on her back was a child in a pack. The males
were lightly loaded. He scowled. “Miss come here.” 


One of the males protested but
the first stranger waved him off, eyes narrowed but watching Mitch. “Buck stand
down.”


The woman came over. Mitch put
the rifle on safety and then checked her and the child. “You have frostbite.
The child is sick,” he observed. “Hell you both look like you haven’t ate in a
while. Strip,” he ordered curtly. She looked at him as he stared at her.
“Strip. Your furs are wet, and cold.” He took his parka off. “Strip.” he
ordered again. She needed no further urging. She quickly stripped and he handed
her the parka. “Get in.” He pointed to the truck. He could feel the cold wind
through the sweater; he had no intention of remaining exposed with only it on.
He tossed her furs in the trunk and then turned to the huddling group.


“There is a storm coming folks.
Here is the deal. I am in charge.” He looked them over for a moment. “You’re
more than welcome to come back with us. We can take you back to my place and
after the storm you can continue on your way.” He reached up and tripped his Bluetooth.
“Base, we have multiple people, standard cold reception.” One of the teens
looked up and smiled tentatively.


“Anyone wanted to sit the storm
with a hot meal and shower best get in now,” Mitch ordered. The wind picked up,
almost on queue and the light changed. The lead male hesitated, the woman with
the child near him didn’t. She placed the child in the car, and then she came
back without the kid, grabbed the pregnant lady and pulled her to the car.


“Come on!” Brian scooped up a kid
and carried her to his truck. The nearby teen just about jumped and ran for a
truck.


Mitch snorted. “Y’all going to
stand around scratching your asses?” The men looked blearily at him. “Now that
the ritual chest beating is over, let’s get the hell out of this shit hole and
somewhere warm!” Some of the men cheered wearily at that.


The male leader turned and barked
to the teen to help with the kids. The teen tossed his gear into the truck and
grabbed a kid. “Come on snot nose!” the teen said, hoisting the kid up into his
arms. Mitch picked up his rifle, flicked on the safety and nodded. With this
signal everyone loads up.


 


The entire trip back no one said
a word. They arrived at the base, the teen give a low whistle. “Major! A real
castle!”


Mitch nodded. “Complete with
drawbridge.” He pointed to the waterfall area.


Piotr looked at them. “Mitch did
it. He saved us too.” 


Mitch looked at him for a moment,
and then shrugged. “I had a bit of help after a while,” he commented as they
pulled into the plowed home stretch.


In the garage as the door went
down Doc met them. Mitch waved her to the sick pregnant woman and she
immediately checked her over. Dora moved to one of the kids, Paul and Frances
Fenn, Cassie, and Vance assisted. Walter and Janet handed out mugs of hot tea.
“Anyone with a medical problem let Doc know. She has her hands full now so if
it isn’t serious, get a shower first,” Paul said as he maneuvered a kid into a
wheel chair and wrapped him in blankets.


 Doc checked the woman with her
stethoscope. The woman coughed feebly. Doc frowned. “You have pneumonia. We
need to get you inside and to the infirmary.”


Cassie blinked. “Mom, the little
girl is out, I mean O-U-T out, and not responding. She is still cold and barely
breathing.” 


Doc took over, used her
stethoscope and blanched in concern. “Her temp quickly,” she ordered not
looking up. Cassie pulled out an electronic thermometer and stuck it in the
kid’s ear. Doc took a look and blanched again, swearing softly. “Okay people,
let’s move!”


Henry helped Doc get the woman
onto a stretcher; Mitch made eye contact with one of the males and nodded for
him to follow. Janet grimly smiled. “All right you grimy lot! I think the first
order of business is a hot shower. Who’s first?” she asked. The teen rushed
through the door after Walter and the three kids. Piotr snorted.


Janet handed out homemade hot
pockets to the others. “With everything frozen, we only have enough hot water
supply for three showers at a time right now. So eat up while you wait,” she
said. Some of the people nodded, others dug in. Janet got them organized and
out of the cold garage bay. Lisa looked relieved.


The new people looked around in
awe, some still huddled under blankets and were just too pure tuckered to care
as long as it was warm. They took them to a living room and settled them in
front of the fire.


Jolie came in and handed Mitch a
tablet. He looked at it, thanked her and handed it back. “From the Doppler
radar report it looks like we have another three day storm ahead of us, hope
you people didn’t make any appointments,” he joked. One of the males snorted.


“So what is all this?” Mitch
looked to the young woman who had asked the question. 


“It is a cave,” he answered and
smiled.


“I know that, I meant this?” She
waved to the furnishings.


“Well, when we were warned I took
it seriously,” Mitch smiled. 


“Oh,” she replied in a small
voice and blushed. 


Mitch smiled. “I invested most of
my money into outfitting myself with the most equipment, animals, and gear as I
thought I could get away with,” he explained. The male leader nodded.


“Luckily it was all transported,
the aliens said something about everything we owned, and I took them
literally,” Mitch finished with a diffident shrug.


She nodded. “Hope it gave them a
hernia,” she growled. Mitch chuckled at this.


“Most of the people here are from
an abandoned village sixty kilometers north of here. Piotr and Henry were walk
about like you folks.” Piotr waved his hand with the missing fingers. “A few of
the kids were found nearby too.” One of them looked up from playing in the
corner and waved and then returned to more important matters.


Doc's voice came in over the speakers:
“Sarana is in bad shape. The little girl is in a hypothermia bath but she
doesn’t look good. Her core temp is below seventy, and she has pneumonia. I am
not sure she will survive the night. I set IV’s up for both of them. The young
man, um Ivan? He has mild hypothermia and mild frostbite. I had to amputate a
toe. I am ready for the next group.”


Janet wiped her hands on a towel;
“Well I have a roast to check on.” She nodded politely to the group as she
left.


“Piotr, Vance, can you show these
three to the Infirmary?” Mitch asked, pointing to the teenage girl and two of
the males. They got up wearily and left.


Now alone with Mitch, Mike gave
him a look. “That was an awfully gutsy thing to do. Or was it desperation?”
Mitch asked quietly.


Mike nodded, chewing the hot
pocket. “A little of both,” he answered. 


Mitch snorted. “Don’t do it
again.” Mike nodded. “Just remember, I am in charge here, you are more than
welcome to stay if you wish, and if you are willing to work, but the buck
stopped here,” Mitch said firmly. He tapped his chest. Mike slowly nodded.


“My name is Mike, Mike
IronKnife,” Mike introduced himself between large bites of the hot pocket.


“I had gathered from your look
and the comment the teenager said you were an Indian and a Major,” Mitch replied.



Mike nodded. “We were dropped
somewhere east of here.” He took a bite. It took a moment to chew and swallow.
“I managed to keep a small group together. We tried to find a safe place to
settle, but ended up on the move.” His face grows dark. “I lost a lot of people
to predators.”


Mitch sighed. “Yeah, we have lost
a lot around here too.” He looked off for a moment.


“Well, I did lose one damn fool
when she panicked and ran off a cliff,” Mike commented.


A wet teenage Buck came in. “What
did I miss?” he asked. His eyes alighted on the tray of food and widened. He
jumped to the tray of hot pockets. Dripping wet kids came in behind him, and
stopped to look at the tray of food. Anxiously they looked back and forth.


Mitch pointed, “Aren’t you
hungry?” he asked. They nodded and rushed to the tray. Both men snorted in
amusement.


“Do you have enough food?” Mike
asked.


“Yes, we have enough for four
more months, and enough feed for two to three,” Mitch replied.


“Feed?” Buck asked, mumbling it
through a mouth full of food. 


“Yeah, for the animals. We also
set up four greenhouses, though three are leaking, and two have panels that
collapsed from the snow,” Mitch said, wrinkling his nose in annoyance. 


“Greenhouses?” Buck mumbled then
sipped a drink.


“Yeah, like I was telling Mike
here, I brought as much as I could,” Mitch replied with a shrug. Buck’s eyes
lit up at this news. Mitch turned; he could hear claws on concrete. Anne came in;
she was dragged in by a pair of cheetah. The new kids flinched and cried out in
fear. The cheetah snort sniffed in their direction. Mike was frozen. Anne gave
a tug on their lead to keep them moving.


“Don’t mind these two, they are
overgrown pussy cats,” Anne said. Timber gave her a mehh. Buck tentatively
smiled then held his hand out. He got sniffed, nuzzled, and rubbed. 


Tisha came back in, spotted a
still wet Buck and shyly smoothed her hair back behind her ear. “The showers
are free; Doc has some of the infirmary group in showers and hot baths now,”
she said shyly.


Mitch turned to Mike “Your turn
Mike, we will talk later.” Tisha shyly pointed to the infirmary. Brian warily
nodded and followed Mike out. Anne’s charges dragged her off down to the
interesting smells in the kitchens.


As they finished eating the
younger kids sleepily dozed off on the furniture and floor. Doc called, wanting
to check on them. Mitch carried a sleeping Zara while Buck led the others
stumbling along behind him.


 


The next morning a tearful Doc
informed Mike and Mitch at breakfast that the little girl Tanya had died in the
night. A somber crew finished breakfast. Mike patted Doc’s arm, thanking her
for trying. Cassie and Dora come in with wet cheeks and puffy red eyes. Janet
and Brian give them hugs. The crew did their best to comfort them.


 


They cut a deal around Mike’s
prickly pride to work for room and board, with a small stipend to help fund
their own village come spring. Sarana wished to remain with Mike after her baby
was born to act as domestic manager. Ivan took over the farm since he knew
crops better than Hejira did. She pointed out that she preferred working in the
greenhouses.


Buck, Hadji, Jason, two of the
huntresses from the Amazon village, Miguel Santiago, Bill, Jill and Luke
planned to go with them. Luke had an electronics degree; he had worked in his
local radio station on Earth. Bill and Jill wanted to get married, and planned
to work as guards and general labor in the new village. Mike made it clear he
didn’t want the kids, something that riled Ester. Two of the teen amazons also
asked to go, Mike put off the decision until spring, wanting to evaluate their
work potential. He accepted Hanna, Vanessa, and Gina later though.


 


“Mike, I would have thought you
would have forted up, why were you out?” Mitch asked as he stared into the fire
a few days after they had finished negotiating.


“We were,” Buck said. Mitch
turned to Buck. Buck shrugged. “We had a nice cave, but a pair of big bears
came to evict us,” he said, scowling blackly. Mitch turned to Mike who nodded.


“Killed Lenny and Thelma,” Mike
said as he looked away. His jaw worked.


Mitch nodded. “Sorry to hear
that,” he murmured in sympathy.


 


Janet taught classes on yarn
making and knitting, and began using the harvested alpaca and sheep wool to
make more yarn for sweaters, caps, and mittens. The girls had been using
Mitch's electric razor during the summer; he was going to need new heads for it
soon at this rate he realized. It seemed as it got colder out they stopped
however, Hairy legs were a small price to pay to keep warm.


Clothing was becoming an issue or
at least the lack there off. They had plenty of leather from the hid of
animals, but only so much fleece wool and cotton. Of course some people had
only rags for outfits they had come to the base in, some brought extra. Mitch
had packed five crates with coveralls and underwear in many sizes but they
cleaned them all out.


Selma set up some of the textile
mills. She worked with Anne to make thread and yarn from stockpiled wool. Mitch
turned out plastic for wind breakers, as well as artificial threads until more
cotton and wool could be harvested in the spring.


Unfortunately without
petrochemicals they could not produce nylon. Rayon, made from wood fiber and
Carbon disulfide was also unavailable. Although they had wood and carbon a
plenty, the Sulfur needed to make the Carbon disulfide was still lacking in
large enough quantities.


Janet, Selma, and Anne raided
Mitch’s clothes for their own used, and Selma played tailor, modifying and
repairing what clothing she could. Mitch was a little put out at having his
wardrobe reduced, but Anne pointed out while wearing one of his shirts like a
tent that it was no picnic for them either. He was glad he had packed his
summer clothes.


 


Mitch came in dripping wet,
pissed a day later however. The kitchen fell silent as the women contemplate
his dripping body in his towel and bare feet. “All right, I can understand you
need some clothes, but raiding my underwear drawer! What the hell are you going
to do with my tighty whites?” he snarled. The girls were shocked, staring at
him. He shifted his hand to hold the towel up.


“Now hear this! No more!” He
threw his hand down, and then quickly caught the towel as it slipped. He gave
the room one last glower and then stomped off.


Janet let out a sigh. “Well, you
don’t see that every day.” Anne smiled. 


“Definitely worth the price of
admission,” one of the girls softly said.


“Whoever heard of a raid on a
man’s underwear drawer anyway?” Anne turned to the girls with a mock glower.


Vanessa busied herself with
chopping celery. “Uh huh. I have heard of panty raids, pantry raids, but what
the hell do you need his undies for?” The girls blushed.


Doc came in a little dazed. “Did
you just see Mitch storm out of here in a towel?” She turned pointing.


“What the bloomin hell got his
knickers in a twist I wonder?” Henry asked, following her in.


Vanessa started busting up
laughing. “More like he doesn’t have any,” she choked out between giggles.


Cassie started giggling
uncontrollably. “Hubba Hubba nice pecks,” she teased. The room erupted into laughter.


 


Maggie came into the kitchen
looking rather smug later that day. She slapped her mittens down on the counter
got a cup of coffee, and then turned giving a Cheshire grin to Mitch and Jeff.
“I was right, the Tauntaun laid eggs.”


“They did?” Jeff's eyes went wide
as he jumped out of his chair.


“Yup, and they treat them just
like penguins do. They put the egg on their feet off the cold ground, and then
tuck their bodies around it to keep it warm. The males and the grey muzzled
female are bringing them food,” Maggie said smugly. Mitch nodded.


 


“I have been meaning to ask you
something,” Brian asked. Mitch looked up to see Brian standing nearby.


“Pass me that Alan wrench would
you Brian?” Mitch ordered. Brian complied. Mitch got back under the car. “All
right, shoot.”


Brian snorted, all he can see
were two pairs of feet. “Okay why only six tractors? You had over two hundred
loaded trailers, nearly that many flatbeds, vehicles, crates, but only six
tractors to move stuff?” A clank and muttered swear from Mitch. Brian could
hear Lisa as she giggled. She was getting along a lot better with Mitch now.
Mitch finished what he was doing and then rolled out.


“Well that was a snafu,” Mitch
said, wiping grease from his hands with a rag.


“Snafu?” Brian asked confused.


“Yeah, situation normal, all
fracked up,” Mitch explained. He glanced at the kids. Brian caught the glance
and hid a smile.


“Okay, so what happened?”


“Well, I had planned for twenty
five, in fact, they are here, but I only got six built before the first.” A
disgusted look crossed Mitch’s face. “The assembler had trouble getting the
parts, then getting them together in time. I was paying more attention to the
broader picture, so I didn’t catch it until the thirtieth, and had to bawl them
out.” Anger clouded his features. He rolled back under the truck. The bastards
had thought it was no big deal that they broke the contract and missed the
deadline. He'd had a fun time setting them straight.


“They even shut down for a
holiday break! Pissed me off no end, the contract specified delivery on the
first at noon and they take a damn vacation!” he sighed and rubbed his brow.
“Bob got them to ship out what they had. I hope it is all there, I haven’t
checked, I've been too damn busy using what I got.” Lisa wiped her hands on a
rag, and then rolled herself out from under the truck.


Mitch gathered the tools and then
rolled out, caught sight of Brian holding her hands and wiping them as she
blushed. He cleared his throat. They jumped a little, back out of their own
world and into reality he thought wryly. “Well, glad you to be getting along
better. I hope Dora is okay with it.” They both blushed at his comment. He got
up, stretched, then bent over to pick up the tools and rack them. It was cool
in the garage, a balmy 50 compared to whatever the hell it was outside.


Lisa rescued her hands with a
puckered glower to Brian, then hastily walked over and rescued the tools before
they were racked covered in grime. She shot Mitch a reproving glance as she
carefully demonstrated wiping them down. He chuckled at her silent rebuke and
then waved his hands in mock surrender. “I’ll leave you two to it then,” he
said and did just that.


Heading to bed, Mitch yawned as
he walked down the hall. He had had a rough day and he was sore all over. As he
got closer to the bend leading to his rooms he slowed and then paused, hearing
voices. He wasn’t too keen on running into anyone; some of the women were
getting a bit demanding. PMS and tight quarters most likely he mused darkly.


He stopped at the corner and took
a peek. There were three girls there, Vanessa was one of them from the look of
the hair, and he wasn’t sure about the other two in the lighting. They were
each dressed in a robe, with slippers. He was about to see what was going on
when he heard them arguing about who was going to go to bed with him.


He bit his lip, exhaustion
warring with amusement. A girl peeked her head out of his door, surprising
them. He stepped away from the corner, shaking his head amazed. The verbal cat
fight was beginning to get ugly, and so he decided the better part of valor was
to avoid the whole bit, and any hurt feelings.


 


The next morning he was up early
and drinking coffee when Janet came into the kitchen. She stopped in the
doorway, giving him a long appraising look and then snorted. “So, which did you
end up with?” He cocked an eyebrow at her. “Oh don’t give me that innocent
boyish look,” she drawled.


He snorted. “None of the above,”
he answered innocently. 


She looked shocked. “None?”


He shrugged. “When I noticed the
cat fight brewing I decided to beat feet out of there.”


She gave him a mock glare.
“Coward.” 


He smiled. “Besides, I was
exhausted, and probably stank to high heaven.” She snorted. “Going to need to
put a lock on my door,” he muttered as he glowered into his mug.


“I probably could have cleared
the four out if they had gotten a whiff of me,” he finally said looking up. She
chuckled as she moved to the fridge and began pulling out breakfast materials.
Cassie came in, rubbing her eyes and tussled hair. Her mom followed, along with
a few of the kids.


Cassie looked over to him, rubbed
her eyes sleepily and then started as recognition dawned. She coyly gave him a
look and then strutted to the counter and poured herself a cup of coffee,
arching and flirting as much as possible. “So where were you last night?” she
murmured over the lip just as he was taking a sip.


He sputtered, spraying coffee.
“Please please tell me you weren’t one of those girls staking my room out last
night!” he demanded, wiping up the mess with a linen towel.


Doc looked alarmed. Janet looked
over nonplussed. The kids were oblivious, digging into their porridge
breakfast. Cassie smiled wickedly. Her mother gave her a sharp look, but it
bounced off, she wasn’t paying her any attention. “Just where you were last
night Cassandra Virgina?” Doc growled. Cassie looked over to her mom.


“Uh oh, full name, someone’s in
troubllle...” One of the kids said looking up and then over to another.


“I was um... watching a movie
with Jolie,” Cassie said, squirming a little. She looked down.


“With Jolie huh? So how did you
know what happened?” Doc demanded. She turned and looked at Mitch. “Speaking of
which, what the heck did happen?” The tone was accusatory. Mitch shrugged.


“I noticed a bunch of the ladies arguing
outside my door and one in the room and decided to seek another place to
sleep.” He shrugged at Doc’s long look.


“Just where did you go?” Cassie
asked with intense interest. 


“Cassie!” Her mother looked at
her horrified. Cassie smirked.


“Let’s just say you kids aren’t
the only ones who know all the hiding spots to get away from Janet here,” Mitch
mocked, chuckling as Janet waved a batter covered wooden spoon at him. The kids
looked on and giggled, looking back and forth between the adults. “Besides, I
may need that hiding spot again before winter is over,” he wryly commented,
getting up and putting his dishes in the sink.


Voices could be heard in the
hallway, female voices. “And on that note, I am going to make myself scarce,”
he said, shaking a leg as he retreated down a side corridor.


“Like I said, coward!” Janet
called after him in good humor. 


“Better part of valor Janet!” he
called back.


The girls came in, Vanessa looked
around. “I thought one of the guys was in here?” she demanded. The others looked
around in confusion. Janet got busy with the batter. The kids looked at the
ceiling, anywhere but at Vanessa and the women. Doc hid a smile by looking down
into her cup.


“Cassie, who was just here?”
Vanessa demanded, turning to the miniature red head.


“Oh Mitch, you just missed him,”
she replied airily. She waved to the other door.


“Oh we did, did we?” Vanessa got
a steely gaze in her eye and then turned to the others. “We’ll settle this, you
up for a man hunt?” she asked. The others nodded grimly and the trio rushed
off.


“Tattletale!” Billy said to
Cassie, sweeping his left index finger over his right in the classic No No
sign.


Janet busts out laughing, Cassie
looked to her, then to her mom who was giggling uncontrollably with her hand
over her mouth. The kids didn’t know what was so funny, but joined in; the
giggling was just too infectious not too. 


Cassie snorted, and then grinned.
“Guess that will keep them busy for a while and out of mischief,” she said as
she shrugged and took another sip of coffee.


“Just tell me you weren’t part of
that last night?” her mother demanded as she got control of herself enough to
look at her piercingly.


“Oh mother! It’s not like he
isn’t single!” Cassie answered. Her mother looked horrified. Janet started
giggling all over again; knowing Cassie was pulling her mother’s leg.


Phyllis and Natali came in
holding hands. Anne came in behind them shaking her head. “I don’t know what he
thought he is doing, they are all after him.”


Doc looked up concerned. “Cabin
fever?” 


Anne shrugged. “I don’t know, all
I do know is that we are snowed in up to the eyeballs, so he doesn’t have very
far to run.” She shook her head chuckling. Doc snorted.


“Well we won’t be chasing him,”
Phyllis said, giving Natali a kiss. Natali blushed, glanced around, and then
hugged Phyllis a little. Phyllis gave her backside a proprietary pat. Cassie
goggled at them, Anne snorted.


Doc got up and walked out singing
“Love is in the aiirr...” Janet growled then threw a dish towel but missed. 


The towel came sailing back into
hit Cassie though. “Hey!”


 


“So where is Mitch?” Vanessa
asked, hands on her hips a day later.


Mike looked up from his book and
glared. “Why do you want to know?” he asked. She tried to be defensive, but he
was pretty assertive, making her wilt a little.


“Uh nothing, I was just um...” He
gave her a look, much like her father did when she was younger.


“For your information, he is
trying to repair the wind turbines outside. One of them froze up,” Mike
answered. The lights flickered, and then started to glow more brightly. “The
man is the only one who knows how to fix everything around here. He's dog
tired. Cut him some slack.” She nodded and turned to leave.


Vanessa asked Janet if Mitch had
stocked makeup. Anne was peeling a potato, and turned around. “No hun, men
don’t think of those things.” They heard the outside hall door open and close.
A gust of cold air made them shiver. “Who the hell was outside?” Janet asked
exasperated. She pointed to the frozen waterfall out the window. Mitch came in,
wearing cold weather gear. He slapped the gloves down on the table, and then
sat to tug his boots off. He was encrusted with ice and snow, and despite the
thermal gear his face was a little blue.


“Damn Mitch, what were you
thinking?” Anne asked.


He sighed as he got the last boot
off. “Had to fix wind turbine fourteen it froze up again.” He got up, grabbed
his gear, tucked it under one arm and left.


“Oh,” Anne said softly then got
back to work. Vanessa gave the empty doorway a long lingering look.


 


“So, when are you guys going to
shave again?” Anne teased Mitch as he came in from the cold a week later.


“Spring,” Mitch replied. He had
stopped using the shaver; the fur was just too useful to shave. He looked and
felt like a Sasquatch but felt warmer. He shook out his gear while Brian
stomped in behind him.


“It’s too damn cold not to have a
beard,” Brian replied, shivering and wishing he was old enough to grow a proper
one. Anne handed each of them a hot mug of coffee. Brian fumbled his gloves off
to wrap his hands around the steaming mug.


The Fenns were sitting on the
couch, Frances wrinkled her nose. “Not soon enough for me.” She tweaked her
husband’s beard. “Kissing this is like kissing a yeti.”


Paul’s fur covered lips turn up
in a smile. “And of course you’ve kissed a lot of Yeti’s?” he asked. She
snorted.











Chapter 12


 


A couple weeks later the women
were chattering about the things then the disparity between single men and
women crept into the conversation. When Vanessa growled about not getting any
lately, then glowered at Lisa, Gina looked over and patted Vanessa’s arm.


“Just nick a cucumber dear.” she
advised with a wink. Shocked looked from the other girls. “What? You can always
eat it later... think of it as eating the evidence!” She giggled as she got up
and put her dishes in the sink, then popped a pepper off the cooling pan and
popped it into her mouth as she padded off out of the room with only the barest
hint of wiggle.


Angie closed her open mouth with
a clop, ending the stunned silence. “You know she may have a point,” Vanessa
said, getting a thoughtful look. “Kinda cold though...” she murmured, still
thoughtful as she walked out. The rest of them fell into a fit of giggles and
laughter.


 


“Janet from another planet,” Anne
teased Janet, arms up to her elbows in soapy water. Janet looked up, gave a
sniff and then continued her knitting. She was doing another sweater. Now that
she had the technique back, she was planning one each for the kids and a full
body one for the babies.


“Janet from another planet?” Lisa
asked, for once not being her usual quiet self a facing self.


“I get that she is from another
planet, I mean we all are,” Brian said innocently and then shrugged. Anne
chuckled.


“Ancient history to you. Soap
opera history actually,” Janet chuckled.


“My mom used to watch some of All
My Children, a soap opera while we were growing up. Janet from another planet
became a favorite tease,” Janet replied, giving Anne a mock dirty look.


“Oh,” Lisa said, and then
shrugged.


Brian smiled and started to open
his mouth. “Don’t even go there bub,” Janet said in a clear put down, not even
looking up from her knitting. He closed his mouth and yipped as Lisa pinched
him. He growled, she gave a start of mock fear, and then led him on a giggling
chase out of the room and down the hall.


“I thought they would never
leave,” Anne said, sloshing  away. Janet grunted agreement.


 


Mitch sicked Mike, Henry, Buck,
and Brian on putting the still and micro brewery together. Janet of course had
to get in a ribbing about so many men trying to do such a simple thing as boil
a liquid. When the teenagers asked if they will get any Anne stomped her foot
and pointedly said no. Mike, Henry, and Mitch gave the teens a wink and a nod.


 


Mitch and Brian cut an evergreen
tree and brought it to the outside of the garage. After the kids went to bed
the adults stay up setting the tree up and decorating it.


Mitch pulled out boxes for the
kids and laid them under the tree. The next morning the kids were awestruck by the
tree. The boxes were opened as everyone gathered around. Within were homemade
plastic toys. Blocks, match box cars, dolls, and action figures. The younger
kids had a ball.


Selma, Anne, and Ester had used
scraps from the clothes to make small outfits for the dolls. “That was awfully
sweet of all of you,” Doc commented, hugging Mitch's arm.


Mitch shrugged. “We have been
planning it for months. I dug the plans out of the computer for the plastic
bits and did a little at a time over the past couple months,” he explained. She
smiled.


“What no mistletoe?” she teased.


“Not worth my life,” he muttered,
he gave her a mock glower that turned into a hug.


 


Mike, Buck, Janet, and Mitch
talked about weird animals over a couple of beers in front of the fire. “There
was this one thing, looked like a six legged platypus.” Mike commented, looking
off to the ceiling.


“Oh Yeah! I remember that one!”
Buck turned excited and told the story. “We were walking along the trail near
the water and this thing came scuttling out of a burrow in some grass hedge,
looked at us, and then scuttled for dear life. It looked like a cross between a
duck and a six legged beaver!”


Mike nodded. “That is why I said
platypus.” 


“Oh, right,” Buck frowned.
“Scared the hell out of all of us.” 


“It scuttled, throwing its head
and tail back and forth for the water.” 


Mitch nodded. “I wonder if it was
the alien equivalent of a platypus,” he mused thoughtfully as he rubbed his
chin. 


“I dunno, but it tasted worse than
sloth,” Mike replied, somewhat disgusted. 


Janet gave them a disbelieving
look. “You ate it?” 


Buck looked sheepish. “About one
bite each. Nasty thing. Ended up using it as bait,” he said. Mitch and Janet
laughed.


 


Mitch called a weekly town
meeting. “We’re doing okay for vitals,” Janet said when it came her turn. She
turned to give a quizzical glance to Hejira. “For some reason we are low on
cucumbers.” The girls gave each other guilty looks and then tried to hide their
smirks when Janet gave them a suspicious glance.


Mitch shrugged. “Oh well, maybe
someone is having a late night snack,” he said.  A furtive giggle was quickly
smothered. He turned, and then shrugged again. “Anyway, so everything else is
okay?” he asked.


Janet nodded. “No sign of the
scorpions. The armadillos are still balled up in hibernation too. I think the
cats and dogs are tired of batting them around, they just ignore them now,”
Janet replied. Maggie nodded.


“Well, it is my turn to make
dinner tonight so we are having Au’ gratin ala Mitch,” Mitch proclaimed, giving
Janet a look.


She wrinkled her nose. “You are
going to have a vegetable this time right?” she asked pointedly.


He shrugged. “All right all those
in favor of peas raise your hands?” A few hands were raised. “All those in
favor of green beans raise your hands.” The hands up jerked down. A few of the
adults raised their hands. Some of the kids were giving the adults dirty looks.
He snorted. “Okay, how about all those in favor of carrots?” A few of the kids
raised their hands. He sighed. “Okay, I will do small amounts of all three,” he
said. Relieved faces blossomed from the kids.


Doc stood and gave her report,
short and brief. “Do you need anything?” Mitch asked, looking up from his
tablet when she finished.


“No,” she almost snarled as she
sat down. Brian gave her a questioning look, and then shrugged when she didn't
say anything more and just clutched at her pant leg.


“Any ideas on when winter will
end?” Brian asked wistfully glancing toward the door.


Mitch shrugged. “I hope any day
now.” 


Hejira looked up. “Me too! Walking
in the snow to the greenhouses is freezing!” 


Mitch snorted. “I thought it
would bring back fond memories of Chicago?” he teased.


She glowered at him. “I am not that
homesick thank you!” The group broke up into laughter.


 


“You're not getting anywhere with
that attitude,” Janet said, not looking up from her scrubbing.


Doc sighed. “Is it that obvious?”



Janet snorted. “Too everyone but
him. Remember though, all the other girls are after a partner too,” Janet
pointed out and then shrugged as the red head looked her way. “Sasha has
cornered the Russian market with Piotr, Kathy and Jacklynn are sharing Henry...
Who is walking particularly bow legged lately...” Both women snickered in
amusement.


Doc waited a bit as she caught
her breath. “Am I supposed to share him?” she asked and then sighed. It would
probably come to that she realized, there weren't enough people to keep the
gene pool going at this rate.


Janet looked up. “It might have
to come to that. Lord knew we aren’t exactly blessed with single men here dear,
we are running a bit of debt on that side of the ledger.”


Doc snorted. “Yeah, two women for
every guy,” she agreed. Janet nodded.


Anne looked up and sighed. “Yeah,
some of us will pair up with each other, like Phyllis and Natali, and like
Hanna and Vanessa eventually did, but not everyone is up for that,” Anne said,
giving an offending smudge a swipe and then more serious scrub.


“Women are for comfort, men are
for pleasure,” Doc said and then smiled.


Janet nodded. “You’re not going
to get to him by being crabby every time the other girls start chasing him
though,” she observed. She nodded.


“Besides, he is so wrapped up in
taking care of things, and repairing stuff, I don’t think anything is sinking
in right now,” Anne commented.


“More flies with honey then
vinegar?” Doc asked wryly.


“Exactly. Honey, we all know the
deal. Just remember to share him,” Janet replied with a nod.


“I am not sure I can do that, but
we shall see,” Doc snorted.


“Don’t you two think he should
have a say in this?” Anne asked. 


Janet gave her a look. “When did
we ever give a man a say in it?” Then she did a wiggle.


Anne snorted. “Okay, you got me
there.” The snort turned into a soft chuckle.


“Thanks ladies,” Doc replied as
she headed off to check on the infirmary.


 


During the last month of hard
winter they managed what repairs they could, planned spring planting and
additional repairs, while working out what Mike’s group would take, where to
best lay out their village, and the path they would follow to get there. Mike
was prickly about taking gear, as was Mitch, but he made a deal that it was a
loan, to be returned when they complete their own buildings and buy or make
their own tools.


This eased the flares of tension,
much to Janet and Doc’s relief and amusement. Mitch insisted they take the
motor home until they had a safe base set up. Unfortunately the area around the
iron deposits had no caves, so they would have to build on a nearby hill top.


 


When the first thaw became clear
to them Doc asked if they were going to salvage the gear from the Amazon
village. “We need more clothes; we only have two or three sets per person other
than you,” Janet commented, adding her two cents to the conversation.


“We need to bury the dead too. If
there are any left,” Maggie commented quietly.


Mitch nodded. “Okay, we will head
out tomorrow morning early.” 


Phyllis stood up. “If it is all
the same to you, we already talked about it and we will go.” She indicated
Vanessa, Gina, Hanna, Jacklynn, Hejira, and Selma.


Mitch gave them an appraising
look. “Okay, what is going on?” He turned to Phyllis.


“We need to do this ourselves,”
she answered him quietly.


He nodded. “All right then. Keep
in contact with Jolie there.” He waved to her. “At least one check every hour,”
he ordered. Phyllis nodded.


“Yes mother,” Vanessa said
snidely.


“It is for our protection. If
something happens and we get cut off from the radio they can send help,”
Phyllis said cuttingly, glaring at Vanessa.


Vanessa stomped out in a huff.
The others followed more subdued. “What was that about mate?” Henry asked sotto
voice, leaning over to Mitch.


Mitch gave the exit a long look.
“They want to take care of their own. They lost friends and family there, and
do not want strangers handling them,” he replied quietly.


“Oh.”


 


Late the next evening the women
returned with a loaded trailer. It was almost dark; Mitch, Doc, and Janet met
them in the garage. “Thought I was going to have to send out a search party,”
he said, and then took in the looked of the women. They were pale and haggard,
with visible signs of crying. Janet came in and offered food. Vanessa swallowed
convulsively and shook her head no.


Phyllis told them they won’t be
able to hold anything down right now. The other women agreed and left quietly.
“That bad huh?” Mitch asked softly.


“I have been on the battlefield,
seen death, seen dead comrades. This was... hard for them,” the Sergeant
replied, giving the far wall the thousand yard stare. “For me too,” she added
softly.


He patted her shoulder. “Glad you
were there for them to set the example.”


She seemed to come out of the
funk after a moment. “The dead are buried. It was hard, the soil is still hard
and the bodies...” She swallowed again. “Janet, we have some stuff on the
trailer for you, best fumigate it as you wash it. If you’ll excuse me.” She
walked off. Doc offered to help her, but she waved her off.


“Are they going to be okay?” Lisa
asked tentatively. 


“Maybe in a little while,” Mitch
replied, watching Phyllis go. He sighed and turned to Janet. “Okay, I suggest
you dig in with Anne, salvage what you can. We will send out a follow up group
after I get their report,” he said. Janet nodded and dug into the mound on the
trailer. Doc came over to help.


The women took turns heading out
to the village and stripping it bare. Mike’s group offered to help, but they
were turned down right alongside Mitch. “This was our mistake, our clean up,”
Phyllis told them firmly.


They managed to clear most of the
gear, even towing the rusted vehicles back to be fed to the recycling program.
When a storm showed on the Doppler Mitch called them in. They arrived at the
Northern gates fully ladened just as the storm struck. Phyllis informed Mike
and Mitch that that was the last load; the village was cleared and razed to the
ground.


Snow melt water had swollen the
rivers and waterfall; they now had plenty of power, in fact, a little too much.
The emergency sluice gates were opened to relieve some of the over pressure,
rapidly cooling the Great Hall. Janet, Ester, and Anne muttered about it a lot,
upset about the debris and water more than the temperature. Mitch shrugged it
off. Ester had settled in with Anne, and quietly informed Mitch she would be
staying on when Mike left.


 


Maggie and her animal handlers
dug into sheering when they were sure their wouldn't be a return of snow and
cold weather. It was still cold out, but Maggie judged that the animals could
handle it as long as they kept them in the barn at night. The traditional
animals were easy; however the Tauntauns were as difficult as they had feared.
The young were isolated early; Maggie had used a disbudding iron to remove the
horn buds. The adults were difficult to sheer, it took a concerted effort by
all the adults to get it done without major injury.


 


Ivan set in with a crew and the
tractors, plowing and then planting the interior fields, and then moved south.
They relocated the Southern border fence out another four kilometers and set
this area up as farmland. Vance led a crew with the bobcats to wall in open
areas. Phyllis and Brian relocated the Crushers to the perimeter until all the
gaps were filled and covered. Fortunately the wild animals in the area were
scared off by the vehicles.


 


Once they were certain of spring
Mike led his team off North to build the village slightly south of the iron
mine. Jacklynn trained Angie in the basics of piloting with the UAV’s, mapping
the area in better detail for Mike and his crew to use.


A week later she took the
controls and headed South West to explore. Jacklynn piloted the UAV through a
narrow mountain pass forty kilometers away. On the other side of the pass she
found a savannah. Off in the distance a sign of smoke got her curious. She
discovered a small village two hundred sixty two kilometers South East of the
base.


She found a rough town of log
cabins and other materials, with three mobile homes placed in together to form
a triangle at the center. The town was on a hilltop surrounded by a wood,
metal, and rock palisade. People waved in excitement as the UAV flew overhead.


 


Paul Fenn led an expedition to
meet them a week later. It went well, they stated that there was a nearby seam
of copper, and they were willing to trade for it. Paul traded six chickens, a
rooster, fourteen rabbits, seeds, a medical kit, along with an updated map for
four hundred and thirty pounds of raw ore the villagers had stockpiled before
winter had set in.


With the first blossoms of spring
brought the return of the herds. In scattered groups they wandered North by the
base, up the road along the river. Ivan was a bit amazed at the sight of all
the diverse animals. He, Phyllis, Brian, Henry, Buck, and a few others did a
bit of hunting, restocking the freezers.


They even caught a few
Struthiomimus with a lasso, turning them over to Maggie to keep. Maggie looked
dubious about the idea but set them out in a back pasture. She had a devil of a
time keeping them in there though; they jumped over the short inner fences with
ease. Over the next two weeks she and Ivan chased them all over the base before
they rigged higher electric fences to keep them penned in. “Their honked and
bird chatter are a lot like the geese and turkeys,” Maggie muttered. Pete
teased Janet about having a big enough oven to cook one, making the group
laugh.


The protoceratops were easier to
catch, a classic rodeo round up Mags and Janet proclaimed.


 


At the iron village, Mike had set
up shop with the camper, and received the first shipments of wood and material
to build the base. They found a small rocky plateau to build on, elevated
enough for protection. A close call with an evolved carnatosaur gave them some
urgency to build the defenses quickly, but strong enough to handle a predator
of that size.


Mike described the carnatosaurs
over the radio. “They are two meter tall killing machines with horns. They
looked like miniature Rex’s, but with horns over their eyes and another set
sticking backwards to form a halo. They were stocky, with a broad muzzle and
beak. The front arms were wing like, with extended fingers tipped by claws,” He
paused, getting his head together. It had been a close call and some of the
people were a bit shook up still.


“Yeah, it sounds a lot like the
South American Carnatosaurus.” Mitch replied, hitting the transmit key.


“Like the predators from
Dinosaurs?” Jolie asked.


Mitch turned to her and nodded.
“But smaller, with another set of horns and a lot of feathers.”


“When they moved they kept the
wings tucked in tight, bobbing their heads and twisting them about. Like a
chicken on the hunt for a bug,” Mike observed and then paused. Talking about
them clinically helped put the event into perspective and behind him. After
all, he couldn't afford to freeze up.


“When one of them bumped another
animal the victim reacted, flaring the wings out and shaking them,” he snorted.
“Looked like an overgrown chicken with teeth and no KFC in sight.”


Mitch snorted. “I doubt you could
get the family recipe anyway,” Mitch responded. Jolie chuckled.


 


After the spring planting and
repairs were complete Mitch returned his attention to the other villages. He
used the tree cutter to stockpile wood, shipping some of the more seasoned wood
out to the iron village as trade goods. He also had the convoy team set up a
series of relay antenna and weather stations on high ground along the path.
Each had a solar panel and wind turbine for power.


 


The convoy team led by Paul Fenn
took the same path to Copper town a few weeks later. They surveyed a better
path first with a light convoy of hummers and the drones. They were followed by
one of the tractors pulling a flatbed loaded with one of the bobcats and trade
goods. They reported an ecstatic greeting from the people of Copper town.


They traded tools, a ham radio,
antenna, seeds, medical supplies, and a couple of the survival manuals for as
much copper they could carry. Paul reported that a man named Jack was the
village leader. Jack pointed out a flat area for a runway; the bobcat was used
to smooth it out, as well as to do a bit of digging for their defensive wall
while the crew rested for a few days before the return journey. Jacklynn flew a
nervous Doc to the village and landed after Paul radioed it was ready.


Doc spent a day with them. She
checked them all over pronouncing them okay, if suffering a little from
malnutrition. She left some multivitamins as well, and eggs Mitch sent along to
give them a bit of surplus food. Jack asked for more eggs, he joked about omelets.
Jacklynn’s next flight brought them in, as well as a pair of small wind
turbines.


 


When the convoy returned Paul
reported in to Mitch. “Before we made contact with them, they were working on
domesticating some of the local wildlife,” Paul reported. 


Mitch looked up interested.
“How’d that go?” he asked.


“Well, Dora and Diego Martinez
worked on domesticating dinos at first. They were former zoo keepers, Diego was
a bird wrangler.” Mitch nodded as Paul continued. “The large dinos were passed
over in favor of smaller therapods. They managed to catch a few bison calves in
the spring, but the animals are difficult to handle,” Paul said, wrinkling his
nose. Mitch snorted.


“They also caught a giraffe baby,
but it died,” Paul sighed. “They had better luck with antelope and deer they
caught, but the constant stress of being around humans quickly killed the
animals.”


Mitch
nodded. “Yeah, they do have a tiny tolerance for us.” 


Paul
nodded. “Eventually they managed to catch an auroch cow with calf, as well as a
small herd of ancient horses.” He wrinkled his nose again. “I don’t see much
use for those horse things, they are tiny.”


Mitch
looked interested. “Tiny?” 


Paul
nodded. “Yes, with weird hooves and dappled coats. They look more like deer
then horses.” 


Mitch
nodded. “They are most likely the ancestor of our modern horses.” 


Paul
cocked his head. “Huh, no kidding,” and walked off bemused.


With copper, iron, carbon, and
plastics on hand he set up an automated factory to construct more alternators
and wind generators. The first sets were crude, but go out to the iron miner’s
village, along with a bigger antenna.


Although sulfur had been found,
the seam was small and was used up quickly by the growing appetite of the
villages. More sulfur was extracted by the molecular furnace, but a pure seam
was made a priority find. Tin was a major problem, what little tin that can be
extracted from the soil was nowhere enough to satisfy their growing
civilization.


They hit a deal to trade with
each of the mining villages every other month, allowing them to stockpile
enough to make the trip worthwhile and so it was least disruptive to both
groups. The automated miners were back online. Now that power was restored
repairs and expansions to the greenhouses and other buildings were ongoing.
Ivan was excited about the planting, chasing Mitch and anyone around to gush
about the tools and rich soil.


Two of the Amazons, Brian, and a
couple teens worked on expanding the fortress, while the vet team handled the
large amounts of births and expanded the grazing pastures, with much heated
debate with Ivan over space. With the automated silicon miner going full steam
Mitch powered up the entire base and turned on the solar blanket fabricator.
The fabricator created cheap solar panels on a film as thin as a piece of
paper. Mounted in plastic frames, they were mounted outside on the walls and
roofs, while some were stockpiled for shipment to other villages as trade
goods. Super conductive wire was run between the panels and the base’s power
relay station. Things were finally looking up Mitch thought with a smile of
approval.











Chapter 13


 


Mitch was making dinner, pan
fried tilapia fillets breaded and cooked in butter when Phyllis and Vanessa
came in. Wearily Phyllis sat down; Vanessa rather shakily sat in a nearby
chair. “Home the conquering hunters come... So what did you bring home this time?”
Mitch asked and glanced at them, and then turned to move the fish before it
stuck to the pan.


Billy came in, gathered dishes
from the dishwasher and then rushed off to set the table. Janet came in drying
her hands. “You two better get cleaned up here, diner is almost ready,” she
warned. She paused to look at the pale Vanessa. “What’s wrong?” Mitch turned to
regard them.


“We were hunting and just bagged
a giraffe when this THING came out after us,” Vanessa said, shaking. Janet
rested her hands on her shoulder. 


“It was huge, like a boar,
bristled and dark, but with a hump and great big tusks,” Phyllis continued the
story.


Mitch handed her a beer and then
another to Vanessa. Vanessa’s eyes were lost. “I thought we were toast, I mean,
it just grunted and the next thing we knew it was charging...” She began to
shake again. Janet took her into her arms. 


“So you killed it?” Mitch asked,
and then turned to move the fillet around to keep it from burning. He turned
the temperature down as Phyllis cleared her throat.


“No. We didn’t, something else
did,” the Sergeant said quietly. He turned and looked at her drawn face. “It
was half way across the clearing charging us when this tree suddenly moved and
slammed the beast to the ground,” she said and then shivered. “The thing that
was charging us was screaming and squealing like a pig.” Janet nodded.


“Then the arm came up with the
beast in its claw and just squeezed...cut it in half,” Phyllis said, gulping.
She shuddered again.


Hanna came in, noted the taboo.
“What did I miss?” She looked from Janet to the shaken Vanessa, trying to hide
hurt and jealousy.


“Phyllis and Vanessa had a close
call hunting,” Mitch filled in quickly. Hanna paled, and rushed to her lover.


“The tree thing... It was the
damnedest thing when it moved,” Phyllis took a long pull of the beer. “It had
black eyes, I did catch that. We got the hell out of there fast though.”


Mitch nodded. “I am glad neither
of you were hurt.” Natali looked from one woman to the other.


“Come on dear, let’s get them
cleaned up,” Janet said, easing Vanessa up, and guiding her out with Hanna.


“What do you think it was?”
Phyllis asked softly, eyes dark.


“The first thing that attacked
you may have been a relative of the boar. Ancient ones were pretty nasty
customers,” Mitch replied thoughtfully. He flipped the fish down onto the
serving tray. “Order up!” he called to the dining room. Billy came running in,
grabbed the tray and rushed off. “The other thing...” He looked in her eye.
“Your guess is as good as mine.”


She sighed. “I was afraid you
would say that. We didn’t see it, not until it attacked. It looked like a funky
tree, bark and all.”


He nodded. “Some ambush predators
have great camouflage,” he replied while cleaning the stove. “You may want to
steer clear of the deep woods, maybe hit the grasslands for a while,” he
commented. Phyllis nodded and set the empty beer down on the counter, then went
to get cleaned up.


 


Serana called to complain about
spider rats in the grain. She quizzed Maggie about the problem. Janet suggested
a simple old farm idea. “Put grain in the bottom of an empty barrel. Leave the
barrel out where they can get to it easily. Prop a plank or log up so they can
climb in and out. After they start visiting and bring all their friends, remove
the inside plank and fill the barrel with water. Then sprinkle the top of the
water with grain and bran.”


She waited a moment for Serana to
digest the idea. “Jambo, I like it,” she replied suddenly with a grin in her
voice. Janet smiled ferally.


Maggie took the mike. “Just to be
on the safe side I will send over half a dozen cats and a handful of dogs on
the next convoy.” Serana gratefully acknowledged the gift.


 


“Victoria secrets it isn’t but I
think it will do.” Anne held up the latest bra design from Selma. 


“Ohh, I like!” Janet shucked her
shirt and wrap. “Gimmey gimmey!” Anne playfully kept it away, and then tossed
it to her when Doc came up behind her.


“I was wondering, I don’t think
any of the girls caught him all winter,” Anne said thoughtfully, wiping her
hands.


“I thought you said no man can
resist a woman’s charms?” Doc teased.


Janet shrugged. “You have to
catch him in a room alone long enough to weave a spell,” she said, testing the
bra. Doc nodded in wry amusement over that observation.


“Vanessa was more interested in
tying herself to him for power,” Janet wrinkled her nose. “Luckily, Hanna put
the kyboshes to that.” 


Anne chuckled. “Vanessa didn’t
even see it coming,” she said with a smirk. “Some huntress.” Janet giggled a
little.


“Why didn’t you two hook up with
him?” Doc looked from one lady to the other.


“I guess you could say we have
both been in mourning for our husbands dear,” Anne replied, smoothing her dress
as Janet modeled the bra, tweaking the fit a little.


“Oh.”


“It is like riding a horse dear,
you just have to get back up in the saddle,” Janet added. “Practice made
perfect,” she grinned mischievously.


“Gee thanks a lot,” Doc replied
dryly.


 


The scorpions killed a goat in
the night; Maggie found the horrifying mess during her feeding rounds. The fur
rippled, and then hundreds of baby scorpions come out from under the hide,
sending her screaming in fear, startling many animals into bawling fits. The
scent of blood made the situation worse; several animals injured themselves in their
stalls. Doc and the vet sprayed the corpse, kill as many of the things as
possible, but a few got away.


“From the looked of these things,
they only kill large animals when they have an egg sack on their back ready to
hatch. Then they pop in, eat their fill, drop the sack and leave,” Maggie said,
clutching Billy.


Mitch nodded. “We will have to do
another fumigation,” he growled firmly. 


She nodded. “Maybe we should
relocate some of the armadillo’s to the barn?” she suggested. 


He nodded. “Might be a good
idea.” Maggie gave Billy a pat on the rump and told him to round a few up for
her. He gave a theatrical squall and rushed off.


“Keep a few in the sleeping areas
too,” Maggie shivered.


 


Mid spring the greenhouses had
another harvest; this prompted a major effort in canning and food production to
process the food into something that wouldn't spoil immediately. The
communications team worked with their counterparts in the villages, striking a
deal for needed material. Mitch headed out to the iron village first with a
shipment of wood, animals, food, clothes, and basic tools.


The trip was difficult and time
consuming; several detours make them late and annoy Mitch, who vowed to grade a
road when the storm season ended. Brian laughingly agreed as they hit a pot hole.
Almost to the mine a thunderstorm hit, washing out the creek, make them detour
to higher ground. When they arrived at the village they were gritty and sore.
Mike took a look over and nodded to the camper for them to get cleaned up.


Mitch looked things over, noting
that Mike and his team had not been idle, first setting up a palisade and moat
for defense, then buildings inside, each built off the ground. Many used the
interior walls of the palisade as their fourth wall. A more permanent stone
wall structure was in the works, with piles of rocks, sand, gravel, and clay
nearby. They had dinner together; the African domestic manager kept her cooing
baby on her hip, jouncing her once and a while. Janet had tagged along, they
trade recipes and tips. Paul had overseen the transfer of the animals to the
stables. He dropped in for a quick bite just before dark.


 


The next morning they loaded up
with the iron load and headed off. The heavy iron ingots managed to get them
stuck a few times; judicious usage of branches under stuck wheels got them
loose. A flat tire stalled them a short time later. While outside re-inflating
it a predator in the bushes put them on alert, but Mitch tossed a firecracker
into the bush and its loud string of pops chased the snarling animal away.


 


The return trip took nearly twice
as long as the one coming out, by the time they arrived Mitch’s jaw was set
with firm annoyance. Janet and Paul kept a low profile and tried to keep things
moving as fast as possible. “Unacceptable,” Mitch muttered over and over. 


“You have to get used to it, it
isn’t like we have a freeway,” Doc commented in exasperation when they got
home, gushing out air and waving them to the showers. He nodded.


 


The next day he took Paul, Jolie,
and a small crew of volunteer teens out with the grader, spreader, dump trucks,
and other gear at dawn and they began grading a road. Vance was annoyed at
losing half his gear and crew. It was trial and error; none have ever done work
like that before. The road out was crude, but filled in many of the potholes in
the path to the north. They only manage a few hundred meters, but it was
progress. They managed to do this for two more days, increasing the efficiency
before a rain storm forces them indoors.


Swearing at the rain, Mitch had
his crew stand down while he worked on maintenance issues that had cropped up
in his absence.


 


When the storm cleared Angie and
Jacklynn took the bush plane out to the copper village with a small load of
trade goods. They came back with two hundred pounds of raw copper, along with
Sam, a road crew member. He took charge of the road crew, while Mitch and girls
sighed in relief and got back to other delayed projects.


 


A month later the rough road to
the iron village was completed. More dirt road than gravel, but smooth enough
for easier travel. Sam wistfully wished they could tar it, but without oil to
make tar asphalt it will have to wait. Although they had a supply of concrete
and cement, both were needed for the walls. His crew stood down for a short
party while he took leave in the copper village (courteously of Jacklynn flying
the bush plane for a trip) and then returned to get the next leg to the Copper
village under way.


 


Mitch took the road crew and
trade goods out to the Copper village, stopping along the way to use the gravel
they brought along with the bobcat to smooth areas for easier travel. They
arrived just as the bush plane landed a week later. Doc came out with her med
kit and was hustled off to a hut.


Mitch turned to Angie, who smiled
and told them that one of the ladies was in labor. Nodding he turned his
attention to Jack, the village leader. Jack was the quintessential woodsman,
wearing worn jeans, red flannel and suspenders. His boots were a bit worn and
torn.


Jack was enthused about the wind
generators, along with the load of lumber, animals, and food Mitch's crew had
brought along. He whistled up a stand by team who began to unload everything by
hand until they heard a motor and spotted the forklift and bobcat unhook from
the back of the trucks and then turned to work. They quickly got to work
unwrapping the tie downs and stowing them.


One of the men noted a pallet
with TP. Asking what it was, he cheered at the answer, making some grin and
tease him. He instantly turned beat red. Jack laughing told the convoy group
that, “Gary here had an unfortunate run in with poison ivy while needing a wipe
in the bush.” Everyone laughed at this. Gary looked steamed and then chagrined.


Helen snickered that he needed
some quality time with Natali and the calamine lotion. He shrugged off the good
natured laughter and ribbing. Mitch patted him on the shoulder and told him
that they aren’t laughing at him, just the situation. His unfortunate incident
while painful will let others know to be more wary of what they use in the
bush. Some nearby snickered a little more at that.


Mitch took in the scene, smiled
as Jack watched him. “It reminds me of something between a castle and something
from the Mad Max movies,” Mitch observed. Jack looked a bit defensive. Mitch
held up his hands. “No offense, you're doing wonders here. I just had a bit
bigger budget to shop for before we came.” Jack scuffed his feet. They passed
through the patched gates, made of sheets of metal and plywood Mitch observed.
Inside Mitch took on the complex. The three mobile homes were now pushed back.
Massive buildings, some of stone, others of crude cute logged hug the exterior
earthen and wooden palisade.


The largest building was made of
stone. The roofs were crude patched affairs, only one seemed to have shingles.
Some of the buildings have stone fireplaces; others had holes cut in the roofs
for smoke to exit. He nodded in approval. Jack gave him a searching look and
then pointed to an open faced building nearby. “That is John’s black smithy. It
seems I wasn’t the only one who a bit about castles and medieval architecture.”


A giant black man, towering like
a mountain stepped out of the shade, wrapped in a leather apron. He waved, did
a stretch to work his back and shoulders and then returned to his work. Sparks
could be seen as each hammer blow rained down on the glowing ingots. “The
charcoal is a pain to make, but John did a stint at a Renn fair a few years
back and was taught how to make it. Bitch to cut the hardwood down though when
we ran out of fuel.”


Mitch smiled “Well, we don’t have
gas, but we do have electric chain saws, and if all else fails hatchets and
axes. Mike’s iron works are churning out some pretty good iron now.” Jack
nodded. “I noticed the piles outside; I take it you're sorting the gear that
came with you?” Mitch asked.


“Yeah, I have a few plumbers that
would like to run pipe, but without a clean source of water inside the
perimeter we are SOL for now,” Jack replied. Mitch nodded. “We got all the
food, blankets and snivel gear we could, the rest is furniture, keepsakes, and
odds and ends. Even some vehicles, we siphoned the fuel for the chain saws till
they ran dry,” Jack sighed.


Helen offered them a meal, while
Sam took the bobcat out to the gravel pit with a dump truck to work on the
road. Jack asked how the vehicles could be powered, Mitch smiled.


“I had all my engines built as
ceramic hydrogen hybrids. They use superconductor batteries to store power.
When they just move around unloaded and on easy to travel ground they use the
electric, when under load they switch to hydrogen. Have to be careful not to
overload them though,” Mitch explained. Jack pursed his lips and nodded
thoughtfully. Once the forklift driver was finished unloading, he refueled the
tank on the back then took a wrench and cordless impact gun to the arms. He
popped them off with a bit of work, then with the help of a couple crew members
popped on a dozer blade.


A little tightening with the
wrench and impact gun and he jumped back in the cab with a jaunty wave to the departing
crew. He fired her up and went off to follow Sam. “Nice design,” Jack
commented. 


Mitch smiled. “Yeah, cost a
pretty penny, but it was well worth it. I am not too fond of uni-taskers. I
guess it came from watching too much of Good Eats,” he said with a small smile.
Jack laughed and slapped his shoulder.


“Do you have extra radios?” Axel
asked, mumbling with his mouth full. 


The teenager next to him piped
up. “We are using these!” He pulled out a walkie talkie/ cell phone and showed
it proudly. “We only have a few though.”


Mitch nodded. “Well, you see that
tower there?” He pointed to the radio tower Sara and a couple helpers were
putting together. 


The group looked at the truss
tower going up nearby. “Yeah?” The kid asked, “So?”


Mitch smiled. “It has a couple
roles; one of them is a cell tower.”


Jack looked up. “You’re shitting
me, a cell tower? Here?” He turned to Helen. “Honey did you hear that? That
thing is a cell tower!” He pointed to Sara’s project. Helen looked startled,
and then does a yes yes yes shimmy. Several people nearby who overheard cheer.


Jack turned to Mitch. “Damn, I
didn’t know you could do that.” 


Mitch smiled. “Well, as I was
saying, it is a cell tower, Ham tower, Internet Wifi link, and a lightning
rod.”


Axel whistled. “Dog gone, that
will be a big life saver.” He pointed to a ruined blackened object near the
Forge. “That was a generator, till it got toasted in the last storm.”


Mitch nodded. “I ran into that
problem a few times too until I got my act together and the lightning rods up.”
Jack grunted.


“The tower will let you use your
cells like radios. If you still have them,” Mitch sighed. “Most people probably
tossed theirs when they couldn’t use them.” The teen looked dubious.


“Ned, why don’t you go check,”
Jack ordered. Ned nodded and rushed off.


“We placed five other towers on
high ground on our way here. I kept one in reserve just in case of problems.”
Mitch pointed to the last flatbed with a tower on it.


Axel, always the conservative
mechanical engineer, nodded. “Yeah, good idea that, never want to get caught
with your trousers around your ankles.”


Jack gave him the eye. “I am
never going to live that down am I?” he demanded. Axel snorted. Mitch looked
back and forth between the two and then shrugged.


“We should have limited coverage
between our three villages soon. We can also keep in touch with the convoys.”


Axel nodded. “But cell towers
only have a short range, three to four miles right?”


Mitch nodded. “Yeah, but we added
a little tweak, anything out of range is sent to the HAM to the next station,”
Mitch explained. Axel nodded.


“Wait, Wifi?” Axel asked,
dubiously.


“Yeah, we have a network,” Mitch
responded with a smile. He pulled out his tablet and showed it to them. “This
allowed me to access the network, and send data in burst packets from tower to
tower to the central computer.” He tapped the stylus, showing them as he pulled
up a file. “We even have e mail again, and the network can integrate any
wireless device.” A laser projected a keyboard onto the ground. Mitch moved so
the laser projection was in his shadow so they could see it better. Axel gave a
low whistle of appreciation at that.


Since the unloading was completed
the crews stood down for lunch, and then got to chores while a smaller crew
loaded the sacks of ingots. Jack pointed out that it would be easier to
transport more processed metal, and Mitch heartily agreed, and said he would
see about making an induction furnace as soon as possible. Jack was startled
and asked just what he had back at base.


“Sam told me about the giant
fortress, caves, a farm, greenhouses, domes...you got all that?” Jack demanded,
clearly curious.


“Oh yeah, and more.” Angie
stepped up, sipping a drink. “Yeah he is our resident pack rat,” she teased.
Jack looked to her then quirked a questioning eyebrow. “He packed everything,
including kitchen sinks.”


Jack chuckled as he wrapped one
arm around his approaching wife’s side. She hugged herself to him, whispered
something into his ear a moment. He nodded, face sobering. “Helen here said Doc
said Natali is still in labor. She might have to do a field C section.” 


Mitch winced, Angie paled. Mitch
turned to Angie, had her get Paul to pull the med kit out and get it to Doc. He
called Brian on his walkie talkie, telling him to pack the surgery kit and plasma,
and ask Cassie and Dora to get a kit together. He waved to Sara, asking her to
hook the plane up to the lead hummer to give it a charge. She did so, muttering
about the heavy weight.


“Angie, can you get back to base,
do a turn around and pick Cassie and a med team up?” Mitch asked. 


Angie nodded. “That serious?”


“Yeah. If the girl,” Mitch
started but Angie interrupted.


“Natali boss, her name is
Natali,” Angie supplied. 


He looked to her. “If she started
losing blood, she could go quickly. Speaking of which bring back some O blood
and a transfusion kit too.” Angie nodded as she tossed him the empty cup and
jogged to the plane. She did a quick preflight then unhooked the lines with
Sara and taxied away to the runway.


 


Sam and his road crew were doing
a booming job with the gravel the village had stockpiled, piling loads near the
wall trenches, as well as along the path of the dirt road. They work until
dark, stopping only to charge their engines from the auxiliary tanks the crew
brought along.


Sam wanted to set up lights to
continue working into the night, but Jack and Mitch shot that idea down,
pointing out his team was tired and it was dangerous with predators out and
about. They retired for a late dinner and rack out. The yowls of nearby
predators, and the chitter of bugs kept a few up and nervous for a time. A few
members of the convoy decided to rack out in the cabs of the vehicles.


Angie returned in the night,
calling in for them to set up for a night landing. From her voice she sounded
extremely nervous. Mitch rousted his team to drive out, setting the vehicles up
with their lights to form a perimeter around the landing strip. They had to
chase a few animals off the strip; Angie had a close call with a wompi deer as
she landed. She was still a bit hysterically amused by the experience for hours
after she landed.


“Damn, looked like they had a
rough trip,” Mitch observed, taking in the raggedly torn skin on the wings and
left side. He panned his flashlight over the tail, noted the rips in the
rudder. “Yeah, something tells me this isn’t storm damage though,” he observed.


“Great, now what?” Jack turned to
look out into the depth of the darkness. “We need to get in soon, something is
coming, and I don’t want to be on the menu.” He shuddered a bit in the cool
night breeze.


A shaken Cassie grabbed a bag and
hustled off in the direction of the lit village. Paul called her back, getting
her to jump in with him and the rest of the gear before they hauled ass to the
village. Their vehicle roared off into the night, bouncing in the dark, making
their headlights jitter all over the path.


The team returned to the village
towing the plane a few minutes behind them. Angie was exhausted, muttering
about a few close called with Shriekers in the air. The next morning the angry
cry of a newborn infant woke them. Mitch smiled. Breakfast crews were at work
and Angie whistled shaken when the morning light hit her plane and she finally
got a good look.


Mitch came over, looking over the
plane. He noted the damage to the wings. The Shriekers as Angie called them had
been a closer call then any had thought. Aluminum and plastic were shredded on
one wing; the rudder had also take damage. They used hand tools and duct tape
to patch the damage. Angie wasn’t comfortable flying though so they broke the
plane down and loaded it onto an empty flatbed.


Sara ran a water hose to the
trucks. When Jack asked why she told him they were making hydrogen. He turned
and headed over to Mitch.


Jack asked if they had fuel,
Mitch shook his head. “We haven’t been looking for oil, and everything I
brought is either electric of flex fuel. I can make some oil, but only in very
small quantities.” 


“We ran our trucks, the dozer,
and saws until they ran out of fuel.” Jack commented with a nod.


Mitch nodded. “Okay, since we are
going to be here another day or two waiting for Doc, why don’t we let Sam and
his crew play in the dirt and if you can whistle up a few volunteers..” He
reached into the back of the nearby hummer and pulled out a hard hat, gloves
and then an electric chainsaw. “We can do a little lumber jacking,” he
suggested. Jack nodded with a smile. He hollered to Axel to get a crew up. Sara
tagged along as one of the guards.


 


They broke for lunch, happy at
having cut so much, but a little weary. Mitch talked with Jack, finding that
they have a couple electric saws, and a diesel generator. He had them hook the
saws and power tools up to draw off the convoy’s batteries. The solar panels on
the roofs of the vehicles would recharge them. They used the hummer to drag
logs back to a cleared area to dry in the sun.


Brush was pulled back to piles
for burning, or left in place. Axel wistfully wished his truck hadn’t run out
of gas. Jack patted him on the shoulder. Mitch asked what it had for an engine,
and Axel told him proudly it is a V eight four on the floor, with four by four.
“Can it handle flex fuels?”


Axel shook his head. “No, I
bought it back in 2005.” 


Mitch scratched his chin for a
moment. “Okay well, you can either save up and when we get the engine works
going trade to convert the truck to flex fuel, or pull the entire engine and
replace it with a biodiesel one,” he suggested. 


“Biodiesel?” Axel asked,
wrinkling his nose.


“Yeah, I have surplus methane and
ethylene, so we convert it to biodiesel for the emergency generators,” Mitch
explained.


“Oh.”


“You could convert it to run
hydrogen, pump it directly into the carburetor. But it has a nasty habit of
flash backs and explosions.” 


Axel shook his head. “Saw that on
Mythbusters, thanks but NO thanks.” Mitch chuckled.


“A complete drive transplant
would work too, but not well. Electric is nice on roads, but there aren’t any
here.” He chuckled. “At least not till Sam and his crew get done.”


Axel looked over to them in the
distance and snorted. “Yeah, he is having a ball,” he said gruffly. Jack
laughed.


Doc came out, weary and dragging.
Cassie propped her up, but even her youthful energy was clearly flagging.
“Natali is okay; she lost a lot of blood. We almost lost mother and daughter
both,” Doc said, wiping her brow with the back of her hand. The father came
out, cradling the child. The women folk rushed over, cooing and oohing and
ahing. Sara led Doc and Cassie over to the mess area to get some food. Doc
looped her stethoscope behind her neck and followed.


Mitch stepped behind her and gave
her a neck and shoulder rub sometime later. She groaned in appreciation,
lowering her head and arching her back. Cassie piped in with a “Better do me
next.” He snorted. Doc sighed in contentment, and then wrinkled her nose at the
smell of sweat registered in her tired brain. Catching the look of disgust
Mitch chuckled. “Sorry Doc, been cutting trees.” He turned his attention to
Cassie. 


The teen rolled her shoulders and
sighed. “So I see we aren’t going out on the plane,” she said, noting the
packed plane. She shuddered.


Mitch nodded. “Yeah, Angie is a
bit shook up, and nervous about taking her up damaged.” Doc looked up
concerned. “They had a run in with Shriekers. Tore the plane up a bit,” Mitch
explained.


Cassie shivered then nodded. “It
was freakin scary mom! Gah! I never want to be in that again!” She shivered a
bit more.


Doc looked up to Mitch. “I need
another day at least to make sure she is out of danger,” Doc said.


“Of course Doc. Worst comes to
worse I will send Sam and his road crew on ahead and we can catch up in the
hummer.” She nodded. “That bad huh?” he asked with a note of concern in his
voice.


She shivered a little. “Yeah,
thank god you packed that surgery kit. And the plasma! We went through ALL
of it.”


Cassie wrinkled her nose...”I
thought I was going to faint, Natali was gushing blood,” she whispered and bit
her lip. Mitch nodded. “We mucked it up with a mop, but mom is worried about
the blood lost, not to mention bacteria,” Cassie continued. 


Mitch nodded. “Okay, we can stick
around a little longer, at least till their medic is able to care for her.”


“Nicole IS there doctor,” she
said tartly. 


Mitch winced. “Okay, I didn’t
know that,” he sighed.


“Sorry,” Cassie shrugged him off
so he stopped.


“Okay I will get with Jack; we
can cut some more trees tomorrow, maybe do a bit of hunting. Sam can play in
the dirt.” They laughed at that, seeing Sam come up brushing clouds of dirt off
his overalls, grinning.


“Having fun?” Cassie called over
the heads of others. Everyone looked up interested as Sam’s crew came in to
clean up and eat.


“Oh loads! You have no idea how
much I missed doing this!” Sam said with an ear to ear grin. The group chuckled
and laughter sparkled among the audience. Mitch went to Jack, and quietly let
him know what was going on. Jack nodded.


“Okay,” Jack replied. 


Standing and banging a pot Mitch
got everyone’s attention. “For those of you who don’t know, Nicole and the baby
are okay, but Doc wants another day or two to make sure they both pull through.
So we are going to stick around. Axel here can lead Paul, Sara and a few others
to keep cutting trees. I will take a few volunteers tomorrow before dawn and do
a bit of hunting to supplement our rations. If we get lucky we can have a good
old fashion Barbecue roast.” There were some cheers at that news. He smiled. A
few people offered to help on the hunt. He nodded. “Okay, be ready at zero six
hundred,” he instructed. They nodded.


 


The next morning he pulled out
with two hummers and they split up. The herds have returned so it isn’t that
hard to find them. They found a herd of smaller hammerheads, and picked off a
few. They dressed them in the field, and then called in a truck to pick them
up. Jack called in from car two saying they have killed a couple bison, a
paraceratherium, and caught an auroch calf. “That Para thingy is huge! It
looked like a long legged rhino! A lot of meat on it,” he called in excited. A
second crew came out to his location.


Once the truck was loaded and on
its way the team got back in the hummer and headed back to the retreating herd.
They spotted a few predators, and they stopped to assess the situation. Taking
out a pair of binoculars they watched as a pack of raptors took down a
hammerhead. Jack called in to tell them that the bison had been picked up and
he was now heading to the local watering hole. Deciding to avoid the raptors,
Mitch's crew headed downwind of them in search of safer grounds. They came into
a valley with caves on either side. A creek meandered through it, with a few
trees scattered up the slopes. A couple giraffe creatures ambled off at their
approach, the Barrett dropped them before they could get very far.


They broke for lunch, while the pickup
crew arrived. Gina reported that Angie had shown the villagers how to make a
primitive smoke house with Axel, and they were busy dressing and smoking meat,
while others packed meat in salt or boiled it. 


The group moved on when lunch was
finished, exiting the valley to a dead end cliff overlooking an ocean bay. The
sounds of the waves breaking on the beach made Terri wistful for a dip, right
up until she saw a giant fin cutting the water off shore. The smile she had on
her face congealed into a rictus of disbelief as her body shivered in terror.


A short time later they ran out
of terrain. They turned around, and spotted deer and elk in a copse, catching a
few with well aimed shots. They tossed the animals up on the roof racks, and
then got the lay of the land while searching for more. Jack called in that his
team had run the herds clear of the area, but had brought down another dozen.
“It looked like we have saturated our cooking crew anyway,” Jack cautioned.
Mitch nodded. His back up team were already heading out back to the village.
They decided to pack it in. Terri spotted a patch of safe berries; they paused
to pick some bushels.


As the sun began to set they
turned around and retraced their tracks now homeward bound. At the mouth of the
valley the sun set in glorious gold and low yips and yowls began to echo among
the valley walls. Concerned they looked around for the source of the predatory
sounds while trundling along. Gary spotted something and then gasped as a dark
shape ran parallel along their path and disappeared. Concerned they looked at
the ridge lines, just as Terri screamed and pointed. Hammerhead creatures,
smooth skin with fins along their sides and tail stepped out...


Awed Mitch looked at the
infrared. “They are warm blooded.” 


Terri pointed out that, “They are
dark, almost purplish black. Are they predators?” 


Gary stared. “I can’t see a
mouth... Do you think their related to the hammerhead herbivores...” Mitch made
a sharp intake of breath as he noted something and then told Gary to speed up.


”No, by their approach I would
say they aren’t herbivores; herbivores would be scared of the scent of blood.
They seem, attracted to it,” Mitch said. With the animal's heads down and
moving side to side they couldn’t see the mouth clearly.


Terri’s soft “Omygodomygod...”
was the only other thing they could hear over their own ragged breathing. Then
she screeched when one of the creatures sat up and scratched an itch like a
dog. Talon claws could be seen gleaming in the dying light. A yawn showed a
mouth much like a shark, a half moon shape filled with rows upon rows of sharp
triangular teeth. “Get us out of here!” She screamed. Gary slammed the
accelerator to the floor.


The hills boiled as the animals
came out, scenting the blood just as the suns final gasp ended the ambient
light. Gary plowed on, dodging rocks and animals that get in the high beams.
Mitch called in, warning the others.


“Just what we didn’t need. You
need help?” Jack responded.


“Not yet, but you better head in
our direction just in case. These things are mean and nasty, like sharks with
legs,” Mitch replied. 


Jack paused for a moment. “Roger
that,” he said. He started muttering: “Just what we need, lawyers. More
competition.” One of the creatures jumped from a rock and landed on the hood.
Screeching its claws dug into the metal hood as it turned around and tore at
the elk carcass. Gary tried to shake it off but failed, the thing bit into the
elk and started to tear chunks off. One forehand clutched at the roof rack to
keep it steady, while the right arm scraped at the windshield before latching
on as well. Terri was hysterical, scrunched down in her seat. Suddenly she
reared up, fumbling with her belt for her knife. She screamed to cut the elk
off, but Mitch grabbed her. “Don’t be stupid. Keep your arms inside.” He
pointed as the creature tore at the meat. Other snapped at a dangling leg near
her window, the shark like teeth made Terri scream and pee her pants in fear.


Gary hollered to get the thing
off, he couldn’t see, and narrowly dodged a tree. The low branches scraped the
animal off, making it tumble in the dirt behind them. They exited the valley
into the plains, sighing in relief. Mitch looked back, noted the pack following
at a good clip and let them know that they weren’t out of the woods just yet.


He pulled a knife and with
Terry's help they severed the lines holding the elk to the roof. Gary jigged
the car back and forth and the carcass came off, tumbling with a thump off the
rear to roll in the muck behind them. Pulling out the night vision goggles,
Mitch noted that some of the pack stopped at the carcass, but all too many of
them continued the pursuit.


He had Gary slow down, and then
called in. Jack acknowledged, and called the village to prepare to bunker up.
Gary hollered as one of the creatures’s jumped into their path but Mitch told
him to hit it. Setting his jaw and arms he prepared to do so. It jumped out of
the way only getting lightly clipped. It did break the right headlight though.
Mitch pulled up a string of fire crackers, lit the fuse and then tossed them
out behind them. The sharp pop pop pops made a few of the animals jumped around
them, but didn’t scare them off. He radioed Jack the news.


Jack said “Keep coming...We have
you in sight now.” The soft pop made Mitch turn around to just catch a
hammerhead go tumbling in their wake. Another fell and then another, then one
gave a series of yips and turned. Jack muttered an oath over the radio. Mitch
looked up their path, seeing the pack heading directly for him now.


“Damn their smart,” Jack said
over the radio, sounding unnerved. Mitch pulled the Barrett from its sleeve and
had Gary slow down. Jack’s team scrambled back into the hummer just as the
creatures with blinding speed arrived. Jack pulled out with a rooster tail of
dirt, slashing the hummer back and forth, making the animals jump out of the
way.


Mitch got a bead and shot,
grimacing because it missed. A few more miss before he got his eye in and
dropped one animal with a shot right in the skull. A second shot at another
animal hit a rock just as it passed over; he thought he missed but then the
animal fell. “Ricochet,” he muttered.


“At least it hit it!” Terri
called up.


“Just who is saving who here?”
Jack called over the radio. Mitch snorted, took a bead and hit another in the
shoulder, making it tumbled and then writhe in the dirt with yowls of pain.


Two of the others turned, and
then the last stopped and turned back. They nudged the wounded and dead, and
then in a flash turn on the wounded animal, ripping it apart as it screams turn
to gurgles. Mitch winced. “What what?” Terri asked.


He waved her off. “You don’t want
to know,” he growled. 


Shaken she stared straight ahead
with a quiet, “You’re probably right.” 


Gary snorted. “Yah think?”


Followed by Jack they arrived at
the village which was lit like it was Christmas time. They barreled in past the
gate, and then Axel grunting and swore behind him as he and others pushed it
closed. Jenny called from atop the palisade, there were glowing eyes and
shadowy shapes all around. The low pitched yap, yips and hisses drove out the
sounds of the local insects. No one slept well that night.


 


The next morning Jack checked the
perimeter and then met up with Mitch. A boy running around bumped into him; he
righted him and tousled his hair. He pulled the lad over to Mitch. “Mitch this
is Paco Mencia, his ma is our local potter, his dad is our carpenter.” Mitch
nodded to Paco and handed him an energy bar. “Sam’s crew was kind of leery
about going out, and it took an hour and a double guard to convince them it was
safe,” Jack reported. Mitch grimaced, and then turned to finish his energy bar.


 Paco chattered about his mom,
Jack waved Mitch to follow. They went to a hut with a woman working a potting
wheel. A beehive kiln was nearby, along with a little girl who was playing with
a makeshift doll made out of scraps and pieces of grass. All around were stacks
of bricks, plates, and other ceramics, drying in the sun.


“Senora Mencia this is Senor
Mitch Chambers,” Jack said introducing Mitch and then chattered in Spanish a
bit. Mitch took the sight in and then turned to her.


“Can you make tile?”


“Tile? Si.” Her face blossomed in
amusement. “SI! Si senor I make tile in México.”


He nodded. “Can you make roofing
tiles?” Mitch asked. Her brows nit, as did Jack and the others. He tried to
demonstrate with his hands, then gave up and had Paco get a log. He held it up
and Mitch nodded. Scampering back Paco handed it to him. Mitch described what
he was talking about a half cylinder shape curving his hands over the log. Then
he tried to demonstrate with his hands how they would overlap.


Her browse knit in thought for a
moment longer before they suddenly cleared and she barked a laugh. “SI! Si!”
she nodded eagerly.


Jack shook his head in
bemusement. “Why didn’t I think of that? We could roof the buildings with it!
Yeah. It is a great use of resources, and will last a very long time.” Jack
chattered and then told Paco to get Julio. Julio came out wiping his hands.
“Senor Julio Mencia this is Senor Chambers, he has an idea.” They went through
the pantomime again until Senora Mencia, with twinkling eyes erupted with a
spat of Spanish, explaining the need for a wood mold. Julio nodded.


Axel and Helen came up behind
Jack and nodded to Mitch. Jack turned and nodded to Axel while giving his wife
a hug and peck. Jack and Helen commented about how this could all be some sort
of government conspiracy. Axel chimed in as well. He had received a package the
morning of the thirty first; low and behold it had been a bunch of duffels with
survival gear. 


“I am glad that helped,” Mitch
commented.


Axel, “Yeah it did, saved my tush
till I hooked up with Jack here.” 


Jack however gave Mitch a look.
“What did you mean?”


Helen caught the look, and then
did a double take as what he had said set in and she put the pieces together. “YOU
sent them??” 


Mitch toed the ground like a
school kid caught doing something naughty and then shrugged. “Yeah.”
Realization dawned with the group. He ducked his head, blushing a bit.


“See I set up a system to
identify people who said they were abducted that matched my own visit. Then I
set up the packs to be delivered to everyone they could find. I wanted everyone
to have a survival pack and at least a fighting chance,” he sighed.
“Unfortunately we only found four hundred thirty three people.”


Jack patted his shoulder. “Yeah,
but those people will have a better chance of survival,” he observed. Axel and
Helen nodded.


“Jack, what say we go see if we
can find one of those carcasses and get a better look?”


Jack gave him a long look, and a
slow nod. “Might be a good idea at that. I want to know what we are up against.
It might be a good idea to reinforce the perimeter, maybe add some features now
that we have better tools.”


Mitch nodded. “We still have a
day, so let me get my crew on that then we can do quick road trip.”


 


In the field they were surprised
that the carcasses were gone. Not picked over...literally gone. Not a splinter
of bone left. They hit upon the idea of hunting one of the close caves. Mitch
shot a wompi deer for bait. The crew rigged a lasso with the winch cable.


They tossed the deer near the
opening. Chattering and low noises could be heard, and then a paw hesitantly
came out to try to drag the carcass in. Using his goggles Mitch shot the animal
in the head. It dropped. The chittering increased as they heard scrambling.
Quickly they tossed the noose out; it took three tried to get it to loop around
the paw. The winch dragged it out, but suddenly the line bucked like it had a
fish on the hook. Checking the scope Mitch noted other creatures tearing at the
fallen one. He tossed in a flash bang, it went off and they scattered to the
back of the cave. They extracted the slightly chewed corpse and bundled it in a
tarp to take it back to base.


At the village Doc came out and
took a quick look with the crowd of lookie loos... “You’ll have to run it by a
biologist or Mags, but this is the damnedest thing I have ever seen. Look,” She
used a stick to pull the mouth open. “It has sharks teeth, the whole bit,
triangular, rotating for replacement... but look here.” She pointed the stick,
the end now dripping drool to the front feet. “It has four legs, but the feet
are tridactyl toes. The front feet have an opposable thumb that scissors into a
pair of claw toes. I bet it acts like a raptor, grabbing the victim to pull it
to its mouth,” she observed. She pantomimed the action with her hands and
teeth. Jack and Mitch nodded.


She pointed to the underside neck
flank near the root of the hammerhead. “Those look like gill slits. I bet this
thing is amphibious. See this,” She tapped the melon. “I would bet this is
ultrasonic.” Mitch nodded.


“Rubbery skin more like a dolphin
then a shark,” Jack commented. 


Diego Fuentes pulled fins on the
tail. “Check this!”


Doc nodded “Yeah probably fins,
for thermal control or swimming.” She poked around a bit. “… Not much skeleton,
I wonder if it has a cartilage skeletal structure?” she mused. She pointed to
the shark fin. “Classic dorsal fin. Damn, scary sob. From the claspers I would
say this was a boy.” She looked up as Cassie came over to check it out.


”Yeah, it looks like one of those
things from that sci-fi movie, the one with the bald guy with the weird eyes?”
Cassie said. Doc nodded.


“More like aliens,” Jack replied.
They looked up and over to him. “The skin is black, melon head... sharp
teeth...” The group shivered.


Doc, Cassie, Diego, and Dora
Fuentes went off to the side, muttering about this or that feature. The Fuentes
tried to keep up with Doc and Cassie, Their English was still rough. Frequently
Diego had to pause to translate something his wife had said in Spanish into
English.


Some of the villagers came to
see, shudder, and then move off muttering darkly. A few made weak jokes, trying
to get over the shock of the creature. Mitch had them bag it back up in the
tarp for transport back to base. “So, can we kill them?” Someone finally asked.


Mitch shook his head. “Do you
really want to go into those caves after them?” The group vehemently shook
their heads. “No? Neither do I.” He grimaced and shrugged.


“That’s it?” Jack asked.


“Yeah. I would suggest keeping
your crew on a strict curfew, no one outside a half hour before sundown, and a
half hour past sunup. Best I can suggest,” Mitch said.


Jack looked dubious for a moment,
and then sighed. “Yeah, sounds about right.” He grimaced, looking around before
his face cleared. He turned back to Mitch. “Wait, why didn’t we see them last
year?” Jack asked suddenly. 


“They may have been in another
area, like across the river," Mitch pointed out.


Jack nodded. “So you are thinking
they are nomadic?” 


Mitch cocked his head. “From what
Doc said about that carcass, maybe,” he replied. “They might also have hunted
in other parts of the area, further south along the coast line, or East and not
gotten this far inland.” Mitch commented, looking out to the sparking river a
kilometer or two away.


“Then again, since they attack at
night and are a little photo phobic, they might have been around the entire
time.”


Jack shuddered. “We lost a few
people at night the first couple of weeks. I always thought it was raptors,” he
grimaced. 


Mitch nodded in sympathy, patting
the man on the arm. “We will never know for sure,” Mitch muttered.


Jack looked up for a minute then
asked, “What about explosives? Seal the caves?”


Mitch shook his head no. “There
were a couple dozen caves there, and we would have to get pretty close to toss
a satchel charge in... with no guarantee that it would close the cave. Rigging
the cave would work better, but I do not have that much explosives, and that is
dangerous as all get out. Hell, just getting them here would be a
bitch.”


Paul paled a bit. “Yeah, bouncing
around in a truck filled with explosives isn’t what I would call fun.”


“Then we have the other question,
are there other cave entrances?” Mitch asked thoughtfully. Jack wearily sighed
and nodded in surrender. He thanked them and moved off to help the perimeter
team.











Chapter 14


 


Jack came up to the knot of women
around Mitch later and commented, “So, iron, copper, salt, plants, animals...
Not bad for a beginning.”


Angie looked up. “Plastic, carbon
fiber, carbon, oil, and spider silk as well.” she replied proudly.


“Plastic?” Jack asked, looking
dubious.


“Yeah, we have several kinds,
bio-plastics made from synthetics, and cellulose, plus a polyethylene made from
gene engineered bacteria,” Mitch explained. 


“Okay, I heard about that on TV a
long time ago, but spider silk?”


Sara and two other women joined
them. “Spider silk. In the nineteen nineties there was a breakthrough in
genetic engineering, scientists managed to engineer goats to produce spider
silk proteins in their milk,” Sara explained and then shrugged.


One of the women shuddered “I don’t
like that, tampering with gods creations.”


Mitch smiled politely. “Do you
eat food?”


 “What kind of question is that?”
she asked glaring.


“What about clothes?”


“Yeah, so?”


“So all of that is
gene-engineered. It just took longer,” he replied patiently. 


She looked dubious, and slightly
offended. “No it isn’t.” 


“Ma’am, yes it is. Farmers have
been using genetic engineering in the forms of cross pollination, selective
breeding, culling, and other techniques to shape plants and animals to what
they wanted,” Mitch replied patiently. Jack slowly nodded at this, as does
Angie and Sara.


“Gene engineering in a lab is a
short cut and more scientific. They take the desired traits seed them into the
RNA or DNA, and then mature it. It still has trial and error of course, but
much faster since they mapped the genomes,” Sara pointed out. The woman
shuddered.


“Scientists can now find specific
traits they want to enhance, or change,” Mitch added. 


Sara looked on, and then turned.
“What about cross breeding?”


Mitch nodded. “Yes, before
genetic engineering farmers would cross breed animals to get desired traits,
like donkeys with horses to get mules, or cross pollinate plants.”


Jack nodded. “I remember seeing a
Discovery channel thing where they used cuttings from buds.”


Mitch nodded. “Yes, they can do
that too. But now they can select genes from one type of animal, and inject
them into the base animal or plant. Some of it sounds silly, like glow fish,
and such, but this allowed scientists to learn things, things about biology and
how the process worked.”


Sara nodded. “It isn’t like we
can do that now; we don’t have the facilities, training, or real need.” Some of
the women look relieved. “With our small population we do not need to maximize
crops, or create new designer dog breeds,” she said dryly. Angie snorted a
giggle. The women left, muttering a bit.


Doc came up, quietly informing
them that Nicole had a light fever, but the baby was nursing fine. Sam had gone
out with the crew, and graveled a road for three kilometers. They returned just
before dusk, making a few worry until they spotted their vehicles on the
horizon. A tense guard watch was mounted, but the hammerheads were not seen
that evening much to their relief and fear. It was always the predator you
didn't see that could get you many said.


 


The next morning the convoy
loaded up, Sam, Paul, and Angie took the convoy back to the base. They would
try to only stop to do a little work on the way where necessary. Jack watched
as they loaded the dump trucks with gravel. “They will be okay,” Mitch said
from behind him. He turned to Mitch.


“Sam is a good guy; he will use
the gravel only sparingly. Once they get through the mountain pass they should
be okay,” Mitch replied to the questioning look.


Jack nodded; smacked dust from
his hat and put it on. “Yup.” They watch them leave, and then turn to the
defenses. The gate was a makeshift thing, made with stripped of metal mounted
on a frame with crude wheels. The day before the crew had been busy working on
the perimeter, but the gate itself had been overlooked. Mitch pulled at it a
bit, and they decided to do what they could to improve it. CJ, one of Jack's
teenage group helped form a rail for the wheels to ride on. Jack dug a trench
for the rails and then embedded them while Mitch worked out a truss system to
strengthen the door. Without acetylene fuel for Axel’s welder they were forced
to use drills and bolts, getting creative with the cuts while draining the
batteries.


They called a halt at lunch.
Cassie came out to check things over. She helped them muscle a beam into place,
then decided to haul water and do laundry with some of the ladies. Jack snorted
at this. CJ chuckled. They managed to beef up the door a bit, and blocked out a
plan for Jack and his crew to continue improvements. The latch and arm bar were
worked on, making it easier to move and secure the door. Axel worked out an
idea to power the door with a pair of garage door openers, which he dug out of
a pile of parts and began tinkering with. CJ said they would have to have
power, and be able to sync the motors to a controller, Axel agreed, they went
off talking about the idea.


 


Jack wiped his brow with his
forearm, gauged the sun and decided dinner was a good idea just as one of the
women hollered. “Nice timing,” Mitch observed, laughing. They slapped each other’s
shoulders and head off to get cleaned up. The convoy called in, letting them
know they were through the pass and were making good time.


“That was fast,” Jack commented.


“They probably didn’t want to
stick around the pass with those creatures, especially when it was getting so
close to nightfall,” Axel replied. Jack nodded.


One of the women paled. “Yeah,
good point,” Jack said quietly and pointed to her with his chin and changed the
subject.


The farm crew came in as the sun
set, as did the copper miners. Axel’s lumberjacks, thinned by the convoy
leaving returned, glad to be inside, saying they were a bit jumpy because a
raptor pack had made a kill nearby. Terri paled and shivered.


 


In the night they heard a battle
of screams, yowls, yips and tussling plants. The guards were jittery. Jack and
Mitch made some rounds, and looked out to see the bushes and grasses sway. It
wasn't the nearly absent breeze that was causing it either. A raptor suddenly
came out of the night to the side of the wall, thrumming in fear; it turned in
place, not even looking at them. Out of the darkness the hammerhead creatures
came, strolling apart. One of them, more massive than the others chittered. The
raptor seemed to curl into itself, fluttering its wings before hissing and
thrashing its claws out.


They watched as the hammerheads
charged, one feinted to the front while the other circled and pounced to the
rear. It triumphantly tore into the raptor. One of the guards muttered an oath
and fired a shot into the air. Jack belted him, calling him a moron for wasting
a shot. The hammerheads turned to view the humans on the wall, giving off
wailing yips. The fallen raptor was now forgotten. “Oh shit...Oh shit...” the
guard and Jack exclaimed in dismay as one of the creatures seemed to gather
itself for a leap. Suddenly sounds in the tree line followed by angry snarling
made them stop and turn in a flash, pulling the raptor into the darkness.


“Damn... I mean, damn,” the guard
commented, clearly shaken. 


“Amen,” Jack said, patted his
shoulder. “Amen. Just be glad we are in here and they are out there.” Mitch
nodded.


 


They managed an uneasy sleep,
sleeping in a few hours past dawn. After breakfast they surveyed the perimeter,
wincing at the blood splattered around the area. Jack had a couple of the
ladies bring buckets of water to try to wash it off the wall and away from the
perimeter before more flies found it. TJ and CJ yawned and went out, chopping
and cutting the trees too close to the perimeter.


Mitch had them leave some
selected trees. He asked Axel for outdoor lights; Axel looked up from the motor
project and pointed to a clipboard. They pulled out a few lights with solar
panels. “What are you up to?” Jack asked curiously.


“We can use the trees as poles
and mount these to them. Point the lights to the ground with perimeter sensors.
If one of those creatures or anything else comes into its field and it will
turn on.”


Jack nodded. “Ah. I get it. Good
thinking.”


 


When the “J” brothers were done with
the cutting Mitch brought out a lunch pail and then explained what he wanted as
they ate. Muttering they shimmied up a tree and hoisted up tools and the gear.
It took some fumbling before they get the first one set up. Once they figured
out what he intended, they get enthused by the project and moved off on their
own to the next tree. Jack pointed out that they would only have enough for a
dozen trees; there would be spots all along the perimeter for them to slip
through. But Mitch shrugged it off. “Some are better than none.”


 


Mitch dug a pit on either side of
the gate, and stuck a surplus oil barrel in each. He stuck in a pad of Semtex,
electric squib in the bottom, and then packed it with gravel and waste oil from
Axel’s supply. Axel muttered about this, until he noted Mitch burying a line to
the base. “What is that?”


“Fougasse cannons,” Mitch said,
burying the line.


“For what?? Sounds French,” Axel
said wrinkling his nose. Ned came over, handed him a pair of wire strippers
Mitch had asked for.


Mitch looked over to Jack and
Axel. “It is a nasty mortar. Shoots napalm, gravel, whatever you want. Stick an
explosive in the bottom, top it with whatever you have on hand and set it to
face the enemy. Like grapeshot or a fireball when it went off.” Jack nodded
thoughtfully. “I set up a bunch of these at base,” Mitch added with a hint of a
smirk.


Axel got an evil grin, smacked
his hands together, startling Mitch who growled and looked up. Axel was rubbing
his hands together in glee. “I like it! I LOVE IT! Serves the evil sum bitches
right! Hammerheads on TOAST!”


Mitch snorted. “I will leave you
a pound of Semtex Jack and a sketch of how to rig it.” Jack and Axel nodded.


“We haven’t found large deposits
of sulfur or nitrates, but we have charcoal. The chickens you have can give you
a small supply of nitrates.” Mitch waved his hand to them. “The Dinosaur dung
might have it as well.” He wrinkled his nose. “If we can find a volcanic area,
or even a hot water spring we should find sulfur. Nitrates are the key though.
With those three you can make black powder,” he explained. Axel grinned.


“That copper you're mining is
copper sulfide, so somewhere around here, most likely upstream is a hot spring
or volcanic deposit. There should be sulfur there. I will ask the UAV crew to
take a look,” Mitch said. Axel nodded.


Cassie came up; she informed them
with a smile that Nicole’s fever had broken. Axel nodded, tipping a finger to
his hat in salute and took himself off to play with his tools. Jack got a call
from one of the guards and went to investigate. “Cassie, how much longer?”
Mitch asked, searching her face. “I don’t want to travel this countryside that
distance outside the convoy,” he warned.


Cassie nodded. “Yeah, not a good
idea. I will check with mom,” she replied. After the incident with the shark
things she really didn't want to be all alone with them at night. She trotted
off.


 


Mary Anne called him, letting him
know Pete was on the radio. Pete reported the convoy was working on a steep
stretch and would be therefore a day or so. “Piotr told me to tell you the
Doppler is reporting a weather front moving in with the wind, South by South east.
Should be overhead Copper town tomorrow night,” Pete said. A squelch of static
ends the report.


“All right, thanks Pete. How goes
things at home?” Mitch asked, sitting in the driver’s seat watching the nearby
kids playing.


“Janet is driving us nuts, while
Kathy and Jolie have stunk up the place after messing with some chemicals.
Janet is PISSED,” Pete said with a disgusted sound. Mitch chuckled at this. “We
had to air the base out, it was BAD! Um, one piece of bad news, Maggie said
those scorpion things got four more turkeys. Also the ones in the outside range
all disappeared, but there are feathers everywhere. She isn’t sure we will be having
turkey dinners much longer.”


“Roger that,” Mitch sighed, then
thumbed the transmit button again. “What about the other animals?”


“Well right now she said the
cattle and goats are okay, some of the horses still have colic, whatever that
is. She lost a mare too it. The raccoons are driving everyone nuts... boss I
gotta ask, why did you bring them?” he asked exasperated.


Mitch chuckled. “Well, I like
them, and they have nice fur.” 


“Ooookay, whatever. Well, Sean is
about ready to kill you, these varmints are smart!” Pete said. Mitch chuckled.


“Tell Sean to look in the green
section, tote three hundred and twelve I think, maybe three thirteen. Check
inventory if I've got the number wrong. There should be locks in there. Lock
the cages if he can.” Mitch waited as Pete jots the information down.


“Yeah that should work, the damn
things have figured out how to untwist the wire ties we were using on the
latch.”


Mitch chuckled. He should have
known with nothing to do the racoons would figure it out. “Roger. How is the
farm?” 


“Well Ivan and the others have
finished planting, and the botany team is harvesting the greenhouses now. We
are itching to make the first production greenhouse; we have plenty of glass
and plastic panes now. Hejira’s wants to do a run of veggies in the first,”
Pete replied.


 


They left the next morning, less
than twenty minutes before noon. The sky was ominously dark. Doc and Cassie
were subdued, eyes scanning the sky and horizon. They made it to the pass two
hours before sunset. They rushed through the pass, warily watching the caves on
either side. With the sun almost down, the low valley pass was shaded, making
them all nervous. Luckily nothing popped out to try to bite them. Relieved they
continued on.


Sam called, they were fifty
kilometers ahead. They followed the dirt road, crunching through the occasional
gravel patch. Doc was reluctant to pull over; swapping with Mitch to drive in
the dark, but was finally forced to give up after a few close calls with
snoozing animals. She stopped under a tree and they got as much rest as they
can.


 


The next morning Cassie had a
close call with a pack of tiny therapod scavengers while answering a call of nature.
A little unnerved her mother tried to talk her out of driving but Cassie
insisted. “We could have KITT drive,” Mitch said, then shrugged, “or not.”
After he got a look at Doc’s face. They moved onward. Pete called in, the storm
had made landfall. They race on, trying to catch up to the convoy. “Safety in
numbers,” Mitch said, and smiled.


Doc grimaced and apologized. He
looked to her. “Don’t apologize Doc, every life here is precious.” She blushed
and nodded, turned her attention to their path. After stopping for lunch Doc
insisted on taking the wheel while Cassie rode shotgun. Mitch stretched out in
the back and took a snooze.


Pete called in, “The storm is
getting worse, they are predicting the creeks and rivers to rise.”


Doc smiled, “We just forded the
last one between us and Sam I think,” she reported. Pete sounded relieved.


“Good, glad to hear you’re
catching up,” Paul called in; they were stopping for the night on high ground.


“Good idea,” Mitch replied from
the back, not even opening his eyes. “We might have to do that too. Cassie you
may want to plan ahead just in case.” He heard the rustle of fabric and then
the soft beep as she turned the navigation on to check the terrain.


 


They took a break an hour before
sundown for a quick sandwich. Mitch glanced at his fuel, then grimaced and
switched tanks. “Okay last tank. We have about forty kilometers left; I think
they are only twenty kilometers ahead,” he said. The solar panels were only
providing a trickle of power during the day. Doc nodded. He pulled out his
NVGs, and kept them in his lap.


While Cassie and Doc ate he kept
them going. The darkness, occasional animal calls, and the sometimes jerky ride
had both girls awake and alert. “The wind is picking up,” Doc muttered. 


“There is a rise nearby,” Cassie
said looking longingly at it but Mitch shot it down.


“We passed it. I don’t know about
you, but I am not going back to play king of the hill with the raptors on top
of it,” Mitch said dryly. The women both grimly agreed it wasn't worth it.


 


They noted the light on the
horizon, just as the first big plops of rain hit the windshield. Muttering a
curse Mitch flipped the wipers on, while he maneuvered around a rock and then
up a defile. They spotted the lights of the convoy perimeter and Cassie sighed
in relief. “Doc let them know we are coming,” Mitch ordered. 


She called Paul who sleepily
acknowledged, then hollered to the guard to let them in. Mitch flicked the
headlights, and Paul said they had a fix. He warned them around a warren of
gopher creature dens, a natural pit trap, impossible to see in the dark even
with goggles. When they entered the perimeter the rain began to pour, making
them sigh and slump in relief. Paul came up, wearing rain gear and patted
Mitch’s arm as Mitch opened his window.


“I know you ladies want a shower,
but I am not going out to get wet just yet,” Mitch observed. They groaned but
agreed. Paul started to give his report but Mitch waved him off. “Paul, it is
pouring out! Go get some rest, it’ll keep till morning,” he ordered. Paul a
little chagrined agreed with a choppy nod. He made his way through the sudden
slippery mud; the trio guffawed as he slipped and fell on his ass. He had a
hard time getting to his feet, but when he did he gave them a dirty look and
then climbed into his cab. Doc snorted.


 


Out in the darkness they heard
the muffled crunch and thump of something big moving. The wind screeched and
howled, making many had a restless sleep. One of the guards called in,
something was moving out there. He suppressed a scream as a giant lobster
centaur creature moved through the rain, antenna wiggling as it moved. The arms
were up like a mantis, but suddenly lashed out, striking a sleeping hammerhead
herbivore to the ground, then cutting off its bawl of terror with a wet crunching
snip of its claws. He shuddered and called it in, making sure he filmed it.


 


The south perimeter called, one
of the creatures was approaching fast. Nervously he fired a few shots off but
it kept coming. Paul hit the flood lights, bathing the thing and the rainy
night in a white glare, it stopped. Mitch got a look; it was a pale almost
white armored leviathan. Its shell rippled in colors after a moment, and the
creature gave off a low vibrating moan before it turned and moved off. Sighing
in relief they turned the lights down, and added more along the perimeter to
cover all directions. Animals began to converge into the light, instinctively
seeking it out as protection against the leviathans.


“Think it has anything to do with
that creature Vanessa and Phyllis spotted?” Doc asked.


Mitch nodded. “Could be. Could
be,” he said. They spent an uneasy night there. 


 


The next morning, the rain
continued remorselessly. Animals around the perimeter moved off to graze. Paul
quietly told Mitch that they used up a lot of juice with the lights, and were
low on fuel even before they had to recharge the batteries. With the sun
blocked by clouds the solar blankets were working at ten percent.


“We are going to have problems
tonight,” Paul finished. 


Grimacing Mitch nodded as he
thought about the situation. “Okay, here is what we do. Dig through the back of
the lead truck. You’ll find a spout on the side by the fuel line. We are going
to have to catch rain water, filter it the best we can, then pour it into that
tank.” He paused in thought for a moment.


“We can take the charge from the
wind generators and solar blankets to power it,” Mitch said and then nodded to
himself.


“It?” Paul asked.


“The micro electrolysis chamber.
I had one built into every other tractor.” He pointed to the lead truck. “Dump
water in there and it will split it with an electrical charge. It won’t be
much, it isn’t very efficient, but the best we have. Sara knew about it, sick
her on it,” he ordered and then sighed. Sara had the portable hydrogen maker already
working but it wasn't keeping up with demand.


“Then it feeds the hydrogen to
the compressor and engine, while the oxygen is dumped. Make sure no one has
anything electric or flammable nearby,” Mitch explained as he finished. Paul
looked up in the rain then back at the boss as if he said something stupid.


Mitch smiled. “Yeah well, I had
to say it.” 


Sam came up, slapping Paul on the
shoulder. “Heard about your trip, did you have a good fall?” 


Paul grimaced. “Very funny smart
ass.” 


“Thought it was your ass that was
smarting?” Mitch laughed.


Paul snorted then chuckled.
“Okay, you got me there.” Mockingly rubbed his fundament. “Okay, boss we will
try it your way.” He went off, whistling in the rain.


 


“So that is it?” Sam asked.
“Doesn’t seem like it will work.” 


Mitch shrugged. “Well we don’t
have much energy, but we do have plenty of well...” He pointed to the sky.
“Water.”


Sam chuckled. “Yeah, got more of
that then we need.” 


Mitch nodded. “Yeah. Split it and
we have hydrogen. Compress it and run it through the engines and they can
recharge the batteries.” 


Sam nodded, now catching on.
“Okay, sounds good. Pete called and said we might have a couple days of this.”
Sam grimaced. “Glad we are on high ground.”


“Yeah, crossing the waterways
between here and home isn’t going to be fun,” Mitch said, already thinking
about the next step in their journey. Sam sighed. Stretching as he got out of
the truck, Mitch left to check the perimeter.


 


“I want to get a better look at
our intruder.” Mitch said, picking up a camera the guard had used and heading
to the truck. He found the girls stretched out in the front and back, muttering
about being homeless he headed to the nearest cab. Paul looked up as he walked
up, waved and let him know they were using the water filters to handle the
water. Mitch nodded hefting the camera.


“I am going to take a closer look
at our lobster friends,” Mitch said. 


Paul chuckled. “If they only made
a pot and pad of butter big enough. “ 


Mitch chuckled. “Yeah, well just
remember, it is probably thinking the same thing about you.” Paul snorted.
Mitch got into the cab, and fishing around pulled out an usb cable and hooked
it up.


He angled the LCD display to view
the movie. Paul stepped up, hands on the grab bars so he angled the monitor so
they both can see. Paul whistled softly as the creature attacked the herbivore.
“I must have missed that part,” he said. The approaching one made him shake a
bit. 


“Easy bud,” Mitch said. Mitch
paused the image. “See, it has a lot of things similar to Terran animals, it
has lobster claws, but acts like a mantis. See this? It has eyes on eye stalks,
looked like...” He counted silently, “Four, no six. Four antenna too.”


He pressed play, watched as it
froze as the lights lock onto it. “See the rippling? In the dark it is dark,
but the shell seemed to be able to change color and texture. How much you want
to bet it has some sort of chrometaphore ability?” he asked and then sighed.
Paul grunted. The creature turned and tried to amble away.


“Hmm slow moving, but its attack
is fast. Ambush hunter. Look.” He paused the video again. “See that?”


“What the branches?” Paul asked,
confused.


“Not just branches, but possibly
symbiosis. It is either growing those plants on its back, or cutting branches
and placing them there.” Mitch answered.


“Why would it do that?” Paul
asked, now intrigued. 


“Probably camouflage. Wanna bet
this thing imitates a tree during the day?”


Paul got a faraway look then
paled. “Yeah, stock still with that skin looking like bark...” He shuddered.


Mitch nodded. “Yeah, we have to
pass that along, be careful in the woods. This thing might be what Phyllis and
Vanessa ran into earlier.”


“I am just glad we didn’t run
into one while we were on foot last year,” Paul said softly.


Mitch nodded. “Yeah, I went wood
cutting with Brian a few times too, glad I didn’t run into one of these.” Paul
shuddered a little. “They may need the water to be more active. I don’t know,”
Mitch mused and then shrugged.


“Another predator though! How
many are we going to find?!” Paul replied, bewildered at the thought.


“Well, remember, the aliens said
this is a reserve. Kind of like a zoo. I think of it more like an ecological
dumping ground. They said they have been dumping species from many planets here
just before they go extinct. What makes you wanna bet we have quite a
combination here? Dozens of worlds? Plants, animals... The food chain in some
areas is probably a snarled mess,” Mitch observed.


Paul nodded. “Yeah, I can
gather.” 


Mitch shrugged. “Well, I bet they
have evolved into that migration thing as well. The temporal herds migrate
south for the winter to warmer climates, while the arctic animals go south into
this area. When the seasons turn the reverse happens, the arctic crew pulled
out and the temperate herds return.” He paused in thought. “Same for predators
most likely they follow the herds.” 


Paul looked quizzical, and then
grinned. “Yeah, sounds possible.” 


Mitch nodded. “Yeah, we haven’t
seen any wolves lately. During the winter no raptors.” 


Paul nodded. “Yeah, now that you
mention it, I do remember that.” 


“Yeah, and in fall the hell cats
and demon dogs disappeared according to Jack,” Mitch added.


“I bet the furry creatures head
north or up the mountains to beat the heat just like everyone else. This planet
has a pretty strong plant cycle; I mean everything is extremely rich in
nutrients, so I bet it helps the fauna grow fast.”


“Fauna?” Paul asked.


“Animals.”


“Oh, okay. Right boss.”


“If everything wasn’t so damn wet
I would take a crew to the tree line and cut a few trees to use as defenses.”


Paul looked alarmed. “What about
those creatures?” 


“We can check with IR goggles and
of course we would be armed. Moot point anyway, everything is wet, the chain
saws would bind up pretty quick.” 


Paul nodded, he looked relieved.
“Had me scared there for a moment boss,” he admitted. 


Mitch smiled. “Remind me to get
the motor home back from Mike; this leg is too much of a pain not to have it.”


Paul nodded. “Yeah, it is a
bitch,” he said as he turned to the flatbed trucks, he took note of a couple
logs on one.


“Hmmm.”


Paul looked over. “Yeah, we could
use them. South side?” 


“Yeah, good idea.”


“Okay boss we’ll get on it.”


“Wait a moment Paul. The flatbed
too,” Mitch said pointing to the near empty trailers. 


“Huh?”


“Nudge the flatbeds over then tip
them on their sides,” Mitch said. Paul looked dubious. “It won’t hurt them any
Paul. We can winch them back when we break camp. Knock over one per side.”


“Roger. I got it,” Paul said.
Motioning to Sam, he had Sam put a team together to help, and another to moved
rocks from the camp site to the perimeter to fill any additional holes.


 


They raced against the setting
sun, aware they were running out of time, and called a fast lunch break just as
the ominous southern sky turned dark once more. Noting it they rushed back to
work. The crash of one of the flatbeds tipping over startled the girls awake.
Doc came out to see what was going on, and after a hurried explanation from a
harried Paul nodded in understanding.


She watched Mitch pitching in,
pulling on the lines of a block and tackle to ease a flatbed over, and then she
turned and fished out a pair of gloves and joined in. Cassie stretched, got a
drink and ambled over just as the last one was flipped. “Whatcha doin?” she
asked. Sam nudged the bobcat controls to move the flatbed over.


“Afternoon sleepyhead,” Mitch
teased, smiling to mean no offense. Cassie took a long sip and then shrugged.


“She can sleep through a
hurricane,” Doc said dryly. Cassie grinned sheepishly.


“We are going to be stuck here a
while longer, so we are setting up better defenses.”


Cassie blinked and looked around.
“Oh. Good idea,” she observed. She looked over to the south, just as the first
fat dropped of water began to fall. “Shit!” She grimaced and ran for the truck.


Doc ambled off, “I have got to
pee before being cramped into that truck!” Mitch chuckled, pointed to the
nearby latrine pit then turned his back on it as she went over. He had Paul
rigged some of the tarps to the inside of the flatbeds as impromptu pup tents
for those stuck there.


 


A few hours later the storm broke
in full force and they all ducked for cover. Paul called out a moment later,
hollering that they have movement south by south west.


Checking the indicated area Mitch
felt a spurt of adrenaline at the sight of one of those monster lobsters
trundled out of the tree line toward them. Another call from the other side had
him turn to look; a pack of raptors had made a kill nearby. The pack was large,
over forty strong. The lobster stopped, then turned to the kill and trundled to
it.


One of the raptors looked up and
turned, hissing a screech then cawing. The others turned, dripping bloody
muzzles turned to look at the intruder. The alpha raptor pair gave a clucking
call, and then began to display.


The lobster stopped, moving its
claws out in a washing motion, then continued forward. Shrieking in anger the
pack flanked and then encircled the creature. One of the raptors seemed to find
an opening and courage so it attacked, darting in a mock attack. A swift hammer
claw sent the raptor jumping back. The lobster stopped, turned in place, watching
the raptors. The raptors angled to try to attack from behind; one darted in and
tried to savage a limb, only to be nearly struck by a fist.


The lobster’s claw got stuck in
the muck. It tugged on it a few times. Sensing victory the pack moved in to the
kill, several rushing in. With a sucking sound the lobster got its claw free
and hammers a raptor as it jumped sending it tumbling off into the night. The
other claw slammed a raptor juvenile to the ground, pinning it with a crunching
sound of breaking bones. It mewled for a few moments and then stopped moving.
The raptors cut in, and Mitch winced as the sound of nails on a chalk board, or
at least claws on chitin could be heard, even over the sounds of the rain and
battle.


Mitch noted one of his people nearby
shouldering their gun to fire and he pushed the barrel down. “Wait. Maybe they
will take their battle elsewhere.” He raised his voice. “Hold your fire folks,
let them duke it out, no sense wasting ammo.”


Sam muttered: “Fight of the
century, and I don’t know which side to bet on!”


Paul looked over, “Ours of
course,” he growled. 


Sam snorted. He waved to the
others to keep an eye on their sectors.


The battle continued, the raptors
were darting in more and more, and it took a few attacks before Mitch realized
they were attacking the joints. “Hmm, either they are smart, or have been up
against one of these before,” Mitch mused. Paul shrugged. One of the juveniles
was too slow, it got grabbed by a claw, held up and then cut in half. The free
claw smashed down, striking another raptor sending it tumbling.


Suddenly with a low moan and loud
crack the creatures left leg buckled, one of those darting attacks had struck
home. It limped for a second, and then another strike hit the other side,
sending it down onto its side. The raptors attacked from behind, chewing and
scraping at the back. “Sounds like nails on a chalk board,” Doc muttered. One
raptor darted near the rear, a loud crunch could be heard as it tore into the
rear and underside of the lobster mantis.


With one claw pinned the creature
couldn't fight back effectively. Its thrashing turn to quivers then stopped
altogether when one of the raptors darted in from behind and ripped the head
off.


They watched the victors dance
and caw, dripping feathers flashing as they swung about in an obvious show of
victory. Mitch shook his head. Eventually the raptors settled down and divided
into groups.


The raptors set into feasting,
while the humans watched warily. Someone coughed and it attracted the attention
of a few raptors, but they quickly returned to their meal. The raptors on
perimeter watch gave a stuttering cry, ambling side to side, but remained where
they were, and eventually returned their attention to the forest.


The raptors cleaned house,
tearing into both carcasses and their own dead. A few of the surviving
juveniles managed to tear off chunks and lug them off. The wet crunching sounds
sicken a few people, who looked away in distress. Paul kept a wary eye out for
trouble however. Mitch asked if he wanted to get some sack time and Paul shook
his head no, no way he could sleep with those things around. Mitch patted him
on the shoulder. “Okay. You have first watch.” He detailed three others to keep
watch, then the rest into two groups for later watches. “Sam will wake the
second group in four hours folks so rack out while you can,” Mitch ordered.


When day broke Mitch got a couple
volunteers and took his hummer to the remains. The raptors had left, but had
stripped both carcasses clean, even the bones of their kill were taken.


Only the ichor in the grass and
the cracked shells of the lobster remained behind for the bugs and small
scavengers to pick over. “They even took their dead,” one of the girls
observed, nervously watching the forest for signs of movement.


“Why the bones?” Paul asked.


“Bones?” Mitch looked up from
examining a shell. “They have marrow inside. Crack them open and suck it out. I
doubt the lobsters had bones though,” Mitch replied. He fingered the shell
thoughtfully.


Paul looked away, the girl gulped
and turned greenish. “Yeah, it may also be a way to keep them busy too. Like a
toy.”


“Okay too much information,” the
girl snarled. The girl was definitely a little green around the gills.


Paul looked over to her and then
shook his head. “Well be glad he hasn’t decided to try that with the day care
group.” The girl gave him a horrified look then stormed off back to the
encampment.


Mitch chuckled. “Maggie will want
to get a look at these so let’s see if we can bundle them up and bring them
back.” One of the guys gagged, but began dragging the pieces together. Mitch
pulled out a kit and sampled the ichor.











Chapter 15


 


Nearly a week later a filthy,
itchy convoy wearily pulled into base. Anne, Lisa, and a few others were the
greeting group, but winced and wrinkled their noses at the awful pong as the
group got out of the vehicles. Mitch wearily shrugged and pointed out they
didn’t have baths, but plenty of showers, or at least the natural variety. Sara
shook her hair out, and made a beeline for the shower, some of the other women
hard on her heels.


Maggie approached, then thought
again, and kept her distance. Mitch smiled. She told him that the armadillo’s
were doing a better job at pest control, so they discontinued spraying. Sean
piped up: “They even use the litter box! And it looks like the cats are
ignoring them, or at least only batting around the babies.”


Doc and Mitch nodded. “Okay, just
keep them under control. You two write up a report and then have Pete read it
off to Mike and Jack. Both have pest problems too. Maybe we can round up a
couple critters and send them there way.”


“Trouble with tribbles,” Doc
muttered.


He turned to her with a mock
glower. “They are NOT tribbles! Tribbles were furry and born pregnant,” Mitch
mock growled. Doc snorted, and then giggled. Maggie and Sean look confused.
“Trek,” Mitch said by way of explanation. He gave them a sidelong look, and
then continued his glare at Doc who was snickering.


Mags face cleared, and then she
looked to Doc, “Never figured you for a Trekkie Doc.” She snorted.


Sean looked even more confused.
“I don’t get it!”


“Ancient history kid, I’ll tell
you about it sometime. Or you can you can pull it up in the library when you
have time,” she said, waving to the ceiling. “I have been meaning to ask, how
the heck did you manage all those videos?” Mitch shrugged. She put her hands on
her hips. “You’re not getting out of it that easy bub,” she growled. He
snorted.


“I hired an Audio Visual team
that bought a list of material I wanted, and anything else my team thought
would help or be interesting,” he explained. She nodded. “I also grabbed
anything popular, and of course my own library.”


Maggie nodded. “I gathered that
from the rather extensive Sci-Fi collection.” She wrinkled her nose.


“Well, we don’t really need it
since we’re living it.” He shrugged and spread his hands. “It does come in
handy though,” he commented thoughtfully. Doc nodded.


Maggie waved Sean back to the vet
area. Mitch watched them leave then turned his glower to Doc, but can’t hold it
and it turned to a chuckle. “Okay Doc, go get your shower. I am going to piss
Janet off and raid the fridge while I wait,” he said with a mischievous grin.
She snorted.


 


Janet came in sometime later and
screeched up a storm at seeing him standing against the counter tearing into a
reheated steak. “Nice to see you too Janet. I did wash my hands and arms you
know,” he said diffidently. 


She cursed a bit and he smiled as
she waved a wooden spoon threateningly at him. “Just like the kids!” He
laughed, wiping his face on his sleeve, and then made a show of washing his
hands. He wiped up with the towel hanging nearby, and then tossed it at her
chest. She grabbed it, dropping the spoon with a clatter and instinctively
twitched the towel into neat folds. He laughed and gave her a jaunty salute as
he headed for the showers before she could recover her spoon.


 


Maggie the vet came out after
doing the necropsy on the hammerhead creature. She removed her rubber gloves
from her hands with a snap and then rinsed her hands and forearms. “Well, it is
a new one in my book,” she said. Mitch came in, gave her a look. She repeated
the comment.


He chuckled. “Ma’am, we are
writing all new books on humanity.” She gave him a sidelong look and then
smiled and turned to continue washing.


“Yeah... but I could just imagine
my college professor taking a look in that room, he would be all over it to
write the papers on it,” she finally said. 


He laughed. “Yeah, well Doc Mags,
what do you think?”


“Well, first off you're right, it
does have gills, and by the look of them salt water, though we would have to
check the tissue cultures to be certain. Cassie is right about the melon, it
definitely shares a lot of similarity to a dolphin’s echo location.”


“The damn thing has eyes on the
stalks, but the stalks are angled slightly inward to give it some forward
vision. The rim of the stalks have what look like electrical detectors, but I
will have to check the database to compare them to something.” She shook her
head and sighed. “There are a lot of other things like a Terran shark, the jaw,
teeth, and double eyelids. Oddly the throat has a voice box.”


“Yeah they vocalized, seemed
intelligent,” Mitch replied. She grimaced. 


“Yeah, but I bet they send and
receive a lot of information with that melon. The skin is purplish black, and
it seems to lack UV protection, again I need a lab check to confirm. Definitely
nocturnal.” She looked up as he handed her a towel.


“The eyes are a brilliant touch,
I bet they can’t see in color, but the lenses look like they can focus low
level light to almost daylight ability. So normal light would hurt a lot.”


She smiled and he nodded. “Yeah,
we noticed that,” he said dryly. 


She shrugged. “The skeleton is a
mix of bone, cartilage, and a spongy material I haven’t seen before. There is a
second part of the front shoulders; it looked like a leg that fused into the
fin there that folds back against the body above the front shoulders.” She
folded the towel and hung it back on its rack.


“The body has some streamlining,
and the legs seem to be able to fold up under the body to minimize drag when it
is in the water.” She moved her arms to her chest, tucking them in and
clutching them there. “I bet they can then control themselves in the water with
those pectoral fins and the head. Doc was right about the feet, tridactyl front
feet, with clutching ability. Rear has three toes, with claws and webbing.
Those fins have muscles to spread or retract them. Tail is pretty musculature,
possible swimming. Liver is big, but not too big,” she paused in thought. “I
would say these creatures are partially aquatic, maybe nomadic. I doubt they
could survive the winter here,” she finished, sounding almost hopeful.


He nodded. “Think they are
seasonal?” 


She sighed, “Yeah that would be
my guess based on circumstantial evidence. They probably build up fat reserves
on land, then return to the sea and migrate to warm waters for winter.” 


“Okay Doc, thanks.”


“I don’t think they would go too
far inland, then again, new experience with an unknown species. If it has
traits like a Terran bull shark, it might be able to live in freshwater. I
doubt the crocs would like the competition,” he observed. She nodded. “I have
some video if you want to see them,” Mitch suggested. 


She shook her head shivering a
little. “Not now, god, these things are scary enough dead!” 


He smiled and nodded in reply.
“Catch ya later.”


 


Mitch and Brian made a dozen of
the tent greenhouses, and sent them in the next convoy to Mike. Jolie told Mike
they were coming. Jack overheard and asked how they were set up. She called
Brian in and he explained. When Paul returned he met Mitch and Hejira in one of
the greenhouses. “Speaking of greenhouses...” He waved to the tent ones
outside. “Jack passed on a request for some of those tent ones like you built
for Mike.”


Hejira delicately sniffed a
flower, and then stuck her fingers into the soil, checking the water. Mick
cocked his head. “Yeah, I thought that would happen,” he replied. 


Paul snorted. “They rigged a
couple with the two sheets of plastic they had on hand, but they do only have
makeshift racks for the seeds, no drip lines or pumps.” He pointed to the hoses
and pump.


Hejira nodded. “Can we build them
a set?” 


Mitch nodded. “I already sicked
Brian, Walter, and Wayne on it when Jack called. We should have them ready the
next time you head there Paul,” Mitch replied. Paul nodded.


“I would like to see their set up
and aide if I may,” Hejira commented.


“Of course,” Mick bowed to the
expert and left with a smile.


 


 He finished work with the air
compressor, sensing Lisa and Jolie coming up behind him. Jolie had turned into
a flirt, but was more subdued when Lisa was around. He tried to hide the
mischievous grin as he got an idea. “Hey, Whatcha doing?” Jolie asked,
sauntering up with her hands in her pockets.


“Repairing an ANDY. Stuck hip
joint,” Mitch replied. He pointed to the parts then pulled the air wrench off
and slipped a tip on. Lisa came over interested.


Jolie wrinkled her nose; she
wasn’t into the grime and grease like Lisa the grease monkey. When Lisa was
totally engaged in looking over the part Mitch pointed the tip at her rear and
squeezed the trigger. The puff of air made her jump in fright, her hair flying
about. She whirled with a yippee, then hit him on the shoulder when she
realized who the culprit was. Chuckling Mitch turned to shoulder the blow and
then laughed.


Jolie looked startled, and then
laughed too. He coiled the hose as Lisa glared at him. Ducking like an errant
kid, he kept laughing quietly. She was getting better, if he had done that a
month or two before she would have been hysterical. She was starting to come
out of her shell. Her subconscious mind was starting to feel secure and safe.
Damn she could hit though, he thought feeling the pain in the shoulder.


He chuckled a bit, and then yipped
himself as she kicked his shin. “Ow!” He yipped, suddenly in a lot more pain.


“You gotta pay for your
pleasures,” Jolie giggled.


“I thought I had!” he said,
rubbing the calf.


“It wasn’t that funny! What if I
had dropped the part?”  Lisa accused, eyes glaring at him.


He snorted. “Not likely, I
trusted you.” She turned, face suddenly heating. Jolie gave her a look as her
giggled faded. He nodded as he scooped up the part. “All right, I have an anxiously
waiting ANDY who needed this.” With that as his parting shot he left. He could
hear the girls talking behind him.


 


 Jacklynn flew a UAV up the
Copper River to find sulfur and was attacked by Shriekers. She caught a glimpse
of a giant long legged tentacle creature before the UAV crashed. She reported
to Mitch, who watched the recording, replayed it, and then grimaced. “What?”
she asked.


He asked for the location and
bearing, then bearing of the creature. Angie came in; Jacklynn let her know the
UAV crashed, explaining to her and Paul who followed her in about the creature.
Paul asked if they were going to retrieve it and Mitch shook his head.


“Not what I am worried about
right now,” he muttered. He held up his tablet. “According to this, if you were
here, and the creature was here, its direction of travel made right for
vicinity of the Copper village.” 


Angie paled at this news. “With
those Shriekers around we won’t be able to fly in time to help. Paul get them
on the horn and warn Jack now,” Angie said, turning to Paul.


Paul sprinted for the
communications shack. Jacklynn swore. “Damn I didn’t think of that and the way
that thing was stripping everything in sight...” She paled in horror. “We gotta
do something!” She slapped her hands.


“We can’t get to them in time,”
Mitch answered softly, staring at the tablet. She grimaced.


 


Paul came racing back, letting
them know Jack got the word and they were going to button down the hatches. Sam
was half way there and was going to drop his load and try to make a run for it
to help out. Grimacing, Mitch nodded. “Jacklynn, is the plane fixed?”


“Yeah best we can, wait you're
not going to try to fly with those... those things there!”


“No, but the moment they are
clear, we can get Doc out there,” he said. She nodded, now grim and worried.


 


A tense wait began for some, but
Mitch shooed hanger ons back to work. When Helen began talking on the radio,
Pete turned it up for all in the area to hear. “There is a mist coming in from
the north east along the river. We can see something moving. Shriekers have
been flying around all day, circling us like vultures, gave me the creeps,”
Helen said and then cleared her throat. “Jack has everyone under cover; we just
finished the last roof. Ben and Gwen are playing look out. Thank god for all
that cement!” Scrambling sound could be heard in the background. “Okay, I moved
to the window. We can hear a low thumping thud, and feel a vibration. There is
a low moaning sound, like out of this world. Like a whale or something or
other.”


Mitch grimaced. Pete looked
shocked and awed. Doc came in; she gave Pete a look and got Mitch’s attention.
She pointed to Pete. Mitch shook his head. She pursed her lips then listened as
well. “Gwen just called, said there is something, I dunno tree trunks moving?
It is THAT BIG?”  She started to gibber.


“Oh my god Jesus protect me!
Protect us all!” That ended in a wail as a low thumping could be heard over the
radio. Static began to play havoc with reception.


Mitch tapped Pete, who looked up,
then began playing with the knobs. Finally they got a weak signal. “This thing
is huge!” Helen was almost crying, whispering. “It has tentacles all over, and
those Shrieker things roost on its back! Omygod! It just ripped a dinosaur! My
god! The tentacles have...Spikes on them! It is...Oh god... It looked like it
is sucking the Dino with a tentacle, ripping it to shreds. The Shriekers are
swooping and picking up the pieces.” They could hear sounds of gagging. “God
please don’t let it come here!”


Jack came on the radio. “Base
this is Jack. It looks like this thing is over one hundred feet tall, has six
long legs. It looked like it is a few minutes out...”


 


A few minutes later Jack
returned. “It kept moving, right straight for us. I moved everyone to the
bunker, but there is no room for the animals.” They could hear sounds of
crashing over the radio. “Shit!” They could hear a low pitched moan. “Damn that
thing is loud! It's shaking the place with the sound and stomping. It is
stepping over the wall!” Janet blanched at this news, ringing her hands on her
apron. “Faugh! The stench is... like a skunk! Or rotting fish.” Janet grimaced,
so did Mitch.


In the background animals could
be heard bawling in fear and terror. Whimpering sounds near the radio were cut
off as they heard Jack ask for quiet. His voice dropped into a near whisper:
“It looks like it has two knees; the legs are covered in chitin armor.” Loud
crashing sounds over the radio then static... “Great, it is clumsy too; it just
flattened a tool shed.”


“Damn! Tore the top off that
roof! We just built that! Oh crap OH crap...” A wet eerie slither was heard.
“Damn tentacles are relentless. Jason! What the hell are you doing! Get back
inside you moro...Oh my god! Look out!” They could hear sounds of muted
screaming. Janet began to tear up, holding Pete to her. Loud pop pops of
weapons fire could be heard in the background... Then a shaken Jack returned.
“Damn fool, it ripped him apart.”


“The tentacles are soft, but have
spines that act like a chain saw,” Jack said over Helen's weeping. There was a
sound of retching and gagging.


“My god that poor poor boy,”
Helen said over and over. She could be heard weeping in the background. There
were sounds of Jack comforting her. A low pitched screeching sound and then an
unearthly moan made them both stop.


“Damn thing. The legs are just
shrugging off the bullets, looked like some sort of chitin,” Jack snarled.
There was a loud screech and thump making Pete jumped and clutch at Janet. She
petted his head, stroking his short hair.


There were sounds of crashing...
“Damn it found the stable.” Jack sighed in frustration. “There go the animals.”
Mitch winced. Loud trumpeting noise, then... “Crap it stopped over us! We can
hear the tentacles slapping on the roofs and walls. I boarded up the window
just before it came.”


Helen’s weak voice cut in. “Thank
the lord you did.” 


“The tentacles pulse and ripple
when they have something ooze a slime that is dripping on everything. What a
stench!” 


Pete looked up and muttered.
“Someone needed deodorant, major BO.” With a weak smile he looked to the adults
for reassurance but didn’t get any and went back to staring at the radio.


“It seems, yeah, digesting...”
There was a crashing sound. “It just dropped the bodies. Ugh. What a mess. Hey,
stop shooting it and shoot them!” Jack yelled on a walkie talkie, causing
static over the ham. Pete turned it down. “Yeah, good! Got one! Axel just shot
a Shrieker, looked like we hit a couple for the egg heads to study... Awe
crap... NO you damn fool idget! Leave it! Shit Shit SHIT!”


They could here sounds of weapons
fire then a loud foosh. “Yeah! Burn! BURN YOU BASTARD!” Axel could be heard
shouting. Squealing sounds could be heard. 


Helen: “TJ went to grab one of
the Shrieker bodies when the tentacles began snatching them up, but got caught.
His brother went to rescue him, so did Axel and a few others. Oh my god. The J
brothers got chewed up, I don’t think CJ will live, it got him right in the
stomach.”


There was a retching sound behind
Mitch. Mitch turned to see Maggie comforting a girl. It looked like everyone
was there, either in the room or the hallway nearby. “We are definitely going
to need Doc here ASAP. Axel rigged a flame thrower and burned it good,” They
heard a loud thumping sound. “Yup, it didn’t like it, serves it right. The
slimy thing is moving on. Jack said to tell you...what north? No? Oh, Okay, it
is heading east, south east. Tell Jacklynn to fly north of us and come in from
the west. Sam improved the runway.”


Pete nodded when Mitch touched
him. He cleared his throat and then hit the transmit key. “Roger that.”


“Pete that you? Oh my god honey
you were there the entire time?!” 


“Yeah.”


Mitch took the mike. “I couldn’t
keep them away Helen.” She swore at him. “Helen, when a friend is in trouble
you don’t turn your back.”


“Roger that,” Jack answered.


“Sam can you read?” Jack sounded
defeated.


“Yeah,” Sam responded. He sounded
a little shook up.


“Sam, make sure you aren’t
anywhere near this things path.” 


”Roger that. It looked like it is
heading... Yeah, south by south east. To the sea I think, through the shark
hound pass.”


Jack: “You can see it?”


Sam: “Hell yeah, scariest damn
thing I have ever seen! We are on a ridge north east of you, bout twenty
kilometers away. Right at the mouth of the pass. This thing is massive; we can
see it for miles without the mist...It is...dropping something. I dunno, waste
or another victim, I sure ain’t going to find out. We’re on our way in.”


Jack: “Roger that.” He sounded
relieved.


“Jack, you better get someone on
those fires or the entire place will go up,” Sam warned.


Jack grunted. “Working on it Sam.”


“Roger.”


Jacklynn called on the radio:
“Taking off now.” 


Mitch looked around, not finding
Doc. “Jacklynn you got Doc and Cassie?” 


“Yeah and Dora. I was in the
plane listening in. Doc just came running and said to take off.” 


“Roger that.”


Jack sighed. “Thanks Jacklynn,
see you in a few. Bless you darling.” Pete turned and cried in Janet’s arms. Jolene
was tearful as well. Angie patted her shoulder and she turned and hugged her,
crying softly. 


“They will do what they can.
Folks, that is all, any of us can do,” Mitch said quietly. They look up to
Mitch. “Maggie, they’re going to need more animals, food too probably.” 


Paul cleared his throat, eyes
unsure. “Another expedition?”


“Yeah.”


Paul nodded. “Okay, I will get
check with Lisa and get organized.” 


“Okay. Relief expedition Paul!
Tish...” He pointed to Tish.


She pointed at herself. “Me?”


“Yeah you. I want you to go
through the database, look up flame throwers. Get with Lisa, Brian, and the
others, see if we can make a few.” She nodded and ran out. “Janet, I will man
the store here, can you get Pete and Jolene here a fresh cup?” She nodded.
Angie helped Jolene out.


 


Jack called in...Weary sometime
later. “Damn thing...squelch...ate ...damn...” 


Mitch waited a moment and then
called back, “Jack repeat?”


“Ten four. I said, the damn thing
ate all the damn food in the storage. It looks like one of those tentacles
smashed the door down and sucked the room dry. What’s left is covered in slime.
The slime burns when you touch it. That crap is everywhere, all over the roofs,
courtyard,” he gusted a loud sigh.


“Okay Jack, I am not sure wait
one.” He turned to Maggie, “Digestive fluids?” Mitch asked. She cocked her
head... Then waved her hand back and forth in an I'm not sure motion. Back on
the radio, Mitch cleared his throat. “Jack that might be digestive fluids,
hydrochloric acids of some sort.”


Jack grunted. “Roger that, just
what we needed.” 


Mitch: “You need a base or
something to neutralize it.” 


“Fullers earth?” Jack asked.


“No, not sure.”


“Keep everyone away from it.
Maggie will look it up.” He looked to Maggie who nodded and then pulled up her
tablet. “Get everyone away from it, tell Nicole to institute contamination and
poisonous substance procedures. Irrigate any exposed skin.”


“Don’t breath next to it Jack,
fumes are deadly,” Maggie warned over Mitch's shoulder. 


“Roger.” Gagging sounds could be
heard over the radio. “I just saw a lizard slip into a patch... it just
dissolved. God... I owe you big time for that roofing tile idea,” Jack said
fervently. Mitch snorted. “Crap we could have been cooked! Or eaten alive!”


 “Okay Jack, we get the picture.”



“Vividly,” Maggie muttered then
looked up, “The best thing I can find is Sodium bicarbonate,” she said. Pete
came in and took over. He repeated the suggestion.


Jack grunted in annoyance. “Okay,
and in the original Klingon?” 


Maggie snorted. “Baking soda.” 


“Oh sure, I’ll just take my truck
here out to the local Wal-Mart and pick some up,” Jack’s sarcasm was almost as
dripping as the acid. 


“Check with Helen, see if you can
find some in the kitchen and dump it on the slime. We can synthesize some,
there is also a small seam of it about forty kilometers east of here,” Maggie
told him patiently.


Mitch took the microphone. “Jack,
were going to dig out as much as we can. As soon as Jacklynn gets there, help
her unload and do a turn around, and we will ship you whatever MRE’s and baking
soda she can carry.”


Jack snorted. “Roger.”


Jacklynn cut in. “Roger that.
Guess it is too much to ask for overtime?” Jack chuckled.


Doc reported in later, the
medical team had lost two, but the others that were lightly hurt or touched by
the slime might live. She asked if they can be air lifted to base. “It’s your
call Doc, You and Nicole,” Mitch sighed. “We are loading up a couple sacks of
baking soda now. We only have six though. As soon as Jacklynn lands we will get
them out to you,” he finished.


“Thank god. The fumes are
terrible; we have had to move people to other areas upwind of the worst of the
damage,” Doc reported. She paused for a moment. “Helen and Jack have work crews
with masks tearing the roofs apart and hauling away the contaminated bits.”


Mitch nodded and then had to ask
the hard question. “Roger that. I’ll have someone dig up some respirator
masks.”


“It looked like a war zone here;
they lost two grain silos and one entire stable. The animals outside in the
pastures are gone, just bones. There is a smoldering trail all along the path
of this damn thing,” She paused then continued. “There are a lot of smashed
buildings; a few are still on fire,” she sighed.


“Does Jack want to abandon?”
Mitch asked, rubbing his brow as he envisioned the damage.


“Hell NO!” Jack himself responded
to that.


Mitch chuckled. “Roger that good
for you.” He handed the mike off to Jolie and then headed off to check on
things.


 


It took a week to get Copper
village sorted out. CJ and Jason were buried in a brief ceremony. Jack sent
some of the families with kids back with Sam to spend the winter at Base. TJ
and the other wounded man were air lifted; they would take months to heal.


 


Anne looked on as Vanessa and
Hanna came into the room. They were holding hands and Vanessa pulled a giggling
Hanna to her and kissed her soundly. Mitch snorted, and then took in the look
on Anne’s face. He pulled her aside. “Anne is there a problem?”


“Problem? No why would there be?”



He sighed at the bite to her
tone. “Anne look, if they are happy, that is all anyone can be at this stage.
Be happy for them. Hell, I am, at least now Vanessa isn’t chasing me!” Anne
flapped the towel she was folding. He grabbed it. Her eyes cut to his and then
away.


“Look at it this way Anne. They
get the comfort of each other, and they are both candidates for the bank.”


“Bank?” She looked at him
confused.


“Yeah, they can have Doc implant
sperm or even embryos.” 


“Oh.”


“You see,” he turned to Janet who
had stepped up quietly. “According to the computer models I ran, it would take
all five thousand women to have four kids each by a different parent to have a
healthy sustainable population down the road. Of course that didn’t happen. We
were hammered. Now we have to tap the back up.”


“I doubt Vanessa and Nicole will
have any qualms about tapping that bank,” Janet added and then nodded. She
patted Anne’s hip. “You said you wanted a kid, how about you?”


“Me?” Anne squeaked looking up in
alarm. She gave Janet a look, and then Mitch before she ducked her head.
“Maybe,” she mumbled.


“You don’t have to be next. Or we
can go together?” Janet suggested. 


Mitch rolled his eyes. ”Just what
I need, two cases of morning sickness and midnight cravings.” 


Janet glowered at him. “Hush you.
Your bright idea... Unless of course you’re volunteering to do it the old
fashion way...” she suggested. 


He put his hands up in surrender.
“Actually no, I’m good, and glad you’re thinking about this. The more the
merrier.” He retreated as Janet and Anne chuckled together.


 


Doc came up to him and sat down
next to him. The breeze ruffled her hair, he smiled. “Long day Doc?” he asked.
She hadn't been back long. She shivered a little. He took off his coat and
draped it over her shoulders. She pulled it around her, taking in his scent,
and then leaned into his arms.


“Yeah. You could say that it was
an interesting one. Seems Hanna, Natali, and Anne want to be impregnated,” she
said.


He smiled. “Yeah, I heard.”


“Yeah, I thought you had
something to do with it. Janet, Phyllis, and Vanessa are behind them too, and
plan to get pregnant as well,” she reported. He nodded. “Vanessa still wanted
to go with Mike to expand the iron village though, so she wanted to wait until
next year. Hanna is going to stay here where it is safe. Mike made it clear he
didn’t want kids there.” 


He nodded. “Yeah.”


“How the hell can he be so cold
about it?” she demanded.


He sighed. ”Triage dear. Triage.”
She suddenly clutched his arm. “You know the drill. Save the ones you can. Mike
felt it, felt the hurt, but he is a naturalist, an Indian, and a survivor. He
knew that a child in nature can be replaced. Self preservation is the most
primal of instincts,” he explained. She shivered again. He patted her hair and
side.


“Are you going to take the
plunge?” he asked. She didn’t say anything for a while. He watched the kids
playing a scratch game of soccer. Henry was nearby, cheering them on.


“Maybe,” He heard the soft reply.
She felt the rumble of his soft chuckle. “Maybe. I am just not sure about
bringing a kid up in this world. It is scary.”


“Yeah, having another Cassie
around is downright scary,” he teased. She chuckled at this. “Much better now
than before though, you have to admit that.” He felt her nod. He patted her
shoulders. “Give it time, give it time.”











Chapter 16


 


Janet's Friday night movie night
rolled around and the kids were restless. Some wanted a cartoon, others an
action flick. Anne gave Mitch a hard time about not planting popcorn. Teasing
him unmercifully he shrugged it off. “Hey, it wasn’t a priority.”


Janet came up. “She still on to
you about that?” 


He shrugged. “Are you kidding?
Every week.” 


She chuckled. “Maybe it is a
craving.” He gave her a look, and then turned to Anne who was suddenly
blushing.


“You did it?” His tone was
questioning, but there was a light excitement in it. Anne nodded.


Janet grinned. “She is officially
knocked up,” she said with a smirk. He hugged them both.


“With TWINS!” Janet announced.


“TWINS?” He gave both of them a
wide eyed look. “...Okay wow! One Anne is bad enough, but three?”


Anne gave him a mock glower. “Oh
shut up and watch the movie,” she growled poking him.


 


Entering the dining area a few
days later, Mitch overheard Anne, Janet, and Frances talking. “What’re you
ladies up to?” he asked warily.


“Were just picking out names,”
Anne said. He smiled. Frances patted her belly. 


He gave her a look. “Not you
too?!?” he demanded, sounding aghast.


She giggled. “Yeah, but ours is
the old fashioned way. A lot more fun for both of us.” She giggled again and
then glowered at him. “It’s all your fault anyway.”


He looked affronted. ”How can you
construe that that was my fault?” He indicated her belly. “I didn’t do it!”


Paul came in behind him and
leaned over to kiss his wife soundly. “Nope that was all me.” He grinned at
her; she smiled back and then looked at Mitch.


“If you weren’t chasing Paul here
out so often we wouldn’t have to make up for lost time.”


Mitch sighed in surrender. “Okay,
you got me there.” 


Paul smiled and gave his wife a
leer. “Yeah, but we more than made up for it...” Janet cleared her throat, and
then did it again when they didn’t notice.


 Anne giggled and patted her
belly. “Don’t worry dear, your turn is coming,” she teased. Janet sighed.


Angie piped up: “I do not want a
kid now, I am not ready.” 


Paul looked over to her. “That is
good. I am glad you realize that.” 


Janet nodded. “Right now you’re
on the go, learning to fly, and bouncing all over the area. Getting motion
sickness in the air would not be fun.” She grimaced at the thought.


Anne nodded, and then patted her
hand. “You have time dear.” 


Jacklynn agreed with a nod. She
had walked in while the others were talking, poured herself a cup and was
leaning against the counter. “Right now you have plenty of time. For those of
use with our clocked closer to the stop mark though....” She gave Anne and
Janet a nod.


“Once things settle down a bit I
may have a go too. We have a day care, so we can still do our jobs,” Jacklynn
admitted


Mitch nodded. “You’re not flying
beyond the second trimester though.” She gave him a look. “Unless it is an
extreme emergency. I do not want the air pressure change to cause a miscarriage
ten thousand feet up,” he said pointedly. She gave a wary nod. He shrugged. “Don’t
think of it as being grounded. You can still fly the drones, and tear into the
planes to do maintenance.” Both pilots nodded. They had salvaged the remains of
his long range drone and putting it back together was going to take a lot of
hard work.


 


Midsummer arrived and they
finished another round of harvests. Hejira reported the vanilla vines were
doing well, growing strong and tall, wrapped around one of the artificial trees
in the hot house. Most of the other hot house plants were doing well, the vanilla
were the ones closest to the edge of extinction before she had come along.


 


Sam called in: “Uh, Jack this is
Sam, we have ourselves a situation here.”


Helen answered. “Wait one.” Pete
heard and called Mitch in. Mitch arrived at a trot just as Jack did on his end.


“This Jack Sam, what's up?”


“Well, it looks like we have a
bonified refugee column headed in your direction,” Sam replied from his
location overlooking the village.


“Refugees?” Jack’s return was of
mixed weariness, resignation, and wariness. “Ten four.”


“Looks like they got chewed up
pretty good, they are hauling butt from the coastline and it is damn near
sunset. It looks like...God! There are hundreds of them!” Sam said. The others
muttered in the background.


Jack came back almost frantic: “I
can’t support that many! Where the hell are we going to put them all!”


Sam grunted. “Worry about that
later; let’s get them inside before the damn shark hounds show up.”


Jack clearing throat. “Yeah, ten
four. Good point,” he muttered. “Shit! Go tell Axel we have company coming in
and get Nicole prepped. Damn. Damn. Damn. Double damn!”


Mitch picked up the mike. “Jack
this is Mitch, we copied that. I will have Jacklynn and a med team out ASAP.”


“Med team? Yeah but we need
food!”


Mitch nodded as he clicked the
transmit button. “Don’t worry about it Jack, get them undercover and we will
get a relief convoy out to you to help out and resettle any who want to do so.”



“Roger that,” Jack sounded
relieved.


Mitch snapped his fingers to Pete.
Pete looked up startled. “Page Jacklynn, and the infirmary. Let them know the
situation and to mount up.” Mitch pulled out his Bluetooth as Pete started
punching numbers. “Lisa? Hi, we need the plane, loaded and fueled.” Lisa
grunted an okay. “Jack has refugees. Okay darlin, thanks,” Mitch said. 


Pete talked in the background.
“Okay I will tell him.” He looked up. “Jacklynn said okay, she is on her way to
the hangar now. Angie is going to go with her, as are Doc and Cassie.”


Mitch nodded. “Okay. We really
need to bump up a priority for more planes.” 


Pete made a wry face. ”I’ll take
it up with management.”


Mitch smirked and tousled his
hair. “Yeah right. “ 


“Okay, glad Henry just got that
complex done. I think this winter we are going into the factory business,” Pete
observed. Mitch nodded. Pete looked thoughtful for a moment. “Thought we needed
aluminum?”


“Yeah, but we can do a lot with
carbon fiber. We also have some aluminum and other materials we recycled from
the Amazon village.” Mitch nodded to the distant warehouse.


“Carbon fiber?”


“Yeah, remember that graphite
deposit Phyllis found?” 


“Yeah,” Pete looked dubious. “But
isn’t that used to make lead pencils?” 


Mitch chuckled. “It is actually
carbon. We use it for a lot of factory stuff, and we can process it to make
carbon fiber. Made right it is stronger than steel and lighter then aluminum.”


Pete’s face cleared. ”And with
carbon fiber we don’t have to process bauxite!”


“Yeah kid, you're catching on. I
see you’ve been paying attention in Geology one oh one,” Mitch teased. Pete
blushed and grinned.


“Bauxite is an energy intensive
thing to smelt to get alumina. So we do an end run around the problem. Hell, we
make the jigs for the plane, we can make as many as we have material for!”


Pete grinned. “Does that mean I
get to get my flying license?” 


Mitch chuckled. “We’ll see. But
banging up a plane is a lot less forgiving then denting a fender!”


Pete wryly grimaced in painful
memory. ”Never going to let that go,” he muttered. Mitch waved as he left.


 


At Copper Town Jack watched
through binoculars as Sam’s road crew met up with the refugees, and then
quickly began loading them onto the trucks and vehicles. Jack paused, trying to
figure out why. He looked around until Helen nudged him. “Suns almost down, they
better get in soon.”


“Yeah. Get a moved on,” Jack
muttered softly. People began dropping their belongings to run as the trucks
filled up. People hung from the sides and roof.


“Damn, like a South American
bus!” Jack commented. Helen chuckled. The gate doors opened and people began
streaming in. A few stragglers still trying to struggle with their worldly
possessions began to scream for help. The trucks stopped outside the walls and
Sam yelled for people to get off. They scrambled to obey.


He turned around as the last
refugee got off and ran for the sheltering walls, and then pealed out get to
the stragglers. The dreaded hound yips made Jack grimace and Helen pale and
clutch at his arm. Another truck finished unloading and rushed off after Sam.


A third finished and tried to
follow the people inside, but Jack waved at him to get back to the stragglers.
Reluctantly the driver turned, and then slowly moved off.


Pops of weapons fire could be
heard in the distance. Sam didn’t slow down, barreling through the attacking
pack, smashing hammerheads down as his headlights blinded them. He turned,
feeling the vehicle almost tip he instinctively leaned the other way. “Not now
baby! Not now!” He felt a smash as one of the creatures hits his door, and then
talons smashed out his window. He screamed in fright, but popped the truck back
into motion and felt the satisfying crunch and bump as the creature was run
over. 


He pulled up just as the second
truck arrived, pointing in the wrong direction. “Get your asses in!” Sam screamed.
People scrambled to obey. One guy tried to climb into the driver’s door, but a
hound pulled him off, and then tore him apart. Another hound set in, fighting
over the body. Sam pulled his gun and fired, killing one of the animals.


He fumbled with the satchel at
his side, and then pulled out an egg. He pulled the pin with his teeth, and
then tossed the grenade out over the heads of some of the people near and in
front of the pack. The flash bang went off with a loud boom and flash of light.
The people screamed, as did the hammerheads.


Someone banged on the hood,
screaming to go. He pulled out as the third truck pulled up. People screamed
for him to stop, he frantically waved for them to move, blaring on the horn. He
pointed to the other trucks, but they suddenly turned, some fighting a retreat
against the charging predators while others climb on the trucks.


The fourth flatbed arrived;
people climbed on frantically, some tossing their weapons up and then
struggling to get aboard. The driver popped it out of neutral and began rolling
back to the safety of the walls just as the pack reformed and began to follow.
Several of the animals were tearing into the belongings and fallen people.
Another flash bang went off, this time the pack ducked or turned away stalling
them briefly.


Jack had the lights flipped on,
and then got a volunteer to toss flares out along the path. The creatures
chased the trucks in; the screams of those on board and those left behind could
be heard over the pops of weapons. Jack bellowed to get the courtyard cleared.
Axel rushed about with John the blacksmith, pushing and shoving people aside,
cussing all the time. They cleared the yard just in time for Sam to barrel in,
slamming to a stop and sending some of his passengers to the ground. Benny
pulled in beside him, as did the other truck and two flatbeds. The last flatbed
got an unexpected passenger just as it entered the lights; a hammerhead leapt
on board and began savaging people. People fled to the back of the cab. The
creature hung on, but was blinded by the light. Nictating membranes closed over
the eyes as it continued its attack.


A shot from the wall wounded it,
but it didn’t go down until the truck stopped. Axel clicked the remote to close
the doors. A tense group investigated the hammerhead to make sure it was dead.
The cries of the frightened injured, and dying soon gathered the attention of
everyone. Jack grimaced. Axel came up, smacking his hands together. “Well, that
was fun!” Jack gave him a dirty look. “Well, you can’t beat that for livening
things up here, unless we get another visit from the six legged office lawyer
building...”


“Lawyer building?”


“Yeah, sucks the life right out
of you worse than my last divorce.”


Jack snorted then shook his head.
“Okay, you got me there. We are going to need triage.”


He watched as Helen moved among
the injured. “We are going to need a volunteer team to rescue the air crew if
they land in the dark too,” Jack said.


Axel looked a bit shaken, and
then muttered a curse. “Forgot about that. No hope they can’t parachute in?” he
asked hopefully. Jack raised an eyebrow. “Thought not,” he said with a Gaelic
shrug. “Okay we’ll get’r’done.” Jack nodded as Axel moved off. 


Smoke billows from the chimneys,
Cookie came out with a pot of soup. His eight year old daughter balanced a
stack of bowls while his three year old clutched a bunch of spoons. People
began to exclaim and those not busy with injured rushed to help. The tumult of
voices ebbed to the occasional cry of wounded and murmured voices. Jack nodded
and moved in to help as well.


 


Jack called into the base hours
later, giving a tired report. “We have one hundred and eighty one people, but
I’d say six or seven may not last the night. Jacklynn did a bang up job
landing, even taxied the plane right up into the courtyard, saved us having to
mount a crew to get her in. Thanks for the electric landing lights, they were a
life saver. Doc, Dora, and Cassie have their hands full. What about those
supplies you promised?”


“We couldn’t load them on the
plane Jack, it was kinda full.” Mitch responded. There was a squelch of static.
“Paul and Lisa are getting a relief convoy going now. Remember, Sam has four
out of six of the tractors, so it is going to be a light run. They just left a
minute ago.”


Jack grunted. “Ten four.”


“How bad is it?” Mike asked,
entering the conversation.


“Hi Mike,” Jack said tiredly.


“Hey Mike,” From Mitch.


Jack sighed. “It looks bad; the
stragglers took the worst damage. They said that leviathan thing stomped their
village flat a month or two ago. They decided wherever it was going, they would
head in the opposite direction, and here they are. They didn’t experience the
hammerheads until tonight, it seems like they are only indigenous to our
area...Just our luck,” he said in disgust.  There was a squelch of static.
Mitch smiled wryly.


“I can’t put this many up all
winter, we can barely feed ourselves, let along one hundred eighty more!” Jack
finally added.


“Well, we can take a few,” Mike
replied sounding cautious. 


“I can take as many as needed
Jack.” Mitch responded. There was another squelch of static.


“One of these days I gotta get up
there and see this base of yours,” Jack finally said.


Mike snorted. “It isn’t a base as
much as a fortress and small underground city.”


Jack pursed his lips in a
whistle. “Damn, that sounds the right way to go.” 


Mitch: “Yeah, but we still have a
vermin problem. Scorpions keep killing animals. Fortunately we haven’t lost
anyone yet, though a couple of the kids have been poisoned by stings. Doc and
that biochemist of yours have created an antivenin.” 


Jack: “Roger that. But I bet you
don’t have to worry about getting stepped on.” 


Mitch chuckled. “No, not by
walking buildings... Piles of kids are a different story. Getting knocked over
by a pregnant lady if she turns too quick is also a hazard.” 


There was a chuckle of agreement
from Mike. “Yeah, quite a day care there. Maybe I should make room for you here
if sanity returns?” Mitch and Jack chuckled.


“All right I am off to find Helen
and see if we still have a bed to sleep in. take care.” Jack said tiredly.


Mitch and Mike: “Night.”


Mitch flicked a hand out to
change the channel. On a separate channel to Mike he clicked the mike. “Mike
you still there?” 


“Roger.” There were sounds of him
tuning in.


“How many can you really
support?” Mitch asked.


“Twenty, maybe thirty if they are
adults. I can’t handle kids, every hand counts here,” Mike responded. 


Mitch waited a moment, processing
that. After a moment he clicked the mike. “Roger that.”


 


The next day Jacklynn walked
through the group to Angie. Angie was leaning over a woman and child. Jacklynn
scotched down to the kid, tweaked her nose and she dimpled and squirmed as she
smiled. Jacklynn smiled back. “Hi ya squirt. Angie trying to swap jobs with
you?”


The little girl shook her head.
“What does she do?” 


Jacklynn snorted. “She is my
copilot.”


“ Oh,” the girl replied in a
small voice as she looked to Angie.


Angie smiled. “At least till I
get my own plane. We are setting up a factory to build more this winter.”


The mother looked up interested.
“A factory?” She nudged the man next to her. “My name is Candy. This lump is my
husband Bill. Bill they are building a factory!”


Dubiously he turned to the girls.
“Where?” 


“Oh at our base. We have a
fortress about two hundred eighty kilometers north of here,” Angie replied with
a smile. 


Candy blinked in surprise. “How
can you have a factory? I mean, we could only bring what we owned...”


Jacklynn snorted. ”Yeah well, our
boss used all his money and managed to buy enough to build the base. It is
pretty extensive. I imagine many of you will end up therefore the winter if you
don’t stay here or end up at Iron village.” 


“Oh,” Candy looked confused.


Bill grunted. “How much did he
bring over?” 


“Well he brought over four
hundred loads, lots of vehicles, all packed with gear. Robots, factory modules,
mining gear, animals, prefab buildings, the works,” Jacklynn explained proudly.



Bill’s face cleared, and then he
whistled. “This I gotta see!”


 Candy looked up to him. “Yeah.”
She turned to Jacklynn. “Bill and I worked on the factory floor for Ford.” 


Jacklynn nodded. “That is great!”



Angie nodded. “We have been
building small stuff, parts, solar panels, window glass, wind turbines, and
minor things, but we haven’t gotten to vehicles. Mike and Jack have been
clamoring for engines and vehicles.” Bill and Candy looked relieved. “We are
heading back there in an hour,” she added. 


Jenny the little girl piped up:
“Can I come?” 


Angie ruffled her hair. “Well
sugar, let me check with Doc. I think for today only injured will fly to the
base.” 


“Oh...How come?”


“Well we have a hospital there.” 


“Oh! Wow!” She turned her pixie
face up to Candy. “A hospi..hospitl.” 


Candy smiled. “Hospital dear.”
Bill goosed her sides and chuckled as she squirmed and giggled.


Angie smiled. “Yeah we have all
the comforted of home.” She looked up, poked Jacklynn and they looked to Doc
waving to them.


 Jacklynn got up and stretched.
“We hope to see you there soon.” 


Jenny looked up, and then a
thoughtful scowl creased her little features... ”They don’t have a school do
they?” she asked, wrinkling her nose. Angie giggled,


Jacklynn looked over to her then
nodded. “Yup ‘fraid so squirt,” she said with a straight solemn face. Jenny
made a disgusted face; Candy covered her mouth, trying to stifle her giggles.


Bill looked alarmed as his wife
teared up, and then hugged her. “Yeah, I think we will definitely be there,” he
said softly as his wife nodded. Jacklynn nodded in return and waved as she
left.


 


“I dare say, are you chaps going
to carve up that beastie?” Jack turned from his discussion with Helen, Doc,
Nicole, and Cassie to turn to the interloper. A rumpled slightly balding male,
at least forty, peered at him through thick glasses.


Jack looked annoyed but Helen put
on her best manners. “I think Maggie the vet would like us to ship it to her,
but I am not sure, we may need the meat. And you are?”


“Oh sorry, I am Dr Mallard.
Please call me Ducky.” 


“Okay Ducky, why are you
interested?” 


“Well, back on Earth I was a
marine biologist, I specialized in sharks. I had a booming grant, and criky I
would love to have been able to write a paper about that bloke and his chaps,”
Ducky replied. Cassie stifled a snigger as her mother punched her arm. 


Doc coughed. “Well Doc, you can
ask Maggie for her notes on the autopsy.” 


Ducky interrupted. “Not autopsy,
necropsy.” Doc nodded.


Cassie rolled her eyes, but quit
when her mother gave her a gimlet eye. “Okay necropsy. If you can get net
access she might be able to send you her draft notes,” Doc replied, returning
her eyes to the marine biologist.


Helen sighed. “It would have to
be short, power is low and so is bandwidth.”


“I say, you have Internet?” the
good doctor demanded with a dubious look. Mallard fussed with his glasses.


“Oh yes, we set it up a couple
months ago.” Jack pointed to the antenna farm. “Wireless of course.” 


“Oh of course,” Ducky took off
his glasses and wiped them with a rag. He wasn't sure if he believed them or
not.


Doc smiled. “If you want, I can
ask Sam if we can bundle the carcass up and you can ride with it to base.” Many
of the surviving refugees wanted a ride with Jacklynn and Angie. Having one
ready and eager to go on the convoy might make it easier for others to agree as
well.


Mallard smiled a brilliant smile.
“That would be peachy! I’ll just have a look see before we take our jaunt.” He
turned and took himself off.


Cassie sniggered. “He even
waddles,” she observed softly. Her mother punched her again, but she was
dimpling, fighting a guffaw. Nicole joined in giggling. 


Helen laughed, wiping tears.
“Well, at least Jacklynn will be glad to see a fellow Australian!”


“I think he is from New Zealand.”



“Oh.” She shrugged. “Close
enough.” 


“We have a lot of people now,
German,  Indian, French, Asian, and South American. It is getting hard to
communicate,” Jack commented.


His wife gave him a quelling
look. “We’ll make do, everyone is welcome,” she said, making her opinion
crystal clear. He sighed and nodded dutifully.


She nodded her chin to Axel
coming in loaded with gear. “I see you have them out scavenging.”


Jack nodded. “Yeah, try to
salvage what we can, maybe there will be food.” He gave the scavengers a bleak
look.


“No bodies though,” Doc said.
Helen shivered. She noted Axel piling it in the middle of the yard yelled and
headed over, waving her hands and hollering about making a mess. Some of the
folks looked, up, and a few duck avoiding the fight while a couple others come
over to sort through the spoils.











Chapter 17


 


It took two days for Jacklynn’s
flying circus to evacuate the critically wounded to base. Each return from Base
she brought back a couple hundred pounds supplies of food. When she was
finished running wounded she took regular passengers.


Jacklynn was flying the Summerset
family and a teen into the base, they were the first group of able bodied to
make the trip. She had one of the teens sitting in the copilot seat, even
giving him a thrill by letting him fly the plane for a while. When they got to
the outside border she took over however.


One of the kids asked where she
got her aviator jacket. She looked over with her sunglasses, and then keyed her
intercom mike. “Well, my friend Roserita made one each for Angie and I.”


“Oh, is that sheep’s fur? Wool?”
the girl asked fingering the neckline.


“Yeah. Yes it is fleece. We had
some extra stockpiled from the spring sheering.” 


“Sheep?” Candy asked.


Jacklynn smiled and pointed,
banking the plane into a turn. “Sheep.” The passengers looked. Oohing and ahing
as they spotted a herd of sheep in a walled pasture. Border collies kept them
together. A woman looked up and waved. They passed over other herds, buildings
and farmland, making many oh and ah in pleasure and growing excitement. Candy
caught Bill’s hand, he gave it a squeeze and her a smile.


 


On the ground they were met by
Mitch. Jacklynn shooed them forward as she turned to meet Lisa to service her
plane for the return trip. The new folk looked around like tourists, pointing
this way and that. Candy had a smile fit to give her jaw an ache. She began to
tear up, Bill patted her on the shoulder, and she pulled herself into his arms.
He muttered soft reassurances to her.


 Jenny began to get upset,
looking around and shaking. She wasn't sure what was wrong but her mother's
tears had her in distress. Mitch scooped her up and she froze, and then began
to cry. He tried to sooth her, but Candy came out and with a watery laugh told
her mommy wasn’t upset, just very happy. Confused the child stopped and looked
at her, then began to smile as her parents smiled and talked. She hugged
herself to her mom, who caressed her hair. “There there love, no need to get
upset.” Jenny popped a thumb in her mouth. Mitch looked on and then at Bill.


Bill sighed. “She has been doing
it since we got here last year.” 


Mitch commented slowly... “Yeah,
it is a bit much for a kid to take in.” Bill nodded, patted his daughter.


Mitch got up, gesturing to the
Summerset family and the teen. “Okay folks, Janet has set up the showers so you
can shi...” He glanced at Jenny, “I mean poop shower and shave.”


Jenny popped the thumb out of her
mouth. “You were going to say shit.” He turned and blushed. “Don’t worry, my
daddy says it all the time.” She grinned an impish smile to him and then to her
dad.


Bill looked chagrined, toeing the
ground as Candy glowered his way. The teen muffles a laugh with his hand into a
cough as he passed. Candy glared at her husband then sighed. Mitch chuckled.
“Okay, as I was saying, we have a system set up for new folk, get you all
cleaned up, fed, then give you the ten cent tour.”


“Do we really have to pay?” Jenny
asked, concerned. “I left my piggy bank...”


He laughed shaking his head no.
“No dear, it is just an expression.” 


Janet waved to them impatiently.
“Okay folks; let’s not keep the lady waiting.” They moved off to join her.


 


Mitch stepped over to Jacklynn a
short time later. “How is it going?” 


Jacklynn looked up to him. “Okay
no problems with the plane, you sure got a beauty!” He nodded. “Copper town is
still a mess, not as bad as the leviathan attack, but they were clearly
overwhelmed. Paul and Sam are taking as many as he can manage back here. They
should have left by now,” she reported. 


He nodded. “I got a call from
Jack, he said they left an hour ago, about sixty five refugees, a quarter were
wounded. We will get another fifty to sixty on the next load.”  Jacklynn
nodded.


“Doc sent Cassie along since she
sent Dora back here to manage things. They should be here in a couple days now
that the road has been improved. They were also bringing a rather battered
predator drone with them,” Mitch added. Jacklynn winced. “Sam is chasing me to
build bridges,” he added with a grimace of annoyance.


She looked at him. “Oh, we can
handle the forms, concrete, and rebar, but I am not all that thrilled about
keeping people out in the field for long periods of time... Or tying every
vehicle up to one project. Mike is already hassling me for trucks, as is Jack.”
He took his hat off and ran his hand through his hair for a moment.


“It isn’t like they can use them
when the snow hits,” Jacklynn replied as she nodded. “That young man, Jamal
wanted to be a pilot by the way.”


Mitch nodded. “Can he hack it?”  He
asked looking to where the young man and family had entered the base.


“Yeah he did okay with the stick
on the way here,” Jacklynn replied. He gave her a cool look.


“Okay, another pilot in
Jacklynn’s flying circus,” Mitch finally said. She snorted a chuckle and waved
him off as Lisa shyly handed her a clipboard.


 


“So which is it going to be?”
Mitch turned and looked to Brian.


“Jack and Mike want vehicles; I
can’t say I blame them. I want a couple more but I also want planes,” Mitch
replied. He shrugged. “Fortunately I have the parts for about nineteen more
tractors, but some were missing pieces. We can put them together first and ship
a pair each out to Mike and Jack. Once they realize they will need electrolysis
machinery they will start clamoring for that next,” he replied as he grimaced.


Brian nodded. “Sam wanted more
construction vehicles,” Brian replied.


“Yeah, we can extend the frames
of some of the trucks to turn them into platforms for dump trucks and with a
bit more modification skip loaders or cement trucks. Graders are out right now
however.” Mitch turned and watched a GP robot trundle by.


“I think if we do two each for
Mike and Jack, let’s say seven for Sam, and maybe five for Paul right?”


Brian nodded, doing the math.
“Yeah, won’t do us any good though with snow when winter sets in.”


Mitch nodded. “Yeah, but we won’t
have them put together till winter time anyway. Well, we might squeeze one or
two out,” he replied thoughtfully. He privately doubted it though, there was
just too much to do right now. He shrugged. “It all depends on how much is
there in each kit. If we have to fab stuff it may take longer.” 


Brian nodded. “Hey wait, that
leaves two left right?” 


Mitch gave him a small smile. “I
always keep an ace up my sleeve...or at least parts in case one of the others
eventually break down.”


Brian nodded and then gusted a
sigh. “Yeah, not a bad idea. We have been pretty lucky, only a couple flat
tires, some tie rods, stripped clutch, and an axle so far. The road is going to
make convoys easier though.”


“Yeah, and these ones won’t be so
beat up. Lisa will be able to do a tear down and rebuild during the winter too
like we did last year.”


Brian nodded, “Yeah, that was
fun, we got to learn a lot about these beauties.”


“I would rather see us go with a
rail,” Mitch commented, looking off to the southern sky.


Brian looked dubious. “..Rail?” 


“Train.”


Brian nodded. “Lot of material
there boss, and a lot of exposure to the crew making the track. Plus I wouldn’t
like to see what a train hitting one of those dino’s would do,” he shuddered.


Mitch got a thoughtful look.
“Yeah, but what if we make it off the ground?” Brian looked confused. “Preform
cement part. We could go monorail maybe...”


Brian tapped his foot catching on
and getting into the act. “Hmm possible. We could build the parts in sections
using jigs here, and then ship them out to assemble in the field. High enough
up and they would be out of the way from the animals.”


“Hmmm. Sounds good, but a little
out of our league right now,” Mitch sighed wearily. “Yeah, so trucks and planes
it is. At least for now,” he said coming to a decision and then shrugged. “Maybe
we can use preforms for parts of the bridges Sam wanted to build.”


Brian nodded. “According to
Jacklynn those two that just came in, the Summersets are factory workers. I
think we should look them up after they have a little time to settle in and see
what we can arrange.”


Mitch nodded. “Good idea. Don’t
forget the bridge stuff!” He hollered as Brian retreated. Brian waved, not even
looking back. Mitch snorted and got back to work.


 


The Summersets came over after
dinner, eager to get to work. Together they worked out a plan. First they would
assemble the two dune buggies, and then the tractors closest to being finished.
Hopefully they could get the tractors out before the snows to get some use out
of them.


They decided to build six planes
plus parts, and then switch to vehicles. This way they could still use the
planes during the winter, while building the vehicles, which were almost
useless in the deep snow without special equipment. The new vehicle bodies
would use carbon fiber, but would have a steel tube cage to protect it against
roll over’s and animal encounters.


Bill and Candy were excitedly
looking forward to the job. They told Mitch about the Lings, they were
Taiwanese factory workers. “I heard that they lost the baby,” Mitch told them
quietly. Candy sighed and Bill patted her hand, and then pulled her into a hug.


 


The refugees and villagers agreed
to establish a Mountain lake village at the edge of the sulfur deposits next to
the chain of mountain lakes in a dormant volcano north of Copper town. Due to
the late time in the year they decided to wait, sending the bulk of the
refugees to base and twenty or so to Iron village. They could train and prepare
the new village with an extensive survey and plans, and implement some of the
plans early stages during the long winter.


 


Mitch was at his desk when he
heard someone knock. “Enter.” Four people came in. He looked up from the report
he had been reading to study the newcomers. Three of them were male, one was
Asian, most likely the Korean Akira Tenaka. The five foot eleven bald guy built
like a tank must be the Seal, CPO Roberts. The guy with the crew cut must be
the Gunny; he looked down, Gunnery Sergeant Raphael Hodges. He was drawing a
blank on the blond woman with the pony tail though.


He felt a smile tug at his lips
as he noticed they were standing at attention. “All right folks, why don’t you
pull up a chair and have a beer?” He smiled as he pulled the six pack of green
bottles out of the cooler beside his desk and set it down on top.


The Gunny snorted, but the woman
smiled and reached for the beer, then hesitated when the Seal did too. Mitch
handed them one each, then watched as they twisted the top off. Akira was still
at attention. The Seal looked over to him. “Ease up son.” Gunny snorted and
took a beer, then sat down.


They each took a sip, and then
glanced at the bottles. “We make our own here,” Mitch explained.


Gunny smiled. “Bush it isn’t, but
it still cuts the road dust.” 


The Seal chuckled. “That it
does.”


“Okay, Chief? May I call you
Chief? Or do you prefer Travis now that we are in never never land?” Mitch
asked.


The Seal snorted. “Chief or
Travis will do.”


“Okay, we have two people
handling security here, Brian and Sergeant Phyllis. Brian however is itching to
go full time with the college courses, so I think you might be able to slip
into his post. Gunny, I am sorry, I don’t have much artillery, just a couple of
mortars on the robots.” 


“Mortars?” The Gunny asked.


“Robots??” The woman echoed, as
did a stunned Akira.


Mitch nodded. “Robots. I brought
along quite a few, you may have noticed a few in the halls.”


Akira nodded. “I see androids
like...Honda, Toyota, Sony.” 


“Well, they look similar, but
they are actually my own design.” Mitch smiled as Akira’s eyes widened. “I also
brought along a handful of UAV’s, choppers, a plane, and vehicles. Most of the
vehicles are also automated.” Akira whistled softly. 


The Seal looked dubious. “You’re
trusting tin cans and a kid for security?” 


Mitch gave the Chief a look. “I
will show you the security robots I brought along. They are the latest
generation.”


“We were playing with robots back
home, but they couldn’t keep up with Seals,” Travis sniffed.


Mitch nodded and then glanced up.
“Computer, have one of each of the reserve robots report to the garage in ten
minutes.”


“Understood,” the AI replied.


The woman looked up to the
ceiling and whistled, and then sat back. “I think I am going to like it here.”


“And you are miss?”


“Oh, sorry, Tina Riley, Corporal
Riley medic,” she explained. 


He nodded. “Okay, you’ll have to
check in with Doc, medics are her department.”


 Tina nodded. “She is a real
Doctor?” 


“We have her, a couple nurses,
and some med students here,” Mitch replied with a nod. 


Tina nodded in return. “Thank
god,” she muttered. He gave her a quirked eyebrow look. She squirmed a bit.


“Don’t like having to patch
people together without support?” Mitch asked, clearly understanding her view
point. She nodded. “I don’t blame you. I brought along an entire hospital
package as well.” She nodded. “You took care of the wounded on the way here?”


“Yeah. A red head took over,”
Tina replied. 


“That was Doc,” Mitch replied. 


She nodded. “I didn’t want to jog
her elbow,” Tina replied.


The AI beeped. “Miss Riley please
report to the infirmary.” 


Tina sighed. “No rest for the
wicket.” Mitch nodded. “Duty calls, thanks for the beer.” She smiled as she got
up to leave.


Mitch turned his attention on the
remaining people. “All right, now, you three pitched a proposal to Jack?” The
trio nodded as the woman left. “You want to,” he looked at the tablet, “let’s
see here, enter the caves and kill the shark hounds? You do realize, you three
and a handful of others scattered over the four villages are our only military
assets right?”


They nodded. “And you want to
take most of our weapons, and enter unmapped caverns, up against pack hunting
animals on their own turf, in the dark?” Again they nodded.


“You do realize they will be
quite fierce, defending their young, backed into a corner right?” Mitch asked
patiently. The Gunny nodded, but the Seal looked a bit thoughtful. “Charging up
San Juan Hill with a k bar may be a jar head thing but a squids?” Mitch asked,
turning to the Seal.


Akira’s face stormed over. The
Gunny gave a textbook reply of “Semper fi! OOo Rah!”


Mitch snorted. “Okay, Jack has
denied your request. I came up with an alternative, an ambush, but he is not
happy about it. He is all for killing these things, but he is also concerned
about well, getting bit in the butt if things go south.” They reluctantly
nodded.


“We can’t be out in the open with
these things; they are just too damn fast and maneuverable. They are smart too,
adapt fast and are prone to flanking enemy. When we got our first look at them
they were downright nasty, they immediately spotted weapons fire as ranged
threats and used superior speed to attack from flanking positions. They soaked
up casualties in order to get to the attacker.”


The Seal looked dubious, Akira
frowned. “The only way we could bag these things safely is at range with the
robar or Barrett,” Mitch finished. Akira scowled, toying with the beer in his
hand. 


“Unfortunately I only brought a
dozen of them, and the rounds are a royal pain in the arse to make, even with
salvaged brass. Don’t even get me started on the poison dart ones,” Mitch
grimaced.


Gunny looked confused. “Wait, you
rigged fifty cal rounds as poison darts? Why?”


Mitch shrugged. “I wanted
something that could drop something big fast without being able to get a heart
or head shot. I only have a few rounds left,” he replied. The Seal nodded. “Bob
wanted me to go with spitting cobra venom; it is effective, easier to get then
the tropical snail one, but it took up to thirty minutes to kill something, even
the distilled version. The concentrated snail venom killed in a second,” Mitch
replied. The Gunny and Travis nodded.


“Anyway, as I was saying, we
might be able to use an ED or CAT to add weapons fire for an ambush, but they
are valuable assets, as you three are.” Mitch looked into each of their eyes.


“Akira, you are...” He looked at
the tablet. “An avionics specialist?”


“Yes sir.” The young South Korean
gave a short bow. 


Mitch snorted. “Don’t call me
sir, I work for a living.” Mitch responded. The marine snorted. Mitch waved his
hand. “Sure I am in charge, but it is my dime so my ball.” The Seal nodded. The
AI beeped. He stood. “Okay gents, I think I promised a demo.” He ushered them
out then led them back to the garage.


 


Within the cavernous garage space
Lisa was a bit annoyed at seeing the robots standing at attention. There were
nine, an R-2 style robot, scout track, mini me droid, Andy android, GP droid,
CAT, donk, Crusher, and ED. The Gunny whistled at the Ed, eyes wide. “Damn! Hot
diggedy damn!” The Seal snorted a laugh.


“As you can see gentlemen the R-2
and androids are for household work.” Mitch waved his hand, and then placed it
on the dome of the R-2. “The R-2’s and others like it clean and fetch and carry
like the mini-me’s do. The GP,” He waved to the Short circuit style tracked
robot. “This is the general purpose robot, used outdoors.”


“These,” he waved to the scout
and Crusher, “You are more familiar with. They are a basic scout or patrol
unit.” He waved to CAT. “CAT three here is one of the security robots, and ED
one here is the heavy security.” Akira looked amazed. “I also have a banged up
predator drone, a bunch of other UAV’s and a few other toys.” They nodded.
Akira crouched down, examining the robots.


Gunny looked the ED over, awed by
the robots fierce stance and firepower. “Walking tank!” he commented.


Mitch nodded. “Yeah, it is. It
has bailed my bacon out of the fire a few times when some dinos got frisky and
put me on the menu.”


The Seal chuckled. “Wish we had
had a few.” 


“Unfortunately I can’t see doing
a live fire exercise right now; I only brought a finite amount of ammo,
grenades, and mortars. I can show you the lasers later though,” Mitch offered.
They nodded.


“I Never thought I would be the
one watching a dog and pony show,” the Seal commented wryly. The Gunny
chuckled. 


“The ED here has three guns on
each forearm. One laser each, two guns sighted for two hundred fifty meters,
and two for fifty meters for close in work. The short range gun is a shot gun,
with shredder rounds,” Mitch replied, pointing each weapon out.


He stepped behind the robot and
pointed. “ED squat a sec here.” The robot stepped its legs out and then
squatted.  Mitch went around and pointed to the back. “Okay, here we have the
mortars, there are two. They are variable target, variable round. I have loaded
them with a half a dozen flash bangs, four frag, six flares, and two area
denial rounds.”


The Gunny whistled softly. “Hot
damn!” 


“The Eds are slow, but they make
up for it with firepower.” The Gunny nodded.


“When you entered through the
first gates you may have noticed the two robots there? Right?” Mitch asked.
They nodded. “They are a cross between the GP’s and ED. They were the first
prototypes for the ED robots. We weren’t sure about making the deadline on time
so I had the build team build each of them to test things out. They are P one
and P two.” He shook his head. “Cracking a track on one of them is a major
hassle like the GP’s,” he said and sighed, waving a hand to the GP.


“The CATs here,” He waved at the
CAT. “CAT take a jog to the gate and back.” The robot moved off, and then speed
up into a thirty kilometer lope. Professional military eyes turned their
attention to the metal cat. “The CATs are faster, and able to handle a variety
of terrain that would bog down the ED. They have the two guns on the back. They
can carry a small module that can be loaded with equipment or gear, such as
food or medical kits... or sensor pods.” The robot returned to its previous
position with barely a sound. Akira looked it over, crouching down to get a
better view.


“The Donk here.” Mitch rested his
hand on the largest robot. “The Donk here is a brute. It is general purpose
mover, like a forklift, but it can do some minor tasks as well. It has six
wheels instead of tracks. There is one here that has tracks, that is the first
prototype. When I found out how hard it is to crack tracks with these mothers I
had them switch to wheels,” he said wrinkling his nose in disgust. Gunny
nodded. “Loss in traction and a higher center of gravity, but a heck of a lot
easier to repair.... and they are faster now too,” Mitch finished.


“They don’t tear up the ground as
much either I bet,” Gunny added. 


“Yeah, that too,” Mitch nodded as
he answered. “There is an armed UAV helicopter, actually two of them, about
half the size of an Apache.” He looked out over the park then back. “Damn
things never did work right, maybe you can take a look at their software Akira,
I still haven’t found the faults,” He sighed.


“What’s the matter with them?”
Akira asked, now interested.


“Oh, they just like to shoot at
anything that moves,” Mitch answered.


Gunny and the Seal looked at each
other then shrugged in unison. “Yeah, I’d say that is a problem.” They gave the
other armed robots a wary look.


“What about sending some of these
robots down into the caves?” the Gunny asked, looking up and piercingly at him.


“Well, to do that we would have
to get them there, stripping some of the defenses here,” Mitch replied. Gunny
nodded. “They are also terrible at night, poor night vision in low level
light,” Mitch explained. The Seal nodded.


“Then there is the problem of
mobility, getting the Cats to the caverns isn’t a problem, but the Eds here
aren’t as fast... nor are they exactly fitted for cave work.” He pointed to the
three meter tall robot. “Some of those caves are pretty narrow, or have low
ceilings. Ed here would have trouble getting in and moving around.” Akira
nodded slowly.


“Then they could have course get
stuck, damaged or destroyed,” the Seal commented.


“Yeah, that too. We have to be
conservative with our assets right now,” Mitch replied, glad they were thinking
with their first brains instead of their balls. The Gunny and Seal nodded.


“So, you were pretty set huh?”
Travis asked.


“Not hardly, but I knew we would
be in a crack, and would have to bootstrap civilization all over again without
proper planning,” Mitch replied.


The Gunny nodded. “Proper
planning prevents piss poor performance.” 


Mitch nodded. “Yeah, I had Bob,
my security chief quote that one to me a lot. He was a former marine.


“Once a marine always a marine!”
the Gunny quoted.


“I stand corrected,” Mitch
replied dryly. He turned to the glowering Lisa and then back to the men. “Now
gentlemen, why don’t I give you the ten cent tour so we can get out of the
ladies way before she beats us to death with a wrench?” 


Travis looked over to the
glowering Lisa and then chuckled. “She looked just like my ex-wife when I dared
enter the kitchen.”


Gunny looked over to the young
woman and snorted. “Mine too.” 


Akira gave her a look, and then
shrugged. “Can I stay and check the robots out?” he asked. She nodded.


“Okay, have fun kids; don’t be
late for supper or Janet will crown you,” Mitch said with a smile as he opened
to door for the soldiers.


“Let’s start in the armory. I
managed to acquire quite a few Glocks, Bushmasters, and Shotguns, along with
the handful of Barrett’s I mentioned....”


They paused in the tour to admire
the Great Hall and waterfall. “So you redirected the water in here?” Gunny
asked, looking around. 


“Yeah, I redirected the water to
fall in there.” Mitch pointed to the ceiling dome. “It filled up the chamber
below.” He pointed to the plate and grate covered floor at the center of the
chamber. “I had to work fast to get the concrete in and fused before it
overflowed.” He indicated the ground floor openings.


Travis nodded. “But it went down
on its own right?” Mitch nodded.


“I haven’t checked the sub
basement beyond the tank farm area, but I believe there is a passage to the
pond or beyond.” He shrugged. “As we expand and the need arises we can open it
up and explore.”


Gunny nodded. “So, in theory the
sharks could come up into the basement right?”


Mitch paused then let out a sigh.
“Good point,” he said quietly, now eying the grating with fresh eyes.


Travis nodded. “Well, they won’t
get through that plate, but are there other areas that lead below?” He turned
to the other passages.


Mitch nodded. “Yeah, three more,
all blocked with an airlock set up,” Mitch replied. 


Paul nodded. “We still have some
leakage though, scorpions and bugs come in from time to time, and when we find
a gap we seal it.” Travis nodded as he and Gunny left.


 


Mitch noticed a young woman
arguing with Vance in a corner. The argument was going downhill; the two were
getting rather heated. He decided to take a look. “What’s going on?” he asked.
The young woman was obviously a new arrival, a short rail thin flat chested
black haired lady.


“I was telling this person
here...” She raised her nose haughtily in Vance’s direction. “That since we
have plenty of space for farms we should all become vegetarians.” Vance was
starting to get a little steamed.


Mitch smiled. “Man cannot live on
tofu alone miss,” he commented, giving her a slight bow.


“Who would want to?” Vance
commented acidly. She gave him a glare and began to swell.


“Miss, we have plenty of food
here. If you choose a vegetarian diet you can discuss it with Anne and Janet,”
Mitch interjected, trying to head a blow off. She continued to swell however
dashing that hope.


“HOWEVER,” he barked. Her
attention was suddenly focused on him. “However. You will not project
your attitude on others here,” he warned her sternly. She glared.


“We shall see about this. I’m
going to talk to whoever is in charge.” With a haughty sniff of disdain she
flounced off.


Vance grinned. “Thanks boss. I
just wish I could see her face when she found out that she is looking for you?”


Mitch winced. “Yeah, but I might
be in the room when she does,” he said in mock disgust. Vance laughed and
slapped his arm in passing as he left.


Later that afternoon Mitch ran
into Travis and Gunny again in the hall. It was quiet so he waved them over for
a chat. Lisa and a bunch of kids were playing a game nearby.


“I know you two have noticed the
looks you’re getting from the ladies.” They both nodded. “Be careful. Go as
slow as slow.” Travis cocked his head. “I know you're looking forward to get
your pipes cleaned, and a lot of the ladies are lining up eager, but just
remember many have had some pretty damn traumatic experiences over the past
three years.” Mitch looked away for a brief moment and gusted a sigh. “Damn,
has it been that long already.” He returned his attention to them.


“Some of the ladies,” he turned
and waved a hand in Lisa’s direction, “Were severely traumatized by a man and
are just beginning to settle and track again.” The Gunny stilled, and then
slowly nodded as he caught on to the implied event. Travis immediately looked
bitter. “Some of these ladies are from the Amazon village, did you hear about
that?” They shook their heads. “Okay, about sixty kilometers north about one
hundred or more people were dropped. It got nasty pretty quick.” With quick
words he described the Amazon base and mentality.


“So fellas, some of these women
are not completely all there, and could get nasty if provoked.” He pinned them
both with a glare. “Don’t provoke them. Phyllis told me what they did to the
guy that messed up Lisa.” Gunny nodded warily. “Staked him out cut off his
balls with a rusty knife and then stuffed them down his throat.” Both men
looked on. Gunny gave a small swallow. “I know the old joke; you’re supposed to
die at the hands of an angry spouse not on the field of battle,” Mitch said,
only half serious. The Gunny turned and looked at him in surprise.


Mitch shrugged. “Trust me; the
raptors will only eat you.” Travis snorted. “Why don’t you take a look around
and then get back to me with a report on what you think also needed improvement
tomorrow.” Gunny and Travis nodded.


“One thing right off, I want that
river fenced, and maybe even shark netting if we can swing it,” Travis said.


Mitch nodded. “Yeah, I have been
slack in that area.” He gusted a sigh. “I had planned it, but neglected it. I
don’t think we can do shark netting, we would have to clean it every month or
so for debris.” He looked off with a dark look. “I didn’t bring scuba gear with
me either. I am not too thrilled about chancing someone every month.” The Seal
gave a reluctant nod. “Netting around the banks we can do, maybe even a berm
wall topped by fence. Check with Brian and Sarge and get back to me,” Mitch
finished. Both men nodded as they exited.


 


Brian came to him later. “You’re
going to let me get into the college program now?”


Mitch gave Brian a look. “I thought
you already were?” he asked. Brian blushed. “I was never stopping you lad, you
could do it at any time.” 


Brian nodded. “Yeah, but I was
pretty busy. I am glad you brought those guys on board, they are serious
business! I feel like a piker next to the Gunny.” He cocked his head. “So how
about it?” 


Mitch shrugged. “Okay, so, phase
out of the security, but keep on call in case of emergency. You can start
taking more classes in a day or two. I think you’re a bit behind Lisa, Angie
and the others though, but we shall see.” Brian nodded and walked off whistling
a tune. It seemed like a weight had been lifted from the teen's shoulders.
Mitch reminded himself that a lot of the teens were still kids, they could
handle some responsibility but it wasn't right to force them into molds or
force them to grow up too fast. This new alien world would do that for them
enough as it was.


 


After diner the two military
experts reported in. Mitch nodded at their critique, taking notes. When they
finished they offered suggested changes. He noted these and told them to
implement the simplest immediately. “I checked with Lisa, she checked the
inventory, we only have one hundred meters of fencing left,” Mitch commented.
“Not enough to do the entire stretch along the river.”


“Any chance of making more?”
Travis asked.


Mitch sighed and rubbed his brow.
“Yeah, but it might have to wait till next year. We have two more convoys
scheduled to make the rounds.”


“What about the choppers?” Gunny
asked. 


Mitch shook his head. “Sorry
Gunny, one is down. Lisa and Jacklynn spotted a flaw in the rotter shaft, a
clean hairline fracture all the way up.” He gusted a sigh when the Gunny's face
fell.


“We don’t have the tools to make
the tools to make a new one just yet. Jacklynn is a bit leery about taking the
other bird up until she has time to tear it down and double check everything,”
Mitch cautioned. Both men nodded.


“We have seven Hummers, one
command hummer five normal hummers, and one ambulance hummer. We need at least
two hummers for the convoys, to act as flank security. I keep five here for
emergencies, three for local security, one is the ambulance, and one in reserve
for repairs. The ambulance is being used to transport injured back here right
now though.” They both nodded.


“I do however have a couple dune
buggy vehicles that we can put together, they are in storage. You can use them
for local patrol. I don’t recommend them outside of the perimeter; they do not
have any protection against a raptor or other predators,” Mitch cautioned. 


Travis nodded. “Yeah, we used
them in the sand box. Great speed, can hump the gear, but fuck all for
protection if it got to hot.” He sipped his beer. 


Gunny looked over at him. “I saw
bikes too?”


Mitch nodded. “Yeah, and quads.
All are electric, but again, not enough protection against predators,” Mitch
answered.


“How about out running them?”
Travis asked.


He shook his head. “We clocked
the raptors doing over thirty kilometers.” Travis whistled low. “Those shark
hounds are even faster, possibly cheetah speed,” Mitch said. He sighed. “I sent
a pair of quads and a pair of bikes to Mike. He ran them hard, so parts are
getting scarce,” he sighed again.


“Janet has already instituted a
crackdown on vehicle use, anything that isn’t urgent within the walls we ride
horses or walk.” He wiggled his rear a bit. “Trust me; it isn’t all that it is
cracked up to be. I have the saddle galls to prove it,” Mitch observed dryly.
The others chuckled.


Travis pulled a pretzel out of
the bowl on the desk. “Sourdough. Nice.” He examined the pretzel.


Mitch smiled. “All natural too.
Janet got the recipe. The salt came from Copper town; they found a cleaner salt
deposit. The one we have here isn’t as pure.” He shrugged. “Recipe is from the
cooking library I think, though it might be one of Janet’s.” He picked one out
and took a bite. “I prefer mine soft. These work though.”


“We are going to put the last of
the vehicles together soon. In fact, I am going to sick Lisa and the factory
group on it in the morning. I am hoping they can turn out a couple tractors to
use before the snow hits,” Mitch said. They nodded. “By last year’s reckoning
we have about a month before winter sets in with a bang.”


The Gunny shivered. “Give me a
hammock in Tahiti any day.” 


Travis saluted him with the beer.
“OOo Ra!” 


Mitch snorted. I’ll take the
snow. They both looked at Mitch as if they thought he was crazy. He shrugged.
“Most of the animals head south for the winter. We only have a couple predators
running around after the first blizzard. Dire wolves, some weird snow demon
creature, and a couple others. Only the wolves moved fast. Give me a beer and a
warm place.” He waved to the cavern. “And I am set.” They both looked him over
and then shrugged.


“To each his own,” the marine
murmured. Mitch nodded.


“Jack and Mike have been hassling
me for equipment, fencing, animals, and seeds. Are you two staying on here or
heading to that mountain resort?” They both shuddered.


“I like to ski and snowboard,”
Travis started...


“You like the ski bunnies you
mean," the Gunny interrupted with a good natured retort.


Travis chuckled. “Them too. I
like to ski, but I like warmth better.”


Mitch nodded. “Fair enough. Maybe
next spring you can check the South eastern villages and see if any are better
and suit your tastes.” They snorted at that idea. 


Travis looked up at the ceiling
then back at Mitch. “Why do you call them eastern villages?” 


Mitch took a sip before he
replied. “Cause we don’t know if they named them. So, since they are east of
us...” He shrugged.


“I noticed you're not doing much
to set up an economy,” Travis commented. Mitch looked him over. “Not
complaining, just commenting,” Travis said. He spread his hands.


Mitch nodded. “Yeah, we have a
barter trade going now, Iron village mines iron and cuts timber, Copper town
has copper and salt, and some basic tools. We are the capital center, food,
knowledge, processed goods, and tech.”


Gunny nodded. “Sort of like
Alexandria or Rome,” he commented and then took a sip.


Mitch nodded. “Yeah.”


Gunny looked over to Travis.
“Remember that bozo when we found gold?”


“What gold?” Mitch asked, now
interested.


Travis chuckled. “You just
remember it cause I fell on my can in that creek.”


Gunny chuckled. “Yeah,” He looked
to Mitch. “Travis here fell on his kiester while we were crossing a stream. He
came up sputtering clutching his rifle and a rock. One of the guys saw the
sparkle and went nuts. Gold! Gold fever.” He sighed ruefully and shook his head
in disgust.


“Morons were packing their
rucksacks with the crap till we pointed out that they were unpacking food for a
rock. A couple had sense, couple didn’t,” He sighed a raspberry in annoyed
disgust. “That one idiot went nuts, tossed everything to carry nuggets. We of
course scooped up what we could. Hell if I was going to let it go to waste.
When it came to make camp he was tired and sore... and realized he had thrown
away all his food for rocks.”


Mitch nodded. “The choice between
greed and survival.” 


Travis nodded soberly. “Yeah. We
made him go without dinner. Next day we found the rocks strewn all over the
side of the hill.” 


“The guy kept his head down for
the next day, even helped carry a kid, so someone took pity on him and shared
their food.” Gunny snorted. “I don’t know who was more the fool, the fool for
the gold or the fool for saving his ass,” he said. 


Travis shrugged. “Both of them
bought it when the hammerheads hit us.” 


Gunny looked down at the bottle.
“Yeah there is that.” He sighed. “I would have traded some pretty important
parts of my anatomy, or better yet his...” He pointed the neck of the bottle to
Travis, “For a damn flash bang or two.” 


Mitch nodded. “Yeah. I am glad
Sam had them handy.” The three of them killed the beers then headed off to bed.


 


The next afternoon, Candy, Bill
and the others took a look in the giant cavernous interior. “Okay, so now
what?” Candy asked.


Mitch pointed to the plastic
wrapped pallets of vehicle parts. “There are the tractors. We have nineteen to
put together.” They nodded. “Travis and Gunny want those too.” He waved to the
buggies on their pallets. The duo studied the pallets of pipes and parts.


“I think we should start with
them, they are the simplest to put together,” Mitch suggested. The others made
various affirmative noises. “Most of you know where the machine shop is and
where the factory is. If we have to fab up parts we will try to make several.”


“You, I mean we can do that?”
Candy asked hesitantly.


Mitch smiled. “Yeah, I brought
along a pretty good tech base, and we are up to making simple electronics.”
Candy looked at him, clearly startled.


He waved his hands, “Oh, not
Intel or AMD level by a long shot, but getting there. We lack a lot of exotic
materials though, so it is basics right now,” he explained. She nodded. “We can
also do plastics, and have that ironed out.” He waved in the direction of the
factory. “I brought along a prototype molecular smelter, it can separate any
substance into component molecules allowing us to sift for materials from the
soil or low density concentrations.”


Bill looked confused. “You can do
that?” 


Mitch sighed. “Yeah, but it sucks
power like crazy.” He waved to the waiting palettes. “Okay folks let’s get
busy, the lady is done waiting.” He smiled at an impatient Lisa who was already
heading for the buggy pallets.


 As the sun set later that
evening the throaty rumble of a hydrogen engine was heard in the courtyard. The
crew cheered, following the two vehicles out. Bill slapped Brian on the
shoulder, Brian grinned.


Janet looked on with her arms
crossed. “If you folks are done playing with your toys, we have diner waiting.”
Some chuckled at that. “WASH UP FIRST!” She ordered. The quiet chuckle turn
into laughs as they moved obediently off.


Mitch shut the doors and watched
Lisa drive the one of the vehicles while Gunny followed behind her. “Couldn’t
wait for a test drive,” he chuckled as he walked through the gates to the
courtyard.











Chapter 18


 


Maggie got into a heated debate
with Doctor Mallard when he arrived. He was enthused but a royal pain, causing
her to roll her eyes constantly when he got going off on a tangent. Their
verbal sparring had many thinking they were going to kill each other until one
morning Janet was amazed to see them kissing. Stranger things have been known
to happen was her only comment.


 


The two of them came up with a
temporary idea of the animal migration patterns, though Ducky was pretty
empathetic about the limited data to support their conclusions. Mitch waved
them off while listening to their lecture.


They pulled up a map of the area,
and ran it through the seasons. They pointed out that in the winter arctic
style animals like the dire wolf, mammoths, mastodons, and other creatures
ranged south into the area while more temperate creatures headed deeper south.
Come spring the animals head back north or back up into the high mountains.


Predators like the raptors seemed
to follow the herds, as do the carnasaurs and Rex's. The alien creatures with
little data to go on were a mystery. Both experts were certain that the shark
hounds were also seasonal, heading out to sea when the weather turned to cold
for them. Ducky’s necropsy of the two carcasses had added to their limited
knowledge of the creatures, they were definitely warm blooded, and gave birth
to live young. “Well, we surmised they were warm blooded since I got a peek at
them with my thermal imager,” Mitch teased. This threw the good Doctor for a
moment. Maggie dragged them back on topic, pointing out that the dinosaurs all
head south in the winter. The dinocrocs and amphibians most likely hibernate or
head south as well.


Mitch had them summarize their
conclusions and send a copy of the report to each of the other villages. Ducky
began to hem and haw, but Mitch waved it off. “Don’t worry Doc, everyone knew
it is still early, you won’t have to face a faculty board or anything to show
your evidence and defend your conclusions,” he assured the man. 


Maggie snorted. “Also this winter
will allow us plenty of time to see how much is correct, and add additional
data,” she said. Ducky nodded.


Jack called Mitch, he asked him
over for a meeting. Mitch flew out with Angie and Maggie the next morning.
Mitch and Maggie came back with Paul a week later with the next load of
refugees. Base now had over one hundred twenty two refugees; twenty two were in
Iron Village, and thirty five in Copper town. A few of the families from Copper
Town offer to return to their home but Anne waved them off with a no.


Iron village and Copper Town have
mostly singles or paired couples, all of the families, injured, or pregnant
were now in Base. Fortunately the year’s expansion had given them the room for
everyone. Mitch made plans to put everyone to work as soon as possible. He
didn't want or need a repeat of cabin fever from last winter.


 


Janet got into hourly arguments
with the French restaurant chef and nutritionist who came with the refugees.
The chef tried to rule the kitchen, but Janet put her foot down, he was in her
domain. Eventually they worked out a compromise; he cooked one meal a day,
giving her time off.


Two of the recovering injured
were loggers; they and their families would be heading up to Iron village to
expand the timber industry there next spring. A lot of the refugees were
slotting in nicely, from the optometrist to the x-ray tech. Mitch made it
clear, all skills were valued.


 


Little four year old Mateo, one
of Roserita’s kids was found in a back hall of the cave unconscious as the
weather started to turn to mid fall. Anne tried to wake him and was horrified
when a scorpion crawled out of his mouth. Doc rushed to the scene and took
charge. Mitch heard the code blue over the net and rushed in and carried the
kid to the infirmary.


One of the kids was hysterical
saying they had been playing hide and seek. Anne was hysterical as well. She
told Doc about the scorpion, pulling her aside and away from the others in a
low tone. Cassie passed them with a “What are you waiting for, come on!” yell.


Doc administered the antivenin,
and then asked the robot for the endoscope. They set up an IV drip, and then
checked the kid over. His face was blue, his respiration was shallow. The
endoscope arrived and she checked inside the mouth.


She was horrified by the eggs and
damage. Mitch waited outside; he spotted a scorpion as it scuttled under a
chair. Roserita arrived and howled, throwing herself into his arms. He tried to
comfort her, but he really wanted to kill that damn thing. He told Roserita
what happened, tried to calm her and let her know Doc was on the case. Maggie
arrived and was worried. Anne came in, still tearful.


Janet came running, noted
Roserita and Mitch's efforts to struggle to get away from her. With a grim face
she took her in her charge. She was at first reproachful of his insensitivity.
He turned and grabbed the fire extinguisher off the wall. “What are you...?”
she asked alarmed as he lifted the chair away. She hissed at the sight of the
scorpion, it chittered angrily and thrashed its pincers and twin tails. He
slammed the butt of the extinguisher down; he felt and heard the satisfying
crunch. Roserita screamed and Janet pulled her into her arms and rocking her.
Anne bit her lip.


“What happened to the
armadillos?” Mitch demanded. He turned giving Janet, then Anne a look.


Anne squirmed, face red.
“Well...” Candy arrived.


“I said, what happened to the
armadillos?” Mitch snarled. He was growing angry. He got up, standing straight,
towering over the women. Anne looked down and away.


Candy looked on confused. “I got
rid of the ugly things. They were a constant nuisance, under foot, chewing on
things. The kids were roughing them up too.”


Mitch froze. He turned and gave
her an angry look. “Did it occur to you that there was a REASON we left
them alone?” he snarled, voice rising in his fury. She stopped, and then
stepped back. Her husband came up behind her.


Anne snuffled. “I thought since
we hadn’t seen any of the scorpions it would be okay. I mean...”


Mitch turned and gave her an
angry look. “Damn it Anne you should know better! Those armadillos were best
line of defense!”


The new folk looked confused.
“One of those scorpions may have killed that kid because you didn’t like our
only protectors around! Damn it!” Mitch roared throwing a hand up in the air in
disgust. Cassie came out, angrily shushing them.


Candy started to tear up, she turned
sobbing; her husband rubbed her shoulders and glared at Mitch. “She didn’t
know, she didn’t know,” Bill said. Mitch gave him glare for glare.


“You know you don’t just come
into a place and turn it upside down overnight. There are reasons for
things. Those armadillos killed off the scorpions and other pests. Hell, they
were even using the litter boxes!”


He glared, and then as Candy
pulled herself into her husband’s arms and sobbed he relented. Paul and Brian
came running up. Mitch turned to them, face set. “Get with Anne here and round
up some armadillos. Get the kids to help if you need them.”


“What happened?” Paul asked.


Anne bit her lip. “Anne here will
explain on the way. I DO NOT want a repeat of this. Do I make myself clear?”
Mitch snarled. Brian nodded, knowing Mitch was in a foul mood. Janet patted
Roserita’s head as she cried. Mitch looked over and sighed. “I am sorry. You
know Doc, Cassie and Dora will do what they can for him,” he said, trying hard
to modulate his tone to console her. He knew the effort was futile though. Paul
turned to leave. “Paul!” Paul turned. “Get Maggie here with a specimen bag,”
Mitch ordered.


“Bag?” Paul asked. Mitch pointed
to the squashed scorpion. Paul looked at it and then immediately put two and
two together and nodded, now cold sober. “Right, bag.” He bobbed his head and
then ran off.


Maggie arrived and noted the
taboo. “What I miss?” she asked in confusion.


With quick short words Mitch
sketched out what happened. “Mags I need you to take this...” He pointed to the
squashed bug, “...thing and see if it is female. If it is we need to know if it
has eggs, and how many,” his intent voice was savage with cold rage.


Maggie nodded, face sober and
worried. She scraped up the scorpion, being careful of the tail and poison sacks.
She rushed off as the crowd began to form. Candy and her husband moved off a
distance down the hall. Janet looked up at the crowd, patted Roserita and then
passed her to Anne. She wiped her eyes and patted Mitch’s arm.


He explained to the crowd in terse
words and then asked volunteers to help round up armadillos, and to hunt and
squash scorpions. Grimly the crowd dispersed; Candy and her husband joined
them. Janet checked the chairs and then motioned for Anne and Roserita to sit.
“Damn it you two should have known better and pinched it off before it got
started,” Mitch said softly to them. Anne and Janet nodded. He sighed. “Well,
nothing we can do about it now, and pointing fingers isn’t going to change
things.” He looked to the doors. “Just got to hope for the best and do what we
can.” He nodded and moved off.


 


Doc came out a half hour later.
She looked tearful. Roserita clutched her hands looking imploringly, but
dreading the answer. “I am sorry, so sorry Roserita,” Doc said, hand over her
mouth as her own tears started to fall. Roserita wailed. Janet hung her head,
tears dripping down as she comforted her friend. Mitch had been monitoring the
infirmary through the computer, when Mateo had died he returned.


Mitch sighed. “Go say goodbye,”
he told her. Dora came to the door,


Doc gave her a nod. “I am sorry,
it isn’t pretty. Are you sure about this?” she asked, holding her hand.
Roserita nodded and swallowed. Janet came in with her. The door closed and
after a moment they could hear fresh sobs.


“The body will have to be
cremated,” Mitch mused eyes red. 


“Cremated?” Doc asked.


“How did he die?” he answered the
question with another. She sighed.


“Brain embolism,” she sighed. He
pulled her to him and she cried for a moment. He patted her hair softly. 


Anne cried as well. “He was so
young, so full of life!” 


He patted her hair. “I know, we
all know.”


Doc looked up, eyes wet. “I
tried, but one of those eggs must have gotten into his blood stream.” 


Mitch nodded. She wiped at her
tears with the back of her hand. “Maggie said they lay up to ten thousand eggs
Doc, there wasn’t anything you could do,” Mitch said softly. She looked torn
and bit her lip, that answer would never be enough for her he realized.
Roserita came out of the infirmary a minute later looking pale; Anne and Janet
supported her as she left without another word.


Candy and Bill approached. They
apologized to Roserita and then moved on to talk to Mitch.


“Why cremated? Why not bury him?”
Bill asked when he heard the plans.


“Ten thousand eggs. As good as
Doc is, that is way too many for anyone to count,” Mitch said. He looked sick.
“In a day they will hatch in his body.” Bill gagged; Candy pulled her head into
his chest and sobbed helplessly. “I want them to hatch just as they get
roasted,” Mitch commented with an angry hiss. “Serves them right,” he snarled,
fists balling in impotent rage. Doc gave his enraged face a look and nodded.


 


Dora was having a crisis of
faith. Mitch talked to her told her about how it was hard losing a patient, but
losing a child was downright heartbreaking. She fell into his arms sobbing,
clutching at his chest. He stroked her hair. Doc came around and noted the
scene. He patted Dora and let Doc know quietly that her protégées were having
trouble with grief. Doc nodded soberly, and then patted Dora. “Honey, there was
nothing we could do for Tanya or Mateo or the shark victims. We did our best.
God I wish we could have done more.” Mitch sighed, even his eyes were misty.


“Mateo’s funeral, Roserita is
insisting on it,” Mitch reminded them. Both women stiffened. He turned to Doc.
“It is her right Doc.” He sighed. “It is going to be hard though. Hard on
everyone.”


She nodded. “When does she want
it?” Dora asked softly.


“This afternoon, after he is
cremated,” Doc replied, looking anywhere but at Mitch.


Mitch nodded. “Okay, I will let
everyone know.” 


 


They did the service that
afternoon, Janet and those that had black clothing wearing it. Janet read from
her old worn bible. The ashes were buried in the cemetery plot, covered over by
the GP robot standing by.


Mitch stepped up and began to
talk. “I know it is hard to lose a member of the community, even harder to lose
a child. We each lost someone special. Mistakes were made yes, but we need to
learn from them to better protect our future.” He waved his hands to Natali,
Frances, Hanna, and Anne’s swelling bellies.


“Each of us knows how hard it is
not to blame others. We are all to blame for this tragedy. All of us.
Candy blames herself for removing the armadillos. Anne and Janet blame
themselves for not stopping her. The kids and adults blame themselves for not
spotting the problem or speaking up about it. Doc and the medics blame
themselves for not being able to save him. I blame myself for not being here to
catch the problem before it began. We all feel so helpless when a loved one is
hurt.” He sighed and closed his eyes for a moment. “Folks, heartbreaking things
are going to happen over the next few years.”


He looked up to the sky, then
back to the crowd. “We can only ask that we do our best, and support one
another,” he said, voice firm. Anne was quietly crying. “Let’s remember Mateo
best by doing our damnedest to make sure it doesn’t happen again.” He waved to
Doc and Maggie. “Doc, Maggie and the medics are working on finding a better
method of treatment.” He waved to Janet and Anne.


“The ladies here are on a bug
hunt with the adults and what armadillos we have rounded up. The kids,” He
waved to them, “Are doing their best to round up more. If we have to Travis,
Gunny, Henry, Piotr and I will go cave hopping to get as many of the critters
back as we can.” He waved to Travis who nodded. “We now know what is at stake. Let’s
get to work.” He nodded as the crowd murmured and then began to disperse.


Doc came up to him and slipped
her hand around his arm and her hand into his. “Not one of your better
speeches, but it will do,” she murmured. She rested her head against his
shoulder.


He sighed. “Yeah, it will have
to. Losing a child and pointing fingers can destroy a community,” he rumbled
back softly. She shivered. He stopped and pulled his jacket off.


“You seem to always be doing
that,” she chuckled.


He shrugged. “You’re a female,
you have what? A couple ounces of fat on your entire body?” he teased. He
shrugged at her expression.


“I have plenty of muscle mass,”
he joked and then patted his belly, “and a healthy dose of insulation.” 


She chuckled and poked his
midriff. “I was meaning to put you on a diet...” He gave her a horrified look.


“You wouldn’t!” She snorted as
she snuggled back into his side. He looked with approval as the kids fanned out
and began looking in nooks and crannies for armadillos. Tisha squealed and held
one up; it thrashed its arms in the air then rolled itself into a ball. Janet
took the animal and thanked Tisha. Doc sighed softly, hugged herself to him.
They walked together back into the base as the sun set.


 


A few days later Lisa knocked on
his office door and let him know that the rotor shaft for the second helicopter
passed muster. Jacklynn came in, and nodded. “We dug out the parts bin, you
were right, there was a spare rotor shaft, so we can replace the other in
helicopter one.”


He was tired and grumpy and
nodded. “I told you it was there, you just had to look.” Jacklynn got a look at
his face and nodded and chased Lisa out.


Travis paused as he heard the
ladies talking about Mitch’s behavior. Doc was there, listening as Lisa and
Jacklynn unload. “He bit my head off, that’s not like him.”


Travis nodded and muttered. “Ah
the loneliness of command.” Doc looked up to him with a questioning look.


He cleared his throat. “You have
to remember, although he has run his own company, and been doing well here,
Mitch was never trained for command.” He shrugged. “Losing someone is hard on
everyone, but an untrained commander it tends to hit even harder.”


Doc looked concerned. “Is he burning
out?” 


Travis shrugged. “Maybe a little.
When was the last time he had a break?” 


The girls looked from one to
another. “He works nineteen to twenty two hours a day; I’d say the man rarely
took a break,” Janet commented, wiping her hands on the dish towel as she
finished with the dishes.


“He needed one then. A day or two
off. Get his pipes cleaned,” Travis suggested and then shrugged.


Doc snorted. “We tried that, some
of the ladies...” She indicated a blushing Jacklynn and Hanna, “Chased the poor
guy all over the place all winter.” Travis laughed with the Janet. “That does
give me an idea though,” Doc replied thoughtfully and then walked out of the
room.


 


Mitch was checking a report when
Doc came in. it was late, a light rain storm outside, but Piotr said it would
be ending later in the morning. “So, I was thinking we need a break,” Doc said,
coming right to the point. He looked up at her a little bleary. “I think you
me, and Cassie deserve to play hooky tomorrow,” she said firmly. He looked at
her dubiously then sighed.


“You heard about the mess with
Candy and Bill?” She nodded. “I could have handled that better,” He muttered.
Candy and Bill wanted to go return to Copper town now.


She gave him a long look. “Yeah
you could have.” She placed her hands in her pockets, and then looked over at
the nearby wall.


“Okay, so I have been a little
pushy,” he grumbled and then shrugged wryly.


She gave him a look. “A little?
Janet is about ready to toss you out, or feed you to your precious cheetah one
bite at a time if you keep harping. I like Paul’s suggestion, dropping you butt
naked over at Mike’s.”


He chuckled wryly and scrubbed at
his face to wake up a little. “Phyllis said that herd is north east of us,
about ten to fifteen kilometers off the road to Iron village. Wanna go check
them out and have a picnic?” Doc suggested slyly. He looked at her dubiously,
and then shrugged. She patted his arm, then rises he got another view of her
decorage.


“Good it’s settled then. Janet
has already packed a lunch.” 


He looked at her then snorted.
“It looks like I don’t have a choice do I?” Wryly he smiled, giving in to the
inevitable.


Doc turned, at the doorway, gave
him a smile over her shoulder. “Nope.” She swaggered a little as she left. Exit
stage right he shook his head in exasperation.


“Meddling females,” he muttered.


“I heard that!” She called from
the hallway. He chuckled and sat back, pursing his lips in thought.











Chapter 19


 


Dawn was a glorious sight as they
stepped into the garage. The door was open, Lisa and a few of the newbie’s had
gotten up early and were tearing into a tractor, rebuilding a ruptured fuel
tank. Doc came out wearing a sweater, cradling a cup of coffee in her hands.
Cassie yawned behind her, muttering about why she had to be dragged along. Doc
hushed her and followed Mitch to the hummer. He opened the passenger door with
a flourish; she smiled as she nodded graciously and stepped in. He closed the
door and turned to open the rear but Cassie had beaten him to it. “I can open
my own door,” she grumbled.


Doc smiled, “Cassie is always a
grump in the morning.” Mitch snorted. He stepped around the vehicle waved to
Lisa then got in.


“Bring it back in one piece!” the
girl hollered as they left.


 


“Wow, I never thought I would see
something like this,” Cassie murmured. Mitch flicked his eyes to the mirror.
Cassie was looking excited, watching the herd pass by. They were on a small
hill rise, out of the main path of the herd, but slightly upwind. The wind was
light, dancing the left from time to time with small gusts. Doc was watching
the herd warily.


She pointed. “Is that a rhino
covered in fur?” Disbelief warred with awe in her tone. “Is it...coming here?”
The rhino had stopped almost facing them, squinting. It tossed its head, making
its fur ripple.


They could see the steam from its
breath as the cool morning air made it visible. Its ears flicked about and then
its head lined up on the intruding Terran vehicle. It tossed its mighty head
again and then charged a sudden blur of fur and armor. Doc squealed, instinctively
moving to the center of the car as the great beast struck. The truck pitched up
and down hard, jarring them. The rhino slammed them again.


“Right, tantrum,” Mitch snorted.
A third slam jarred his teeth. “Okay, enough of this.” He flipped a switch on
the dash as Doc clutched his right arm. The fourth hit came with a sizzling
pop. The rhino moved off, dazed and staggering slightly. Doc and Cassie looked
up. The breeze ruffled its fur, changing direction slightly.


“What did you do?” Cassie asked.


“Oh, just gave it a bit of a
shock,” Mitch smiled grimly. After a moment though the damage sunk in and his
face fell into mock fear. “I know we would survive a tantrum, but getting the
dents out of this thing is a pain! Lisa will kill me!” Cassie gave a watery giggle
at his mock fear. The rhino snorted, nostrils flaring and then staggered a
little as it moved off to join the herd. They checked around, making sure
nothing in sight was in striking distance before Mitch stepped out. He gave a
low whistle of dismay at the damage. Doc looked and then asked quietly if they
were in trouble.


He tugged at the dented fender.
“Yeah, maybe with Lisa.” He looked up. “No, a little play time with the hammer
and dolly will get that out of the way.” He stepped back, surveying the damage
as Doc and Cassie looked around nervously. The herd had moved off, the rhino
was standing under a tree, ears twitching as it munched grass. “Almost as bad a
tantrum as one of Janet’s,” Mitch commented, then grinned at Doc’s mock glower.
Cassie smothered a giggle. “Almost,” Mitch said completely unrepentant under
her stern gaze and then laughed as Doc punched his arm.


“I thought you went hunting?”
Mitch teased noticing Doc was still a bit shook up. He gave Doc and Cassie a
look. Cassie was a bit hysterical too but calming faster than her mother was.


“We did, but we never went far on
foot,” Doc replied as she sighed. 


“We never just looked; we were
more interested in what we could kill to eat and how fast we could get it back
home,” Cassie commented.


Mitch turned and looked up… and
up. “Everyone back into the car,” he ordered, tone changing to full command
mode. He never took his eyes off the lumbering beasts coming closer. Doc
followed his gaze looked up and squeaked. Cassie did too, then they jumped and
all piled back into the truck.


The hammerheads strolled casually
by, one even stepped over the truck. Its body threw the entire truck in shadow.
The feet land with thumps that made the car jolt. “If the truck is rocking
don’t come a knocking,” Mitch commented softly grabbing the oh shit bar, and
then gave a soft owe as Doc punched his arm again. The hammerhead over head
stopped... And then let off a blast of sound that nearly deafened them. They
held their hands over their ears and opened their mouths, feeling the
vibrations shake the truck almost as much as the mighty feet around them did.


“I think you made it mad with
your bad pun,” Cassie muttered when they could hear again. The hammerhead gave
off a multi tone trumpet sound, almost like the sounds of a humpback whale, and
then lumbered off.


“Well! That was fun! It looks
like I need a new pair of shorts though,” Mitch said dryly. He looked down
feeling the warmth.


“You’re not the only one,” Cassie
replied with a shaky voice in the back seat.


“Me three,” Doc sighed never
taking her eyes off the herd as it lumbered off into the distance.


“We three went wee wee!” Cassie
giggled. The giggles were infectious; the others joined in relieving the
hysteria in a blast of humor.


Watching the hammerheads feed and
play was interesting. The ceretops seemed to form a perimeter around the outer
herd, with their young mixing with the greater hammerheads young near the rear.
The adult giants would tear at the tops of trees, bushes and the strange giant
alien plants, making the occasional trumpeting sound as plant matter dripped
down. The juveniles would eat the left overs, but they of course had to play
with their food and each other. “What is that?” Doc asked, looking though her
binoculars.


“What?” Cassie asked.


“Up there, behind the head, there
are...I dunno barnacles?” Doc murmured. Mitch took a look with his own glasses
while Doc handed hers to Cassie and pointed.


“Yeah, I see them. Hmmm...” Mitch
said, watching and puzzling over the sight of them. There was a cloud of things
floating around them. “I think my glasses are messed up, there is some sort of
fog,” he commented, as he looked at the controls. 


“No. No, I see it too. Like a
cloud of specks. Maybe flies?” Cassie observed.


He looked up, and then handed his
binoculars to Doc. “Parasites Doc?”


Doc grunted. “No idea.”


He tightened in as close as the
zoom will permit, then pulled back, the image blurred as the system tried to
autofocus before he realized it was refocusing each time the animal moved.
“Wait, upper ridge line, just on the seam of the top and bottom...look
there...something is coming out.”


Cassie looked. “Yeah I got it.
Wait... Oh gross!” She reeled back repulsed.


“What? What did you see?” her
mother asked, not sure she wanted the answer.


“The barnacles are homes for the
flies I guess,” Cassie replied as she shivered. Doc hummed in thoughtful
agreement.


One of the giants dropped a load
of excrement which splashed all over a ceratopsian passing underneath. The
smaller animal gave an indignant squeal, shaking to and fro to get the crap
off. “Oh yuck!” Cassie murmured disgusted. The flies hovering around suddenly
swarmed all over the unfortunate creature who umbeled in distress, tossing its
head about. The standing giant gave a rumble of its own.


“I thought that was the front end
therefore a minute,” Doc murmured.


Mitch snorted. “That little one
probably did too,” Mitch couldn't resist saying. Cassie snorted as they watch
it make a beeline for the pond and a much needed bath.


After a while they turned and
watched the animals near the pond, drinking from the watering hole. The giant
hammerheads were rolling in the mud, as were the juveniles and ceratopsian
hammerheads. Mitch’s quiet “Uh oh,” made Doc looked up from her binoculars.


“What, what do you see?”


“On the edge of the mud in the
water,” Mitch said softly. Doc turned her attention to it. 


Cassie pulled on the back of
their seats to pull herself forward, “What, what do you see?”


“There,” Mitch pointed. A slow
giant object floated closer and closer to a juvenile.


Cassie quietly hissed. ”That’s a
log right?” 


“No, I am betting it is a...”
Just as he is about to finish the croc flashed out of the water, slamming its
massive jaws around the juvenile hammerhead. It let out a terrifying bawl,
thrashing as the croc tossed it from side to side and then began scotching back
to the water, dragging its prey to its doom. The adults were bawling now,
thrashing their great heads and trying to stomp on the croc. The mud sucked
their stomping feet down, spraying mud all around, but minimizing the impact.


One of the adults tried to get
close, but stepped in a bog hole and failed. Another croc came up, then
another, lining up along the shoreline. Warily the adult Hammerheads back up,
pushing at the surviving young to follow them.


 The first croc snapped its teeth
around the doomed baby, setting it to bawl again, this time weaker. Another
croc moved in and almost gently snatched at a dangling leg. The baby bawled,
but it turned to a weak scream as the croc clamped down and began to twist.
Cassie coughed. “Oh my god I think I am going to be sick!” She turned away.


Doc gulped. “Damn, guess we
aren’t going skinny dipping!” 


Mitch looked at her shaken face
then snorted. “DARN!” He gave an oaf as she punched his arm again.


“Something told me we are going
to have the picnic IN the car,” Cassie observed dryly.


Mitch snorted and glanced back at
her. “Yeah, that would be the safe thing to do,” he replied then he smirked.
“Pity, I don’t think we can spread the blanket in here though,” he finished
only slightly facetious.


“We could always eat on the
roof,” Doc suggested, and then shook her head, answering her own suggestion.
Cassie handed out the sandwiches from the cooler.


 


During the heat of the day, Doc
dozed slightly in the car. Cassie spotted movement in the herd, something near
the edge in the tall grass. She murmured an alert to the others. Doc looked up
from her snooze sleepily, and then shrugged it off. Mitch however pulled up the
binoculars, and flipped on the built in recorder. Cassie pointed him in the
right direction and he panned the field watching a pair of juvenile giant
hammerheads toying with a ceratopsian hammerhead. The ceratopsian thrashed its
great frill back and forth, but it only took a moment to realize they were
playing. Paws dug at the ground as they romped and sparred, while one of the
juveniles mockingly stomped and rumbled. One of the adults turned its head to
them, giving a low bleat of sound and then soft chuffing. They paused for a
minute, and then began again when the adult returned to eating.


Cassie poked his arm, “Not there,
beyond them, I thought I saw something in the grass!” 


He turned back to the scene, and
then panned out. At first he didn’t see anything, so he flipped to IR. The
binoculars went out of focus and then adjust to the environment. He caught a
glimpse of something in the grass beyond and upwind of the juveniles. “Hmm...
Yeah, something is stalking them.” He flipped back to normal mode. A few
moments later he caught sight of a raptor in a break in the grass. “Raptors,”
he quietly observed.


Doc woke with a start. “Raptors? Where?”
Alarmed she reached for a gun.


Cassie grabbed her arm and then
pointed. “There mom, in the brush.” Doc fumbled with her glasses then and then
pulled them up to her eyes to look.


The action started as the wind
shifted, bringing the scent of the stalking raptors to the herd. Suddenly all
eating activity stopped, as the herbivores blanted and trumpeted in alarm and
tossed their heads and tails, trying to lock onto the predators scent. The
raptors froze as a nearby adult began to stomp in agitation. The ceratopsian
moved off, the juveniles stopped playing, looked around in interest but did not
move off to the safety of the herd.


Doc gasped as suddenly out of the
grass one of the raptors leapt out, slashing at the closest juvenile with tooth
and talons. Squealing in terror the juveniles turned, exposing their flanks to
the attacker, who raked one and then latched on. The baby tossed its head,
trying to shake it's attacker off but claws dug into the body, tearing at it.
It stumbled and went down, blood and blubber gushing.


A bite to the throat administered
the coup de grace. Bawling in terror its former playmate made a run for the
herd, which had moved off a hundred meters away. The rest of the pack rushed
out of the grass, one paused at the first kill but then turned and joined the
others in pursuit. The juvenile tossed its head and tail, bawling in terror as its
legs ran for its life. One of the adults turned its head, then turned around
and thrashed its head and stomped. Cassie’s breath was fast as she clutched at
Mitch’s arm, he tried to ignore the sudden clamp.


“Ease up Cassie,” Mitch growled.
She was grabbing the bruise her mother had inflicted on that arm and it hurt.
The girl however didn’t even hear him. The juvenile rushed past the adult just
as the raptors got within striking range. The adult dropped its head, trying to
strike at one of the raptors but in a sudden burst of agility the predator
climbed the slopping head like a ramp, and then jumped off flaring its arms and
legs wide in a hissing strike onto the back of the juvenile.


The baby's squalls of abject
terror were cut off as the raptor latched on. A juvenile raptor struck from the
flank, ripping at a side and then latching its beak jaws around the throat for
the kill. The trio dropped tumbling into the grass.


The herd had moved off, tossing
its heads and tails in terror. The lone adult moved to stomp on the predators
but the other raptors moved in, striking at its legs in darting attacks. Doc
grunted. “They're not trying to kill it, just drive it off.”


“Yeah, they got what they
wanted,” Mitch commented.


Trumpeting loudly the adult
thrashed its head and stomped, making raptors jump back and away. The two with
the second kill moved off reluctantly as one of the others chittered a warning.
The adult moved to stand over the fallen juvenile, pushing it with a great leg
gently. When it didn’t respond the adult turned, blaring a trumpeting sound to
the raptors then and then turned to the retreating herd, now some distance
away. Slowly it ambled in their wake.


“Damn, those raptors are bigger,
twice as big as the others we have run into,” Mitch observed. “Utah raptors I
bet,” he said, voice not quite as detached as he'd like it to be. Doc
shuddered.


The raptors moved in to enjoy the
spoils with stuttering cawed of victory. “Can we go home now?” A shaken Cassie
asked.


Doc stared straight ahead, before
giving out a low sigh, “Yeah that might be a good idea,” she said. Mitch
snorted. They froze as a couple raptors ran up alongside the truck, and then
paused. One juvenile turned, snorted, and then a caw from the kill sites made
it turn and rush to them.


Raptors were dancing about,
fluttering and cawing. “Mating dance or victory dance?” Doc asked softly.


“Probably a little of both, and a
little dominance display mixed in. On second thought, it is a bit late in the
season for mating,” Mitch replied equally soft never taking his eyes off the
predators.


One of the juveniles darted in to
grab a hunk of flesh. An adult rushed it, screeching anger. The juvenile
retreated, maw dripping gore. It lowered its head to the ground and fluttered
it arms. The chastising adult gave it a thrumming caw, and then cocked its head
left and right, eying it until the juvenile settled down with a huff. Then the
adult returned to the meal.


“Gotta wait your turn laddie,”
Mitch said as he pushed the ignition button and flipped on the electric drive.
They creeped quietly away, the crunch of rocks under the tires made a few of
the animals nearby restless, but not enough to investigate. Cassie watched over
her shoulder anyway, never taking her eyes off the raptors until they dropped
out of sight behind a hill. She gave a long sigh of relief then.


 


Half way back to base something
began to itch at the back of Mitch’s mind. They were driving along the side of
a creek, almost to the road. The brush and tree line on his side of the vehicle
obscured his view. Doc wasn’t too thrilled about the view on her side, a sharp
muddy embankment to the creek, where crocs lurked in the water.


He slowed the truck, trying to
get a handle on what was bothering him. Doc looked at him concerned. “What’s
wrong?” she asked, he shook his head,


“I dunno, I just got déjà vu, not
the good kind,” Mitch replied slowly. 


Cassie giggled in the back. “His
spider sense is tingling mom.” 


Doc was not getting into the
mischief. “No, you really think...” 


“I dunno... wait it is to quiet,”
Mitch said as the feeling intensified. She looked alarmed. 


Cassie sat up, looking around as
well. “I don’t hear anything.”


“That is what I mean, not even
insects.” A sudden blur on his side of the car made him hit the gas
instinctively.


Doc screamed as a massive shape
slammed into the car, Cassie wailed as it tipped and rolled over. Again they
were slammed, Cassie screamed as the lexan glass shattered and the truck rolled
down an embankment. It slid into the mud, then tipped onto its side...teetered
for an awful moment and then onto the wheels. Mitch was dazed as the truck
bounced. “Thank god for the roll cage,” he commented, and then blearily asked
if they were okay.


When Doc didn’t respond he looked
over, her head was lolling against the cracked window; a smear of blood could
be seen behind her head and all over the glass. He fought with his seat belt to
check her. A slam to the rear had Cassie screaming again. A loud pop and sudden
settling told them the rear driver's side tire had been blown.


“Will you quit!” Mitch bellowed.
Cassie immediately quieted down. He flipped the arming switch for the defenses.
Another slam was interrupted by a loud pop and sparks. A squeal outside told
them something didn't like that and then they heard stomping as whatever
attacked them moved off. He flipped the switch back to safe.


He fumbled with the seat belt,
but sudden pain in his left arm made him stop and grit his teeth. He felt with
his right hand, gasping as he felt the break in his left forearm. He felt
something on his forehead, and then his left eye instinctively closed as a
liquid dripped in to sting his eye.


He reached up with his good hand
to wipe it off and found blood. “Great, just great,” he muttered. He reached
with his right hand to check Doc, finding her left hand he pulled it to him and
checked her pulse. He gushed a sigh of relief. She had a pulse.


“Cassie are you okay?” he asked,
trying to look at the girl in the rear view mirror.


She moaned a little. “Yeah, bit
banged up though. I wasn’t wearing my belt; I think my shoulder is dislocated.
My knee is killing me,” she answered. It sounded like she was gritting her
teeth to try to fight back the pain. 


“Okay, are you bleeding?”


“No. At least I don’t think so.
What if it came back? What was it the rhino?” A note of hysteria began to creep
into her voice.


“I doubt it. I got the impression
it was something bigger. Not to worry, we will give it the shock of its short
lived life if it does,” Mitch vowed.


A watery chuckle turned into a
cough. “Oh... damn, I think I have a couple ribs busted too. Must have hit the
fridge or something,” Cassie said. He can hear her shuddering breath, but can’t
see her.


He turned to the dash, noted the
flashing red warning lights. He sighed and fumbled with the radio transmitter.
Coughing he got it and radioed in. “Jolie Pete, this is Mitch.” Static answered
him. He turned up the gain and tried again. A garbled Jolie answered. He told
her the situation, she caught some of it, but he wasn’t sure how much.


“Cassie, can you get into the med
kit?” Mitch asked. Cassie’s rough breath and groan was his only answer for a
moment. He could hear fumbling and agonized breaths as she tried.


“Okay, I got it,” she replied
after a moment. He heard a hiss as she injected herself with a pain reliever.
“Haaa,” she sighed, and then groaned as she tried to move again.


“I don’t want you to move much
Cassie; those broken ribs could spear something important. Just feel around,
check the damage,” Mitch cautioned. She gave a gargled okay. He used his right
hand to check himself, feeling the cuts to his head.


He looked with his right eye,
seeing that the windows were all smashed. Bullet proof windows were great at
stopping impact and spalling, but clouded up. “Great, can’t see a thing,” Mitch
growled. Cassie’s breath caught at this news.


He heard a low rumble outside, and
then grumble. He sighed. “Okay, so we have problem visitors outside too.” He
again reached for the belt release, and then changed his mind when something
nudged the truck. He flipped the taser defense system on.


A spark and pop followed by a
loud squeal and running feet made him grimace. He flipped the taser back off.
He checked himself, continuously brushing blood out of his face. He felt
something on his arm and reached for it. “Here, use this,” Cassie said. He
fumbled and grabbed the bandage she handed him.


He stuck it to his forehead. He
felt a light pressure of a cylinder on his right arm, then a hiss of something cool.
“I gave you a low dose,” Cassie told him.


He grunted. “So much for this
outing!” She gave a watery chuckle, and then groaned as she pulled herself up.


“I said wait Cassie!” Urgent
anxiety cut into his self pity.


“I checked, nothing totally
broken in my leg or ribs, most likely cracks and hairline fractures. Scanner
found only tissue damage in the knee, and a couple good cracks on the right
lower ribs,” Cassie reported. He stilled as he digested that news.


“You could have spinal damage,”
He replied softly.


“Yeah, that is why I am taking it
slow; we can’t just sit here watching mom bleed to death you know,” Cassie
replied tartly. He nodded, and then gasped at the pain in his neck. Worried she
touched his arm. “Bad?” Anxiety was creeping back into her voice, so he gritted
his teeth and reminded himself he needed to keep control.


“Just a stabbing pain, like a
crick in my neck.... right side,” he replied. She chuckled.


“Pass me an inflatable splint
will you?” he asked, groaning a little as he pulled his left arm into his lap.


“You sure?” she asked,


“Yeah, I think I may need both
hands soon.” She didn’t say anything but in a moment he heard rustling behind
him then something touch his left arm and then fall on his left hand. Even that
slight touch was enough to make him exhale in pain. He pulled his hand from his
head wound to fumble the splint, but felt the bandage slipping. Cool fingers
touched his wounded brow, and then pressure returned to the bandage. “Thanks,”
he muttered as he bent his elbow, pulling his hand up against his chest while
his right hand laid the splint out in his lap.


He dropped the arm onto it, then
grimaced as he wrapped the splint around his wounded arm and closed the Velcro
strips together. He fumbled to pull the hose to his mouth, and then gave a
tentative puff. His vision swam, as pain no longer a dull distant thing began
to once more cloud his thoughts. “Damn, that hurt.”


“Didn’t anyone tell you not to
talk with your mouth full?” Cassie wryly commented.


He felt his lips quirk in a smile
then gave a slow breath exhale through the tube. Slowly he breathed out,
expanding the splint until it locked in place. He fumbled with pulling the Velcro
strap sling up around his head. Cassie helped. She fumbled in the kit and
pulled out something.


He felt her pull the bandage off,
and then the startlingly cool tingle as she sprayed the cut with biofoam.
“There, that should hold for a little while,” Cassie said. The built in local
anesthetic quickly numbed the wound.


“Good idea. Can you do that to
your mom?” he asked.


She turned, “I almost forgot.”


“Mom, Mom,” Cassie murmured.
Cassie touched her mother's arm, and then pulled herself up. She felt around,
hissing as her ribs bump things. The pain killer was good, but only dulled the
ache, it didn’t kill it.


She sighed in relief, “I can’t
find any damage to her neck. She might be concussed or have a sub dermal
hematoma,” Cassie cautioned. Cassie felt up her mom's left arm, not finding
anything. Her right arm reached around and pressed a pad to her mother’s head
wound, making her suddenly jerk and moan.


“Ah, coming around, good sign.
Mom, can you hear me?” Cassie murmured. Cassie’s left arm was cradled in her
lap. Her mother’s left arm began to flop around, and then she reached up to
touch her head. 


Doc groaned softly. “Damn, what
hit me?? Did anyone get the license plate?” Mitch snorted, but Cassie was
concerned for memory loss.


“Mom, do you know where we are?”
Her mother turned her head, felt the hand at her temple. She reached up and
gasped, but grabbed her daughter’s hand and squeezed.


“I would say in a car accident,”
Doc finally answered, starting to get control of her voice. 


Mitch snorted. “No kidding,
though I doubt the guy who hit us has insurance.” 


Doc looked at him a moment then
asked. “Okay, who are you?” 


His face fell. “Shit.” Doc
groaned. She felt about herself, not finding any damage, she took over from
Cassie patting her hand as it retreated.


“Ookaay, what’s the breakage?”
Doc asked wearily.


“In a word? Bad.” Cassie patted
her mother’s left arm.


“I have a dislocated shoulder,
damaged ribs, and sprained knee, maybe a broken ankle. Mitch here has a broken
arm, possible neck injury, and a head wound like you.” Cassie gave her mother
the run down, beginning to fall into the dispassionate speak of a trained
medic.


Her mother looked over Mitch then
patted his arm. “Okay, I am starting to track again; my head is killing me
though!”


Cassie patted her arm; she looked
down and noted the injector. “Not a good idea right now dear, it might suppress
my breathing or do other damage and it will definitely keep this head wound
from clotting,” Doc said. 


Mitch grimaced. “Yeah.” He
fumbled with the radio, trying it again, but only getting static. 


“Great, just great.” Cassie
muttered. He turned to try to see her. “I said, I don’t think this was part of
the tour,” she said dryly. 


He snorted. “Yeah, the roller
coaster ride was not part of the plan. Did anyone get a good look at what hit
us?” he asked.


“More importantly, is it coming
back?” Doc asked.


He looked to her. “Not that I
know of, I gave it a shock.”


She smiled. “My aren’t we a
pair.” She looked up to his hand clutching the blood soaked pad at his
forehead, then up at her own.


He chuckled. “Monkey see, monkey
do...” She chuckled. The chuckle turned into a hiss of suppressed scream as
something nudged her side of the car none too gently. A shape could be seen
outside, and then a massive eye. She gasped as the eye's pupil dilated. Cassie
began to shake crying softly. 


“Quiet,” Mitch whispered, keeping
his hand near the switch. Another shape nudged his side of the car, and then
they could feel something hitting the hood. “Damn and only two charges left,”
Mitch said softly. 


Doc looked to him. ”Wait then.”
He gave a small nod, feeling the ache. The loud grumbles and hisses outside
make Cassie cry louder. Her mother leaned over and reached behind, finding her
daughters hand clutching her own. “Its okay baby, just stay quiet and they may
go away.” Cassie let out a shuddering breath as the sobs ebbed. 


“Crocs most likely,” Mitch
replied. The sudden squelch of the radio had him fumbling with the volume
control. Then Paul’s scratchy voice could be heard. It was clearer than before
and getting stronger by the second. 


“We are outside, about one
hundred meters away. Whatever you do, don’t get out. There are crocs all
around.” They felt a smack as something hits the side again, then the blurred
sight of a massive scaly tail swinging over the hood. Another nudge and then
the giant shapes began to fade as they moved away. “It looks like they are
going back into the water,” Paul observed. “Yeah, there is a sauropod herd
approaching from the north, better make this quick.” They felt something
bumping the side, then the rhythmic shave and a hair cut two bits banging. 


Mitch smiled. “Okay, I have you
hooked up to the winch; we are going to pull you further up the embankment and
away from the edge of the creek to get to you,” Paul said after a moment,
matching sudden jerking motion with words.


“Keep your hands and feet inside
the car till the ride came to a halt,” Doc sniffed. Mitch swore and popped the
truck out of gear and into neutral as they felt the wheels skating as they were
dragged through the muck. The wheels turned slowly, Paul kept up a slow
pressure.


They could just hear the whine of
the electric winch. “Boss it looks bad from the outside. Lisa is going to kill
you if that thing ever made it back to the garage.”


Mitch chuckled. “My truck, my
problem. Getting the other guy’s insurance was not an option,” he replied.
Cassie giggled, and then hissed in pain.


“Paul, Doc and I have head
wounds; Doc’s is pretty bad, definite concussion. One pupil is dilated more
than the other. Cassie has a wrenched knee, damage to one ankle, right ribs
cracked and broken, and her left shoulder is dislocated,” Mitch reported.


“I have a minor head wound,
broken left arm, banged up left knee, and possible neck injury.” The literary
of complaints made him sigh. “The truck isn’t the only thing that will have to
be in the body and fender shop,” he finished. Doc smiled wryly.


Paul waited a moment before
replying. “Ten four, passing it on to base. Maggie is here as medic. I am
putting a call into Jacklynn to get Nicole.”


Mitch frowned a little. “Can’t
Dora or Riley handle it?” he asked. Doc slowly shook her head, and then
groaned.


He flicked the transmit key. “Ah,
roger that Paul. Doc said good idea, possible internal injuries.” She groaned a
yes, closing her eyes as the jerking motion slowed. “Nausea?” he asked, voicing
his concern.


“Yeah, oh god I think I am going
to be...” Too late she barfed all over herself and then moaned.


Cassie groaned, “Great.”


Mitch looked over. “Normal,
perfectly normal.” He let out a long suffering sigh. “I don’t see any blood, so
that is a good thing,” Mitch said, breathing through his mouth instead of his
nose. Cassie sputtered a little, and then quieted.


The motion stopped and they heard
and felt a bang on the door. “Okay, you're up to us, we’ll get you out,” Paul
yelled. They can see the shadows of people around. 


“Paul, keep an eye out for
predators,” Mitch yelled.


“Not so loud!” Doc groaned.


“Sorry Doc,” Mitch sighed
glancing her way. Paul banged on the hood. 


Doc groaned again. “Cassie, try
the passenger side door.” The young woman did, fumbling at it with her good
hand before it clicked and swung open. A hand reached in and grabbed the edge
of the door then pulled hard. When it failed to move the hand retreated and was
replaced with a metal clip.


The whine of the winch was
overcome by the sound of metal groaning under protest. The door opened
grudgingly, and then the winch stopped. Maggie leaned in, giving them a once
over. “Hi yah folks. I have a couple people out here just itching to play
Doctor.”


Mitch snorted. “It looks like you
took some of their fun though,” Mags observed, smiling wryly.


“Oh don’t worry, when Lisa sees
this heap he will be even more banged up,” Cassie replied, and then groaned as
she tried to pull herself and her shoulder complained. “Damn, that hurt!” She
hissed a breath of pain.


Maggie chuckled. “Yeah, Lisa will
be pissed.” Mitch snorted. “Okay Cassie, let me see if we can ease you on out
of there. Oh, by the way, Jacklynn took off from Copper town an hour ago; she
was almost there when Pete called her to pick up Nicole,” Maggie said, voice
all business.


“Good to hear,” Doc replied,
sighing in apparent relief over that news. Maggie felt Cassie up, noting the
injuries. Paul was by Mitch’s window. He pulled at the door with a crowbar,
slowly it opened. Mitch fumbled with his belt and got it off.


“Paul, give Cassie a hand getting
out will you? She and Doc are worse off,” Mitch ordered. He waved the young man
off. Paul nodded, jogging around to the other side of car. Cassie scotched
herself across the seat, then eased into Maggie’s arms and felt Paul reach
across her hips as they pulled her out.


“Watch the ribs on the right
Paul,” Mags ordered. He grunted an acknowledgment. Mitch could hear Dora as she
directed them to ease Cassie onto a stretcher.


Paul returned to his door to find
Mitch half out of his seat. He pulled his right leg out painfully, and then
teetered as he tried to stand. “Bloody fool,” Henry said as he stopped him. Doc
pushed from behind.


Together they got him out of the
car, and more or less standing, leaning against the car. He sighed and then let
Henry help him away from the door, and Paul who was trying to climb inside to
help Doc out. Henry noted the splint and nodded. “Good work with that mate.” He
looked up at the head wound.


“It is a lot bloodier then it
looks,” Mitch replied.


“Right mate, head wounds usually
are,” Henry replied with a nod. Dora came over, flashed a light into his eyes
making him cringe.


She checked again, and then asked
a few questions. “It looks like you lucked out, no sign of a concussion. I am
not happy about that neck pain though.”


He waved it off. “Check Doc.
Triage Dora, triage.” She nodded, handed Henry a C-collar and then stepped into
the fray around the open door to help Paul.


Henry muttered, “What the bloody
hell am I to do with this contraption?” he demanded and fumbled with it. Mitch
took it in his right hand and then held it up to his neck. They got it on; he
winced and had Henry eased up when he almost choked him.


“Glad you got the ambulance,”
Mitch said. He pointed to the four by four.


“Yeah, Dora is going to keep an
eye on Cassie in it,” Henry replied.


“Good, she got pretty battered in
the back.” Mitch quickly sketched out what happened. Henry nodded.


“Well have you right as rain soon
enough gov,” Henry replied. “Least till Lisa gets a hold of you that is.” Mitch
snorted.


Henry eased him into a passenger
seat. Doc’s stretcher was loaded behind him, with Maggie keeping a close eye on
her. They loaded Cassie into the ambulance Hummer. The guards rigged the broken
hummer to tow behind the third vehicle, and then they got into motion back to
base. Mitch sighed, feeling the ebb of adrenalin and anxiety at a possible
attack ease and the knot in his chest recede. The sun had set a few moments
before, it was already getting dark. They were still twenty minutes from the
safety of the base.


 


At the base they pulled in just
as the plane landed. “Nice timing,” Doc muttered. Mitch looked up and smiled
wryly. Nicole pulled herself out of the airplane clutching her baby, and then
jogged to them.


Mitch grabbed Paul urgently.
“Paul tell her to slow down, no need to fall,” he cautioned. Paul yelled,
telling her to take it easy.


Nicole abruptly slowed, and then
slipped a little in a mud puddle. From then on she took it much more
cautiously. Paul pulled up at the garage door, illuminating an angry Lisa
standing with her hands on her hips. “I think I would rather have another
encounter with the creature,” Mitch muttered eying the angry teen. Paul and Doc
chuckled.


Paul helped unload Doc as the
second truck pulled up. Mitch pulled himself out, and then held himself up by
the door while Lisa came over. She planted her fists on both hips. “Just what
the hell were you doing? What passed through that tiny pin shaped thing you
call a head to go off gallivanting with one of MY trucks then bring it back
damaged!” Gone was the shy severely traumatized teenage girl Mitch thought
wryly.


“Sorry,” he mumbled. Lisa stepped
up to Doc, checked her over as Paul helped extract Cassie. 


Anne came into the garage. “Oh
lordy lordy.” she said, flapping her hands then turned as Janet passed her.
They eased Doc’s stretcher onto the rolling one, then wheeled her to the hall. 


“Go easy, she has severe motion
sickness!” Mitch called after them. “Lisa I am sorry, it wasn’t our fault. We
got ambushed on our way back. Honest,” he said. He started to motion with his
right hand.


A commotion behind him made him
turn as Paul stepped up beside him with a wheel chair. Paul got him to sit as
the third truck pulled through the inner gate, then turned. Lisa squinted into
the darkness. “Gotta go now bye!” Paul said in a rush and then swiftly pushed
his charge to the hall. An inarticulate cry of rage and horror followed them.
Paul smiled “Guess you’re in the doghouse till the end of time.” 


Mitch chuckled. “Yah think?”
Mitch answered, covering his face with his good hand.


“Oh don’t worry; I am sure Maggie
will toss you a bone or two from time to time,” Paul teased. Mitch groaned.


 


In the infirmary Nicole handed
the baby off to an eager Janet, and then became all business. “All righty then
how are we?” She looped a stethoscope behind her neck, checked the head wounds,
and then stepped over to the sink. “Any sign of internal injuries?” she asked
over the water spray as she cleaned up.


“No, some minor swelling, but no
sign of a bleed. Doc may have some brain swelling though,” Maggie reported.
Nicole nodded as Dora handed her paper towels to dry her hands.


“She almost sounds disappointed,”
Mitch observed, looking at her warily.


“She always was a knife hungry
little snot,” Doc muttered. He looked over to her.


Then Cassie popped in with a
laugh. “Can you believe she wanted to do her own C section?” Dora looked at
Nicole in shock, as did Maggie.


Nicole shrugged. “Yeah but Doc
here hogged the entire honor, so I guess I get to have my revenge now,” she
replied with a mock evil grin. Doc chuckled. “How the mighty have fallen eh?”
Nicole asked, stepping to Mitch’s side.


“Keep an eye on him, he is liable
to wander off and do something stupid,” Doc called. 


He groaned disagreement, but Dora
smirked and crossed her arms in front of her. “Yes you would!” she growled. He
shrugged then laid back as the other women agreed.


“Okay okay, but if you start
talking about gossip or feminine hygiene I am SO outa here,” he joked. Doc
snorted. Cassie gave a groan of disapproval; Paul watching from the hallway
chuckled.


“Wash your hands again Dora,” Doc
called from behind her.


Dora turned. “Huh why?” she asked.



Nicole didn’t even look up as she
flashed the light into Doc's eyes. “Because you just touched your arms,” she
admonished. She continued with the examination.


“Damn it. I forgot,” muttering
Dora complied.


“I say no more hooky,” Mitch
observed.


Doc groaned a little. “I second
that, your playmates play rough.” 


Cassie snorted. “I am still
trying to figure out how I got roped into that trip, did anyone get the number
of the train that hit us?” Doc groaned.


Paul cleared his throat. “I think
it was an anklasaur from the size and shapes of the dents. We passed one
stumbling along on the way in.” Mitch looked over to him and then laid back as
Dora pressed on was chest with a hand.


“Why did you slow down?” Cassie
asked suddenly.


“I knew something was wrong, but
couldn’t tell from where. If it had attacked from the front, that tail would
have smashed the windshield or banged up the engine,” Mitch replied, sighing.


“Oh,” Cassie softly commented.
“Still didn’t help though.” 


“No, it didn’t,” he replied,
sighing again, this time in frustration.


“Well, you won’t be meeting up
with that anklasaur again,” Paul commented, a curious note to his voice, almost
satisfaction. Mitch looked over to him, raised an eyebrow.


“And why is that?” Nicole asked,
not looking up from her work.


“It is dead,” Paul replied, a
slightly smug expression. 


Mitch sat up abruptly. “You
didn’t...”


Paul waved him off. “Nope, passed
it on the way back, it was down and a raptor pack was around it. I don’t think
they killed it though.” 


Mitch sighed and sat back. “I
think we did.” Cassie made a querying noise. He cleared his throat. Anne gave
him a sip of water. “Thanks.” He looked over to Cassie. “I think the zap messed
up its heart.”


Nicole looked up, and then slowly
nodded. “Yeah, give an animal a jolt and it can do damage, even a milliamp can
stop a heart.” She returned to Cassie’s shoulder. “Cassie, we are going to have
to put you under to reset your shoulder,” she warned. Cassie nodded.


Dora scanned Mitch. “It looks
like you were right, the knee has a lot of swelling, but it doesn’t look like
anything is broken or any soft tissue damage. You’re going to be sore for a
couple days though.”


He chuckled, “Not as sore as Lisa
will make me when she is done.” 


Dora laughed. “Yeah, that girl is
pissed!” She checked over his neck. “And you lucked out again; it looks like
some swelling in the muscles on the right side, but nothing broken.” She
scanned the arm. “Yup, broken. It looks like a good clean break though, you
lucked out there, nothing poking through the skin.” Paul gulped a little, he
turned pale.


Mitch looked over to him. “Paul
why don’t you check and make sure everything is in for the night. Check with
Travis, Lisa, and Phyllis, pass on a warning.” He felt the collar being removed
from his neck. Maggie touched his foot, removing his boots.


“I’d rather face a raptor,” Paul
muttered but left. Mitch and Maggie snorted.


“You think Universal Studios will
have that on the tour?” Mitch joked when it became too quiet in the room.


“NO!” Cassie, Doc, and Nicole all
answered in unison, not even looking up. 


“God I hope not.” Cassie said
with a suffering sigh. Dora giggled.


“Quiet you,” Doc gave her a mock
growl, then soft groan. “Can you turn the lights down? They are kinda bright,”
she groaned. She squinted, and then tried to cover her eyes. Nicole brushed her
arm aside.


Nicole examined Doc’s head injury
and then muttered about having a scanner. A scanner was thrust into her field
of view. “Thanks.” She took it, and then squeaked in shock when she noted the hand
handing it to her was artificial. She looked up into the robotic camera lenses
of the J five medical assistant droid. “Yipe!”


Cassie looked over, grimaced then
sighed. “Just a bot Nicky, you’ll get used to it.” Doc groaned an affirmative.
Nicole turned a wondering glance to Mitch, who smiled. Behind him an android
came in, carrying fresh linen. Nicole looked up at this, then shook her head
and returned her attention to her patient.


Dora completed a full scan of
Mitch, double checking his torso and head. “No sign of any other damage, just
the cut, swelling, and broken left ulna. We can give you some Motrin for the
pain until the swelling stops.” She looked up at him.


“UMM, I am allergic to Motrin,”
he warned her.


Cassie called out “Just give him
the placebo.” 


Her mother hushed her. “Dora,
check the database for...”


Mitch interrupted. “If it is all
the same with you, some Advil or aspirin will be fine.” Dora looked up. He
shrugged, and then winced as she helped him sit up.


She checked the scratch on his forehead,
noting that the foam had stopped the bleeding. “The foam works better than
stitches, it acts like glue,” Mitch answered her unasked question.
“Unfortunately I don’t have a lot of it, and just started making it so we can't
export it yet,” he sighed. He took the sling from her hand then pointed to
Cassie. “Triage Dora, Triage.”


Dora did another scan of Cassie,
taking her time, and splinted the broken ankle with a Velcro strap the robot
handed her. More used to robotic help she called out what she needed. “You're
running a slight fever, Bp is slightly elevated,” Dora said as she worked.


“Meds are wearing off,” Cassie
replied, gritting her teeth as Dora gently poked at her right side.


“Couple fractures, mostly
hairline. Your spleen is a bit swollen. You lucked out there,” Dora observed.
She looked up at her. “The shoulder...” 


Nicole called over. “We’ll set it
in a moment. Doc here has a pretty good concussion, but no sign of a bleed.
Minor swelling so far, we will treat it with meds.”


She looked to Dora, asking if
they have this or that, when the robot commented. “One moment Doctor.
Accessing...accessing.” Nicole watched it. “Inventory complete. We have four of
the five specified medications on hand, and the fifth is in deep freeze. I will
get them for you.” Putting action to words the robot backed up and trundled
off. 


“Well!” Nicole said, and then
gave Mitch a wondering look.


He shrugged. “Best money could
buy.” 


She nodded. “Yeah, I’ll bet it
cost a mint.”


He snorted. “I based the androids
off of a toy believe it or not. Sure Honda, Toyota, and MIT all had versions,
but I went the cheap route.” He shrugged. An android came in and handed him a
cup of coffee.


He took a sip. “This one and the
smaller version are based off the toy, as the medical and GP robots are based
off of a more... Hollywood style.” She cocked her head at him. “I had just
started mass production of the androids here before our little jaunt.” He
pointed the cup to the retreating robot.


“They are pretty inexpensive to
make, we had got the cost down to ten grand each before we left,” Mitch said
proudly. Nicole’s right eyebrow lifted at this news. She shook her head and
looked over to the returning medical droid. “Don’t worry; when we get things
sorted out we should be able to make them for each of the villages. They only
have about a day’s worth of energy, but that is pretty good for basic tasks,”
Mitch replied. She nodded, picked up a hypo spray from the droids tray, checked
the dosage and misted the Doc as she dug into her work.


 


Janet came in, she told him they
had rounded up a few armadillos, but they had a serious problem, insects and
scorpions have infested a lot of the furniture. He sighed. “I was afraid of
that,” he rumbled. She nodded, washing her hands with her apron, then trying to
straighten out the wrinkles she caused.


“The damn scorpions are
everywhere, in the ducts, crawlspaces, in the couches, chairs and mattresses. I
even killed one in a kitchen cabinet this morning,” Janet said and then
shuddered.


Dora looked up alarmed and then
glanced down at Cassie’s mattress; Cassie started, and then groaned. “I am so
sore I don’t care,” she said. Dora gave the mattress a wary glance then got
back to work.


“We only have a handful of the
armadillo critters, I guess the rest vamoosed pretty thoroughly when they were
evicted,” Janet said. 


Mitch sighed. “Yeah, I was afraid
of that too.”


Nicole didn’t look up from
stitching the head wound. “What are you talking about?” 


Janet sighed. “We had a bit of a
scorpion problem. We had some armadillo creatures that took care of them, but
we didn’t think they were needed so we got rid of them.”


Nicole looked up, then back down.
“Oh.” Janet wrung her hands. 


Dora sighed. “We found out they
were back when they killed four year old Mateo.”


Nicole looked up startled. “Damn,
I am sorry to hear that.” 


Mitch sighed then got up. “Yeah,
me too. Life went on though, we have to learn to live with our mistakes and
learn from them.” He got up and hobbled out of the room. Nicole wanted to
protest, but Doc grabbed her arm and softly said to let him leave.


Maggie came in looked around for
him. “Where’d he go?” 


Janet wrung her hands and sighed.
“He is okay, just went for a walk.” She wrung her hands again, and then sighed.
“I am going to get back to work; do any of you need some dinner?” she asked,
turning to business. Doc groaned.


She looked her over. “From the
look of Doc here she has lost most of hers, might not be wise to give her
anymore for a little while.” She wrinkled her nose. Maggie took a look,
wrinkled her nose as well and then offered to go get her a change of clothes.


Mitch ran into Travis in the
hallway. Travis was decked out in his usual gear, looking every inch the
soldier. “What are you doing up and around, thought you’d be harassing nurses?”
Travis asked, eying him.


Mitch snorted. “I am the least
banged up, except this bum wing here, scratch, and the twisted knee. Going to
go take some Advil, a shower, then go to bed.” Travis gave him a long look.
“Thanks for the backup out there, I heard you out doing security,” Mitch said.


Travis shrugged. “Wish we had
Tina handy.” Mitch nodded, and then winced.


“Mike needed her at his place
after that last accident. Nicole, Dora, and Mags are doing okay. Doc and Cassie
are in good hands.” He waved his good hand as he limps off to his room. The
Seal snorted and went back to work.











Chapter 20


 


An insistent knock at his door
woke him. He looked up blearily, banged his arm and then swore as pain lanced
through him. “Damn! WHAT?” 


The knob rattled, then Dora came
in. “You okay?” she asked tentatively. She had a stethoscope around her neck
like all the medics like to do.


“Yeah. I WAS getting some sleep.”
He couldn’t help the reproach in his voice.


She blinked. “Sorry, Doc wanted
me to check in on you just in case.” She felt his forehead, then pulled out an
instant thermometer and put it in his ear.


“Tell Doc I am fine, just the
busted wing remember?” Mitch growled testily. He had a headache now. Dora
nodded.


He gave her a long look. “How is
Doc doing?” 


She sighed. “Nicole has detected
some swelling; we are giving her some meds to try to combat it.” He looked
concerned. “Cassie is okay, we put her under and reset her shoulder, she will
be pretty sore for a few days. I have no idea how her ribs didn’t break totally
and chew up her insides.” She shuddered and then continued, “Swelling in her
spleen, ankle, and knee are pretty bad, so the ankle cannot be put in a cast
yet like your arm.” She motioned with her hand to his bum arm. “Any pain?” 


“Yeah, when I banged it a moment
ago,” Mitch growled. She smiled.


“Nicole is hoping we will not
have to drill a hole in Doc’s skull to relieve the pressure.” She wrinkled her
nose, and looked thoroughly worried. “God I hope not. We can’t lose her.”


He patted her arm with his good
hand. “Doc is pretty tough,” he said, modulating his voice to a more normal
one. 


She sniffed, and then nodded,
wiping her eyes. “Yeah. But looking so helpless like Mateo...God.” She almost
sobbed, fighting tears.


He sighed. “Mateo wasn’t your
fault. Remember, you’re a trainee, and it is a long hard learning curve, that
can be brutal,” he cautioned gently. She nodded. He brushed a tear from her
cheek. “Honey, we are all proud of you and Cassie for sticking with it.” She
let out a sigh. “Don’t worry about Doc and Cassie,” Mitch finished.


She nodded. “One question, why
didn’t you put airbags in the car?” she demanded. 


He shrugged. “There are frontal
ones, but they only go off in case of a front end collision. I put them on
manual since I was bouncing around so much. I didn’t need an air bag flying up
in my face if I brushed a tree or hit a pot hole.”


She snorted. “Good point.” She
patted his leg and then left. “Good night,” she replied softly as the door
closed.


 


Travis, Janet, and Maggie came to
him the next morning after Nicole finished putting his arm in a cast. “We have
found five armadillos,” Maggie reported as she scowled. “I lost four animals
during the night, two goats a promising foal and a rabbit. These things are
scary; they can slip through cracks, under doors... and are quiet.”


Janet looked scared. “We killed
one early this morning. It went into the boy’s dorm room.” Mitch looked
alarmed. “Anne saw one of the cats chase it, it flattened under the door. We
got the boys out of there, then stuck one of the armadillos in and shut the
door. I peeked when we stopped hearing noises, it was crunching the sucker.”


Maggie sucked in her breath, and
then blowed it out. Terror for her son still lingering on her face. “Good.”
They all felt relief, but knew it was not going to last for long. “We looked
all day yesterday and last night, the other armadillos have left the area.”


Travis nodded. “So we are going
spelunking?” He shot a questioning look to Mitch. Mitch nodded. “Thought that
was dangerous?” Travis asked.


Mitch nodded. “Yeah, but the
hammerheads are on the coasts. Ducky and Mags here aren’t sure if they can
tolerate fresh water.”


Mags shook her head. “I think so,
but we aren’t sure.” She shrugged. “We can use the scout robots, if we spot a
couple armadillos we might be able to lure them out, or herd them out.”


“If the cave is big enough we
could send a CAT in,” Mitch mused. Travis nodded. “I would rather stay out;
those damn scorpions could drop from above,” Mitch said darkly. Travis gave a
wary nod.


Maggie looked concerned at Mitch.
He waved, “Don’t worry so much Mags; I have no intention of entering the caves
in my condition. I just want to be on hand.”


“And underfoot,” Travis muttered.


“That too,” Mitch dead panned.
Travis snorted.


“I have some second gen dragon armor,”
Mitch said after a moment of silence. Travis looked up surprised. Mitch smiled.
“It is the latest thing. It combines artificial spider silk webbing with the
ceramic disk armor. Very light, extremely tough. Of course it doesn’t protect
stuff it isn’t over, so they can still sting exposed skin,” he cautioned.
Travis nodded.


“Get with Gunny, Paul, Henry, and
Piotr. Let’s get this show on the road. I will go pull a CAT in and load up a
couple trucks,” Mitch ordered. Travis gave a sharp nod and took off at a trot.
“We have a narrow window before hibernation began,” Mitch said, turning to Mags
for confirmation


Maggie nodded. “Yeah, that is
both a blessing and a curse. The scorpions will go dormant too, unless they get
into our warm areas. The ‘dillos will be out. When spring comes the scorpions
will be all over us.” Janet shuddered and hugged herself.


 


The hummers tooled up to the cave
mouth and parked in a triangle. An ED stepped off the back of one, then stomped
off a few meters and stopped, spread its feet apart and then pivoted left and
right. Travis got out. “All clear,” he called.


The others got out of the
vehicles and stretched, carefully checking their surroundings with tense looks.
Henry grimaced as he tried to itch around the body armor. Gunny looked around
warily; he was going to keep an eye on things out here. Mitch keyed his Bluetooth,
“Jolie were at cave three no sign of predators.”


“Ten four,” Jolie responded.


They had been at it for a while;
this was their third cave so they now had the routine down. The first two had
come up dry, they were either to shallow or too small to get inside beyond ten
meters. They could hear the scorpions and centipedes, but when they flashed
lights around the animals retreated.


Mitch had been worried about
running into a denning dire bear or other animal, but after the first year they
had become scarce in the area. They were getting a bit gloomy about finding any
armadillos. The sun was getting low; they had less than two hours of light. 


“I think this is the last one for
the night. Let’s get crackin.” Travis ordered as he pulled his rifle out of the
rack and checked the safety.


Piotr stretched, and then elbowed
Henry to get busy with the scouts. Travis looked on, then out surveying the
area around them for signs of trouble. The robots whirred through their post
check list, then into the cavern. Henry’s excited cry of “Pay dirt!” made
Travis and Mitch turn and approach him and the LCD controller he had in his
lap. They looked, watching the feed from the robot as a rather annoyed
armadillo family chittered and ran around trying to avoid the interloper in
their midst.


Travis nodded. “Piotr, were going
to need the cages.” Piotr nodded and got the cages out.


With a bit of fumbling they
managed to stretch tarps over the mouth of the cave, pinning the bottoms with
rocks and the tops with stakes. The tarps formed a chute, leading to the cages.
When they were ready they had Henry push the scout controls to drive it to the
back, dodging around the ‘dillos, then turned he flipped the lights on. The
‘dillos scattered, chattering annoyance. One stood on its rear four feet,
pawing the air at the intruder. Its whiskered face twitched. The four eyes were
closed, it chattered like a machine gun. Henry smiled. “Wakey wakey mate. Sorry
bout that, but we need to borrow you.”


Mitch looked over to the image.
“I think it is a girl Henry.” 


Henry looked again. A baby poked
its head out of the marsupial pouch. “Oh right, my bad. All right love; let’s
get you and your baby out here so we can have a look at you.”


He fish tailed the robots back
and forth, driving the animals to the entrance. A few turned and ran; some
tried to stand their ground. When he bumped one it rolled into a ball. “Okay,
this will be fun.” He pushed the ball, rolling it down the chute. When the
first cage was full they swapped it for an empty. A baby chattered as it got
out, but Mitch gave it a smack on the back to make it roll into a ball.


He chuckled as he scooped it up
and set it into the empty cage. “Where do you think you're going huh?” Mitch
said, pleased with the catch. Travis lugged the first cage back to the bed of
one of the trucks. He swore suddenly making the others look up. “One of
critters bit me! Are you sure they are worth this?”


Piotr chuckled. “Live with d’em
or da scorpions. Besides d’ey make great basketballs and footballs,” Piotr
replied.


The Gunny snorted. “Make them an
American style football and their okay with me,” he growled. Travis snorted.


Mitch dodged grasping paws from
the cage and called for another empty. The third and final cage filled in a few
minutes and then they took down the chute and cleaned up.


“What about the ones that got
away?” Henry asked.


Mitch shrugged. “Let them find
their own litter boxes to play in.” Henry snorted. Mitch clicked the radio.
“Jolie, we have a winner, we have...” He looked at Travis as he counted. After
a moment the Seal indicated a number. Mitch grinned and hit the transmit key
again. “Twenty, no looked like twenty two new additions to the base.” 


A squelch of static and then
“Roger that. Thank god. We had another one, it killed a cat. Wayne got stung
killing it, he is in the infirmary.” The men looked up grimly.


“How is he?” Mitch asked wary.


“Doc Nicole said he is responding
well to the antivenin, looked like it was more of a scratch then a full dose.
His hand is all swollen though.” They heard her sigh, and then static.


“Ah, roger that base, were glad
he will be okay. We’re on our way,” Mitch replied. He nodded at the team as
Travis waved his hand over his head. 


“Okay, saddle up!” Travis
ordered. He watched the robot dock and then racked his rifle and got in.


“Janet said to hurry up, she
isn’t holding diner,” Jolie said over the radio. Travis grunted.


“Roger that,” Mitch replied.
“Well, you heard the lady, let’s get a moved on!” They returned to base in a
much better mood then when they left.


 


“I said I was sorry.” Mitch
looked over the hummer, sighing. It wasn’t his command hummer, but it was
essential to the base. Until they repaired it they would have to use the
ambulance in its place. Lisa’s scowl made him feel like an errant child under
Janet’s eyes though.


“Look, I said I would fix it,” he
sighed. The hummer was pretty beat up, all the windows were smashed, body panels
battered and torn. The frame was definitely tweaked, and the tires were
shredded.


He stepped past the fuming young
woman and dug into the tools. She had gotten a start on repairs, getting the
wheels off and the hood was up, obviously she was working on diagnostics still.
He attached the chains to the frame straightener then chained the other side
down. She just watched him work, her arms crossed over her chest.


It took nearly an hour of careful
pulling, pausing, hammering, and pulling to get the frame and rocker panels
pulled out and straight. It would have gone faster had he had both hands... or
help but he didn't complain. The groaning and occasional pop of the metal was
sometimes startling.


He used the trim tool to remove
the trim around the windows, then the grommets holding them in.


It took a bit of maneuvering to
get the side windows out; his left arm ached after the second one. When he
began to struggle with the rear window he felt the slipping end suddenly lift.
“Here let me help,” a familiar voice said. Brian pulled the window up and
helped him move it away to the recycling pile. A robot would occasionally come
in the garage to pick up a load and carry it off to the recycler.


“Do we have replacements?” Brian
asked.


Mitch grunted under the strain of
the front windshield. “One more of each, going to have to make some this
winter.”


Lisa watched them covertly, and
eventually sighed in exasperation and dug in. The damage to the engine was
minor Mitch found out, a ruptured fuel line, some wiring, and ruptured exhaust.
The U joint damage was a bit harder to fix, they had had to call a Donk in to
move the truck to the lift to get under it.


Janet came in, grabbed Mitch’s
free hand and smacked a sandwich in it. He took a bite, grimaced at the taste
of metal, and then mumbled a thank you. He turned but she was already gone.
Lisa giggled.


At the end of the day they
managed to get most of the damage repaired. Dora came in, took a look at them
trying to do minor body repairs and chased them out and off to bed.


 


Kathy, Anne, and Janet convinced
Travis and Mitch to allow the kids out in a supervised outing a week later. A
nice meadow covered in flowers, perfectly safe they said. The kids must learn
about new environment the women argued, pointing out it would be an educational
experience. Travis and Gunny weren’t happy, nor was Mitch at unwarranted risk,
but gave in since the kids were tearing the place apart running around. He
reminded the AI to remind him to build a playground. ”Soon!” Brian piped up.


They took a convoy of five of the
hummers since Paul Fenn was in. He wanted to take his wife and kids as well
since they hadn't had an outing as a family since they had arrived. Mitch
insisted on bringing a bunch of robots and all of the adults and teens were
armed. The UAV’s circle over head, but no predators had been detected for
kilometers around. It was close to the time of migration, some may have already
left for the south and warmer climate.


At the edge of the meadow they
decided since it was hot out to instead eat under the shade of the trees
nearby. The robots trudged off to form a perimeter around the Terrans. Doc and
Mitch set up the picnic area. They shook out the blankets and laid them out.
Janet was there with them, having to want to get out of the warren for once.
She took charge of everything with military precision though, having them lay
everything out under her critical eye.


The kids charged off, running and
playing. Doc called after them to stay near. The Fenn parents took a giggling
moment aside to kiss.


Doc
looked envious, and then looked at Mitch who was busy watching the kids. Lisa
tugged Brian off behind a bush; Mitch pulled out a feed and checked a tablet,
spotted them through the robot's visual feed making out nearby. His eyebrows
rose in pleased surprise. “What are you looking at?” Doc asked as she sauntered
up, hands in her rear pockets.


“Oh
nothing!” He hastily shut the tablet off. She grabbed it, and then they
devolved into a wrestling and chase match. Eventually he caught her, making her
give it up as she giggled. He held her, and she held him. The kids came back
panting out of breath making him tense up, and then muttered about their
antics. Doc giggled some more.


Janet called the kids to order, and
then hollered to the wayward adults and teens to come eat while they could; the
bottomless pits were going to finish it all quick. Doc and Mitch set off, hand
in hand. The kids were sitting around, hands were blurring as people reached
for this and that. Mitch reached in and then got a sandwich, counted his
fingers when he withdrew his hand. Doc looked at him. “What are you doing?”


“Making sure they are all still
there,” he said mockingly. She chuckled. He handed her the sandwich with a
slight bow, then reached for more. He tossed one to Brian, who surprised by it
fumbled it before Lisa caught it. Mitch tossed him another. “Guess you’ll never
make the football team?” Mitch said to Brian, who snorted. 


“Yeah right, the opposing team’s
offensive line seems to have teeth and claws.”


Paul snorted at that as he
stepped around the tree, leading his blushing and slightly mussed wife by the
hand. Mitch tossed a pair of sandwiches to them. “It isn’t worth your life to
stick your hand in there, trust me.” He nodded his head to the madhouse of kids
as he opened the baggie of his sandwich. Paul laughingly agreed.


After lunch the adults laid out,
some watching the sky. The kids frolicked, running around and having a ball
playing games like tag and hide and seek. Brian checked the perimeter with
Lisa. One of the kids stumbled into something in the center of the meadow. She
came up crying a little because she skinned her knee. One of the older boys
came over to check her out. They looked for what she tripped on, he thought it
was just a rock but she insisted it was a ball.


They pulled the flowers back and
found a skull. The girl shrieked, and then ran screaming. Another girl nearby
began picking pretty flowers. After a few seconds the other flowers around her
began to shake back and forth. Suddenly it was a chain reaction with her at the
center, flowers began to shake and a gold mist began to float in the air. The
kids coughed and sneezed. One yipped, feeling something cross her foot.


The kids on the perimeter ran
back to the treeline. The girl who had found the skull got to Janet and Kathy,
crying. The adults looked up, suddenly concerned. They looked out into the
field to see the remaining kids coughing.


They called them in, getting to
their own feet in haste. The kids started to come, but one by one they
faltered, stumbled and then fall. Doc became alarmed and rushed to them but
Mitch grabbed her. He clamped an arm around her, pushing her back from the
sparkling gold cloud's spreading edges. “Brian! SECURITY ALERT!” he bellowed.
The robots turned and stood at attention. Mitch pointed his free hand to Ed
three. “ED get in there and get those kids out now!” Mitch roared. The robot
stomped into the meadow and began pulling at the kids.


Vines creeped up. “Enemy action
detected,” The robot’s deep artificial voice reported.


“Use your fingers to pinch the
vines off,” Mitch ordered, then pushed Doc back as vines began to swim out from
under the flowers towards their feet. Paul bellowed as one wrapped around his
ankle and pulled him off his feet. Mitch lunged over and chopped with his belt
knife. The vine spurted liquid, and then all of the vines retreated as fast as
they appeared.


The ED pulled two of the kids
out, and then went back for more. Doc got her med kit when she noted their limp
bodies in the robots arms. She pushed Paul aside, hollering for Lisa to get the
water to wash them off. Golden dust clung to the kids and their clothes. Doc
put on gloves, and then began stripping the kid’s clothes off and performing
CPR. Janet watched for a moment and then put on a set of gloves and imitated
her with the other child.


In pairs Ed brought the fallen
kids to the parents. Lisa came up loaded down with canteens; she dumped them
near Doc and then grabbed the empties and rushed off. Doc had one of the
available kids help her wash the pollen off carefully starting with the girl's
face.


A few moments later Lisa returned
from the nearby pond with more water, scooped up the empties and repeated the
run. The other kids were afraid, milling around. Mitch put on gloves and helped
with the resuscitation. Doc noted that they were barely breathing. They
stripped the kids, and then hustled to the cars. “Decontamination protocols.”
Mitch sneezed suddenly and felt a little dizzy. “We are in trouble here; the
wind is shifting hustle people!” He called.


He pushed the child into the car,
then turned and pulled another from Paul, piled him in on top. When all the
kids were in the adults loaded and rushed off. The five robots and gear
forgotten in the heat of the moment. Mitch cranked up the AC, telling the
others to point the fans at the kids and keep the windows down.


They radioed in; Doc told Dora
what was going on. In the infirmary she ordered the kids washed, and the adults
to strip and wash. There were a few commented by Brian, but Paul angrily cut him
off. “This is no time for jokes.”


Anne brought them towels and
clothes in a rush, eyes wide in fright. “Oh lord oh lord.” Doc, Dora, Maggie,
and Cassie checked the kids, but found they were all breathing. 


 


In an hour one by one the kids
began to enter a more normal sleep pattern, after two hours one of them woke
up. She was a bit sleepy. Doc had the kids spend the night in the infirmary
however, with the anxious parents with them or outside. “Dodged a bullet,” she
said, upset over the close call. 


“Yeah we did. Not your fault, how
could you have known?” Mitch replied and nodded.


Hejira came in, they consulted
with her. When they described what happened she speculated it was a defensive
action, but when they explained to her about the aggressive vines she modified
her theory. She told them about some plants that lure insects or animals to
them with smells, and then trap them. “Like Venus fly traps?” Brian asked
intrigued.


Hejira nodded. “Yes, but there
are other types of carnivorous plants as well. It seems these plants have
evolved their defensive pollen into a stun mechanism, then the vines to secure
the victim to absorb.” Janet and Anne shuddered.


Doc looked up and gave Hejira a
long look. “So you don’t think it is a poison?”


“I am not sure. But remember, if
the animal is drugged, then wrapped with vines?” Hejira asked. 


Doc nodded. “Yeah some of the
kids still bear marks from those vines, they really clutched at them.”


Hejira nodded. “Yes, they could
strangle something. Many Terran vines are known to kill other plants or destroy
stone if they can wrap around or find a crevice to burrow into,” she replied
thoughtfully. Doc nodded.


“So are they going to be okay?”
Paul asked, anxious. Mitch noted the anxiety of a father asking the experts.


Doc sighed. “I got the pollen
under the microscope, but I have never seen anything like it. Hejira could you
take a look?” She nodded and Doc ushered her to the waiting microscope with a
sample.


Another of the kid’s woke rubbed
his eyes and asked what was going on. They told him the plants knocked him out.
He looked around and then decided it wasn't worth all the fuss the big people
were making over it so he went back to sleep. A little girl woke bawling, and
peed herself. Doc comforted her and cleaned her up. Some of the other kids
woke, wondering what was going on. “Well, there is your answer Doc,” Dora said,
feeling intense relief.


“Yeah. Okay it must be some sort
of sophoric. I am still going to keep the kids here under observation over
night,” Doc said. Mitch nodded.


“One way to get some peace and
quiet,” Mitch wryly commented. 


“Glad it didn’t last though,”
Lisa said and then blushed when she realized she responded.


He nodded. “Good work out there.
You did good,” he said, praising her. She blushed. Brian sneaked his hand around
hers and gave it a squeeze.


“My hero,” he teased.


“That’s heroine,” she murmured,
embracing him.


“Now we get to go back and get
the robots,” Brain said. Lisa made a face. 


Travis nodded. “I’ll take care of
it.” The Gunny came in and he waved him to the garage. “I’ll explain on the
way,” Travis said on his way out.


 


Janet came to Travis and Mitch a
day later and told them she was a bit worried and downright scared of Akira. He
was ferocious, snarling and smashing the scorpions. Travis told them Akira lost
his lady to animals and was a bit bitter. “Yeah, well he kicked a dog too.”


Eyes darkened at that news. “I’ll
talk to him,” Travis said quietly. 


“Okay.”


Maggie came in later that day, a
bit despondent. “The last turkey died,” she announced. She looked tearful.


Mitch sighed. “We knew it was
only a matter of time Mags.” 


Doc patted her hand. “I know you
did your best.” The others nodded and patted her shoulder. Sean came in,
obviously upset. Maggie gave him a hug.


Janet sighed. “Guess you're going
to have to build that giant oven now that we are stuck with those overgrown
birds for turkey dinners,” she said to Mitch. He shrugged.


 


The plan was that most of the
metal mined, or materials set aside for recycling would be dealt with during
the long winter. The endothermic smelting process would be energy intensive, so
most of it would have to be done in the early month before the top of the river
froze, shutting down the small portable generators.


Pete came in excited, jumping, Jolene
as well. Janet, Anne, Doc, and Mitch tried to make sense of them. Finally they
get the gist; Jolene had received a ham signal from another village. Not seeing
what the big deal was, Janet said exactly that. Doc looked confused, until
Cassie came in excited. ”Another village?” Hyper, Jolie nodded ecstatically.


Finally catching on Janet and Doc
smiled and then got into the moment, hugging everyone. Pete disappeared,
moments later they heard over the intercom: “Folks, we just got word from
another village south east of here!” Muted cheers from the day care center
could be heard down the hall. Mitch smiled.


Pete reported to the council
after dinner that the eastern village was sitting on a pretty good deposit of
what looked like tin, and had plenty of fruit trees around. They had had problems
with the sharks since they were near a river; Shark hounds had swum up the
river to attack them all summer.


“Based off of their descriptions
they were outside the explored territory, at least five hundred kilometers
south east of base, perhaps further. “They are offering tin and lead for trade,
they said they could use just about anything.” Pete summed up his report.


Doc nodded in approval and gave
the boy a hug. “You did good.” 


Travis nodded as well, knowing
when to give encouragement. “Good report son.” He turned to Mitch, “Think we
can get an expedition out there? They sound like they are further down the
coast then we were.” 


Mitch had a thoughtful expression
as he thought that idea out. “It is autumn, I am not too keen about sending out
a survey party an unknown distance and have them get caught out of support
range,” Mitch finally replied. Travis gave a wary nod.


“What about the plane?” Doc
asked. 


Mitch turned to her and shook his
head. “Unfortunately it only has a seven hundred kilometer range, nowhere near
long enough to get there and back.”


Reluctantly Janet and Paul nodded
at this. “I am not too keen about taking the trucks out without a route,” Paul
added. He pulled up a map.


Travis took a look. “We could
follow the road across the ford, then head south east, following the river,” he
said and then hummed.


Paul nodded. “Okay, I can buy
that, What about crossing the river again though?” Paul asked.


Travis pointed out a ford the
refugees had used. “From here we go east, between the sea and the mountains to
my old village.” He followed the path to the village then looked up. “We might
be able to salvage some materials there,” he suggested and then shrugged. “I
know there are a lot of vehicles, car parts, and metal. Useful parts we may
need later.”


Paul nodded. “Good point.”


“We didn’t explore beyond twenty
kilometers south of the village, so I am not sure what is beyond the hills
here,” Travis pointed.


Jacklynn looked up interested.
“What about having the scouts take some extra fuel and flatbeds to the village
to salvage. When you get there call, I will fly out and refuel, then head out
to search?”


Travis considered her for a
moment and then nodded. “Might work,” he said and then turned to Mitch. “What
do you think Mitch?”


Mitch examined each of them,
seeing Pete’s barely suppressed excitement. The kid was probably holding his
breath he thought wryly. He nodded. “Okay, I can buy that. Sam is almost done
cementing what he can for the year, he might be able to add a bit of a turn off
at the bridge area, maybe even grade a bit and turn back.” He turned to Pete.


“Call the village in the morning,
ask them how far north they have explored, and get a detailed description off
to Travis here.” He gave the Seal a look. “Which one of you is taking lead?” He
looked over to Paul.


Paul raised his hands, shaking
his head. “I am booked for the rest of the year running convoys.”


“Okay Travis, the ball is yours,”
Mitch said. 


Travis’s mouth twisted. “Gee
thanks.” Doc snorted. 


“I am going to give you three of
the Hummers, and you're going to borrow two of the tractors from Paul.” Paul
started to protest, but Mitch waved him back into his seat. “Candy, you said
the first tractor should be out by Thursday?” Mitch asked, turning to her. 


She nodded. “As long as we don’t run
into any missing or damaged parts, yeah. Might take a week or two to iron the
bugs out though,” Candy cautioned. 


Mitch nodded. “Yeah, they do take
a while to dial in.” He turned to Paul. “You get to dial in a new truck.” Paul
nodded, smiling slightly at that.


“Travis, you’re going to have a
limited hauling ability, I suggest you take along a couple of the small
trailers for the hummers to haul,” Mitch suggested. Travis didn’t seem happy at
this, and then nodded. “Keep the command vehicle free to act as a ready
reserve,” Mitch explained.


The clouds cleared on Travis’s
face. “All right, that sounds good,” he admitted. He turned to Doc. “I want the
corporal to ride as medic,” he said. She nodded. He turned back to Mitch. “I
want Phyllis and Brian as shooters and mechanic, and one of the Eds.”


Mitch cocked his head. “That is
up to them. This is a volunteer OP,” he said firmly. Travis nodded. Brian
nodded and gave a thumbs up though.


Travis looked thoughtful. “There
are only a dozen vehicles, maybe one camper. We used up all our fuel last
year,” he said and then he shrugged.


“Why only twelve?” Jacklynn
asked. 


“Because, for many people the
bank owned their vehicles, or homes, or toys, they weren’t paid for,” Gunny
responded. Mitch nodded.


“This is going to muck up the
survey of Mountain village,” Jacklynn exclaimed smacking her thigh. “Are we
sure about this?”


Travis nodded. “Yeah. I want to
see if we can get there, maybe we can salvage some gear, and if possible make
contact with the eastern village,” he said. Jacklynn nodded.


“Jacklynn, are you up for a
helicopter ride?” Mitch asked. 


She gave Mitch a wary look.
“You’re kidding right?” 


He shrugged. “Why not? If they
can get the village and set up a portable hydrogen electrolysis system we can
send the helicopter in to take a load back and forth maybe once or twice a
day,” he suggested. 


She checked the map. “Okay, it is
what, two hundred eighty five kilometers away?” Jacklynn asked. Travis pointed
the location out to her. She pursed her lips in thought, doing the calculations
in her head. “Might be possible.” She traced her finger through the mountain
pass. “If we do not have to climb with a large load we should be able to get in
and out okay.” She bit her lip. “I am not sure about wind conditions or
weather.” She looked up. “You're saying they are going to take along a fuel
supply?” 


He shook his head. “No, I think
an electrolysis machine would be better. They can even set up a couple radio
towers along the way.”


Pete nodded enthusiastically. “I
can go; I know how to do it now,” he volunteered. 


Travis gave him a look. “You’re
what, fourteen?”


Pete shook his head no. “Almost.
Thirteen and a half.” Travis looked dubious.


“It is up to Travis Pete,” Doc
and Janet looked non plussed at Mitch’s answer. “I know you will be an asset to
Travis, handling the communications and electronics.”


“Wait, why don’t we fly the
helicopter out direct right off?” Paul asked.


“It only has a limited seven
hundred kilometer range,” Jacklynn responded.


“So, it is two hundred eighty
kilometers one way right?” Pete asked confused.


“Yes, but you always need a
reserve. Besides,” Mitch glanced to Jacklynn. “You also need to factor in
winds.”


She nodded. “And remember, that
is with a minimum load. If I have to haul anything it cuts into the range.”


Pete nodded. “Ohhh okay,” he said
and then scampered off.


“Going to take him?” Mitch asked,
turning to Travis.


“I don’t know. I am leaning
toward it,” Travis answered dryly. “I dunno what would happen if I didn’t bring
him back in one piece though.” He gave the glaring women a cool look.











Chapter 21


 


Three days later Mitch came into
the kitchen and noted Doc curled up in a chair staring out the kitchen window
at the waterfall. Achilles, one of Hera’s first brood was sprawled in the
window sill, drowsy from the sun. Doc was clutching a steaming mug; he smiled
as he poured himself a cup of coffee. “I thought I smelled coffee,” he
commented, and then came up beside her. “Are you worried about them?” he asked
her softly, and then took another sip. A soft affirmative sound and slight jerk
of her head.


“Travis knew what he is doing,”
Mitch said softly to her. He sets his cup down and rubbed her shoulders. She
groaned softly, digging her chin into her chest and arching her back. “They
check in every day, so far they have made it to the pass.”


An “Uh huh,” answered him. He
wasn’t sure if she was more interested in the scouting party or the shoulder
rub now.


He switched to her neck, she
groaned softly in appreciation. “Don’t worry about Petey, he did okay with Paul
when he rode shot gun, he is just stretching his wings a little.” She gave a
small groaning sound, he wasn’t sure if it was in agreement or not.


“So I heard Nicole gave you a
clean bill of health?” he asked, changing the subject.


“Uh honey...” she purred.


He softly snorted. “Been up a
while?” 


She groaned. “Since zero three
hundred. Anne had a case of indigestion and was a bit concerned for the baby.” 


He chuckled. “Yeah, it can be a
bit scary.” His hands moved down her back, massaging her arched spine.


 He found a lump of muscle on her
right side just under her shoulder blade and massaged it. She groaned softly
and twisted a little. “Damn that felt good. Thanks,” she groaned. He took that
as a dismissal and stopped.


Picking up his cup, he hid his
smile as she arched her back a little then shook her head back and forth. Her
red mane was bound up in a pony tail, it danced about. She turned, dimpled a
little as her freckled face smiled. “Are you here for me to take the cast off?”


He smiled then shrugged. “You’re
the Doc Doc; you can check it when you’re ready. Get some rest. No hurry.” He
gave her a smile, and then looked to the waterfall.


She followed his gaze. “I was
wondering... Why the drawbridge?” 


His eyes shifted to the
drawbridge. “It gave me a chance to sneak a few engineering lessons into the
kids,” he replied, giving her a smile. She snorted. “Besides, every castle
needed a drawbridge.” He saluted her. “And of course every castle needed a
fairy tale princess.” He gave a short bow and then left as she chuckled in
appreciation of that compliment.


She watched him go, curious about
that. Lately he had been opening up a little more, acting a little more loose
around her. Now that most of the others had settled down maybe she could give
him a shot.


 


Jolie came running after dark.
“Travis called in; those shark things have been sighted,” she exclaimed,
extremely concerned. Hurriedly they rushed out down the hall and up the stairs
to the communications room on the third level. A very pregnant Frances was
there, concentrating on her headset.


Mitch picked up a headset.
“...looked like south by south east, out to sea.”


Mitch pressed the transmit
button. “Repeat that Travis?” There was a momentary squelch of static.


“I said, the shark things are in
the water. We made it across the ford and made camp on a hill overlooking the
sea.” There was another squelch of static. “I can see, ten, maybe fifteen fins
heading out to sea now.”


Doc sucked in a breath. “Are they
okay?” Mitch waved her back and gave her a quick nod and thumbs up.


“You said they were heading South
by South East?” 


“Ten four.” Mitch nodded. Maggie
made a note to bring to Doctor Mallard.


Frances signed off and handed
Mitch her tablet. He took a look, scrolled through the report, and then handed
it to Maggie. She whistled, and then e-mailed the report to Doctor Mallard and
her own in box.


“What?” Doc asked, getting
exasperated.


“Well, it seems after Travis’s
team settled in on a hilltop for the night and the perimeter guard spotted the
sharks in the river. They swam out to sea,” Mitch replied.


“Out to sea? Does that mean we
are rid of them?” she asked, excited.


“For the rest of this year most
likely,” Mitch replied. He pulled up a map. “But based on this they had to have
come from the mountain pass, not the ones near Copper town,” he said and
grimaced with her.


“Could they come here?” Janet
asked, suddenly scared.


“I do not know how far they can
swim in fresh water Janet, it is possible.” He waved in the direction of the
river. “Travis is on it, he and Gunny are instituting corrections to our
security to make sure they do not get inside our perimeter,” Mitch replied.
Janet and Doc looked relieved.


 


“We need a playground for the
kids,” Anne said, dodging one of the brats as they ran around.


Mitch looked up from peeling potatoes.
“Hmm, what about right there in the courtyard?” He wiped his hands and led her
to the hall. He pointed out the window, to the left corner. “We can put it
right there. We have steel and plastic now, so we can do some steel tubes for a
jungle gym.”


She cocked her head. “Might
work,” she said looking at the indicated area for a moment and then she smiled.
It was perfect really, right out the window. “I think it would be appropriate
with these monkeys,” she teased one of the kids, and then sent her scampering.


He nodded. “Well, we can also tap
the plastics and make some other things. Swings, slides, and such,” he mused.
She nodded.


One of the older kids looked up.
“A playground?” He started to get excited.


Anne gave Mitch a resigned look.
“Guess you’re committed now,” she replied in amused resignation. He shrugged
and laughed as the boy rushed off to tell the others. The adults made their way
through the sudden mob of excited kids back to the kitchen.


“Yeah, well we aren’t doing it
today, why don’t you go draw what you want to play on?” Mitch finally told
them.


When that idea only got rid of a
few Anne pulled out the ultimate weapon. “Okay I need volunteers to muck out
the animals I guess all of you want to help right?”


“EWWW!!” Kids exploded away from
them in all directions and then down the hall.


He grinned, “You know that isn’t
going to work forever right?” he asked as he put the peelings in the compost
bin.


She shrugged. “Worked this time,”
she said with a slight grin. She gave him a sniff then headed off. He chuckled
as he got back to the potatoes.


 


Mitch came into the barn and
immediately covered his ears when the din fully registered. The noise was
almost as bad as in the garage and machine shops. He looked over to Maggie,
mucking out a stall.


A Struthiomimus stuck its head up
over a fence; he felt a rumble as its legs hit the walls. He called to Maggie
who was near, then went over and patted her on the shoulder. She looked up
startled and pulled one I pod headphone out of her ear. “What?”


He snorted. A cow bawled. “Sean
said you wanted to talk?” 


“What?”


He motioned her to follow. She
set the rake aside and did so.


Out in the garage the loud
grinding drove them back. The Great Hall was occupied by a class so he motioned
her up and led her to the hallway near the mushrooms. “Okay, as I was saying,”
He turned to her. ”Sean said you were looking for me?” She nodded. “What
about?” he asked curiously.


“We need to work on your breeding
program,” she replied. He nodded. The door to the mushroom chamber opened; he
scowled as Dora and Brian tip toed out with clothes obviously mussed.


He sighed. “I don’t quite think
that was the breeding program you had in mind.... you were saying?” She shook
her head in amusement. The kids looked a bit chagrined.


“We need to bring in some aurochs
to supplement the diet here. We have every cow producing, but only a handful of
bulls. Eventually we are going to want more.” She threw her hands as wide as
the hall allowed.


He nodded. “Yeah, Mike wanted a
herd too now that they are stable,” he replied. 


She looked exasperated. “MIKE?”


 He shrugged. “We may have to
have him wait, maybe do a couple sperm milkings of one of the bulls before
sending it to him. Keep the semen on ice.” 


She nodded relieved. “Should
work, good insurance too. 


He smiled. “As for cows, well, I
am not too happy about losing any right now.” He shrugged. “Goats on the other
hand, maybe a couple.”


She nodded. “We can send him some
struthiomimus and protoceratops too.”


He gave her a look. “Not happy
about that project?” 


She shook her head. “Oh no, one
thousand pound over grown wild turkeys? One hundred pound drum sticks? Who
wouldn’t be?”


He chuckled. “So, you want to get
some, I am assuming auroch cows? To act as what? Surrogate mothers?” 


She nodded. “Yeah, you have some
nice embryos going to waste in the freezer. I want to bring in some of them,
and broaden our gene pool.” 


He nodded, “Good idea, if they
can carry them to term. We lost a few this year after Janet and I did the
implants last year.” 


She nodded and got a thoughtful
look. “I think we should try a donor egg and sperm from one of our existing
animals though.” She cocked her head in thought. 


“Good idea. That way, if it
doesn’t work, we can work on it, and not lose an embryo.” He nodded in
agreement. 


She shrugged. “What about the
horses?” 


“I want to send some of the
geldings on, and maybe one of the stallions.”


 She looked dubious, and then
nodded. “Yeah, that would free up some room. We need to get some space soon.” 


He nodded. “Next year we will
expand the barns, double or triple their size, maybe move them all out to
dedicated quarters,” he replied. She looked wide eyed. “What? It isn’t that
hard to make forms and pour concrete. We can do the floor and walls, then buy
tile from Jack to do the roofs,” he explained. Her face cleared and she nodded.


“We already sent chickens, goats,
and rabbits along to each of the villages. The geese aren’t doing well,” she
sighed. “I dunno what is going wrong. It seems like some avian flu, but it only
has affected the turkeys and the geese!” She threw her hands up in the air. “I
have them quarantined, but it just concentrates the problem. Hopefully it isn’t
air born or we are all in trouble.”


He got a worried look at that.
“Get with doc and that biochemist. See if they can isolate and culture it...
Then check and see if we have the cure for avian flu, and if it would help.
Maybe immunize them with it?” he asked and then shrugged. He knew when he was
out of his element.


She nodded. “Wont help the geese
though,” she cautioned. 


Mitch sighed. “No, but it might
save the chickens and struthiomimus.” He looked off down the hall then back.
“Who knew, the mimus’s or those therapods of Jeff’s might have been the source
of contagion.” 


She gave him an alarmed look. “We
didn’t think of that!” 


He sighed. “It could also be
prions. Have Doc check for that. If she needed a human guinea pig for a blood
test, have her call me.” Maggie nodded and left.


 


“We have signs of herd migration
here boss,” Security called in. The base AI echoed the report.


He snorted. He'd been expecting
the great migration when the cold snap hit and took hold. “All right, I will be
right there.” The hoist dropped the drive train the last few centimeters into
the frame of the truck. Bill gave him a thumbs up then moved to slip the bolts
into the motor mounts. It seemed that the work on the vehicles had gotten Bill
and Candy back into staying... at least for now.


Mitch signaled to Candy that he
was taking a break then grabbed a towel to wipe his hands. Outside he took a
look around, spotted a flock of people heading out to the perimeter. He
snorted. He grabbed a ride on the back of Janet’s horse. At the edge of the
perimeter she pulled up, suddenly having problems from the fractious horse.
People began to arrive behind her. Some want to climb the wall, but he waved
them back.


Vance and his crew had been busy.
The perimeter had changed since last year, now it had a six meter tall concrete
wall and two meter deep moat in some sections. The wall was far from complete,
but it was enough to deter the dinosaurs from climbing or stepping over it. A
few of the Terran group moved off to see through gaps in the wall where only
fencing was.


Mitch snorted. The trumpeting
call of a sauropod stopped some in their tracks. One of the sauropods raised
its head up and up, towering over the wall. It snorted, blasting pale green
mucus, then continued on. Mitch could just see the top of the animal’s shoulders
over the highest point of the wall. That was a good sign it was tall enough. Of
course it could still try to walk through it, or like the six legged hammerhead
giants, walk over it or through the gate.


 He pulled out his Bluetooth.
“Jolie call Pete, Sam and Paul, let them know the migration is on its way, the
first herd is passing us now.” A woman looked over to him and then waved. He
snorted, recognizing Jolie now. She gave him a nod, and a salute then returned
to watch the parade. “Smart ass,” he commented dryly. Anne and Janet were
nearby and caught that. They chuckled.


He felt something in his hand; he
turned and spotted Doc standing next to him. She had slipped her hand into his.
He watched her shiver, and then released her hand. She looked at him with a
little hurt, but he was pulling his jacket off. He put it on over her shoulders
then slipped his hand back into hers. “Thanks,” she murmured.


“The parade looks better from the
outside then right smack in the middle huh?” he asked softly. She shuddered a
little and nodded.


Anne got a little nervous when a
Rex sniffed the fence. She stepped back, stumbling but Janet caught her before
she fell. Doc was concerned, but she waved her off. “I’m okay, I’m okay.” Mitch
looked at everyone watching then murmured to Doc.


“This looked like an annual
thing,” Mitch said. 


She nodded. “Guess we’ll have to
book it as a holiday.” He snorted.


Cassie had a kid on her hip,
juggling her up and down a little. The little girl was not happy about
the big scary animals, and let everyone within earshot know with an indignant
and fear laced wail. Doc chuckled, and then stopped when the hammerheads come
up. “Oh shit oh shit.” One of the bigger ones put its head over the wall,
snorted at the child, and then moved on. Cassie turned, carrying the little
girl back to the base.


Mitch snorted. “I doubt she will
be a parade fan anytime soon,” he said with a wry smile. Doc chuckled,
remembering Cassie putting her much the same thing at that age.


As the migrating herds faded into
lower and lower numbers interest began to wane and people began to turn and
walk back to the base.


Anne
took one of the kids back on her horse, Doc walked with Mitch and a crowd of
excited people. “They never get over it do they?” she asked quietly.


He
snorted. “I hope they never do,” he said. She gave him a questioning look. “We
should always have a sense of wonder, and an appreciation of things, especially
nature,” he answered. She nodded.


She hung back, letting the crowd
go ahead of them. They are the last to enter the Hall. It was deserted. “So,
now what?” she asked.


He shrugged. “Life goes on,” he
replied starting off to the distant passage.


“Oh no you don’t you're not
walking away this time,” Doc growled, grabbed his arm and halting him.


He paused to look her over.
“What?” 


She scowled. “You’re not getting
away with that. You know we are attracted to one another what the hell is your
problem?” He gave her a long look, and then as she opened her mouth to berate
him further he leaned down and kissed her. When he broke the kiss an eternity
later her eyes and face had softened.


“Well, it’s about damn time,” she
said, pulling her arm around his neck and pulling his lips down to hers again.


 Somehow they made it to his
suite. He was sure they surprised a few people into getting out of the way.
Their love making was intense and seemed to last forever. Finally, exhaustion
set in and they drifted into sleep within each other’s arms.


 


She woke to see his shyly smiling
face, tracing freckles on her bare arm. Entangled in the sheets and his arms,
she wasn’t going to be able to escape the tickling touch.


“I wish we could have met
earlier... on Earth,” Doc murmured and then looked away. 


“I was a scrawny geeky pimple
faced nerd in high school, a late bloomer even though I graduated at sixteen.
More into science and engineering, so I was passed over by most of the girls
who were swooning for the jocks,” he replied, still tracing her freckles. Doc
blushed feeling a familiar heat and tingling.


“When I got to college I had just
started to... Well, you know...” He pantomimed growing up and getting bigger.
“I was still computer crazy.” He shrugged. “I had a couple relationships, but
my love of all things electronics got in the way I guess.” He shrugged again.


“When I started making money
women around me changed. Those that were single were all of a sudden
interested. More interested in my buying something for them, or paying a bill,”
he said. Disgust momentarily crossed his features.


“I wasn’t up for being used, so
some women became bitter,” he sighed. “When I started getting really up there
models started coming to call. I even had an undercover FBI agent.” He laughed
softly looking off into the past then back to Doc. She had her eyebrow lifted.


“Well, see, when I started
winning the lotto and making huge killings in the stock market the IRS and FBI
got interested. They thought I was a laundry man for the mob or drug cartels.
He shrugged. “They sent this hot looking...” She growled a little. “Um I mean
well developed.” Her lips purse “Um... Let’s just say a female agent to try to
seduce my secret out of me.” She looked shocked. He shrugged.


“I had hired Bob by then; he got
suspicious and put a private investigator on her. She kept to a normal profile,
but when he ID’d a guy as an FBI agent, well, they brought that to me. He
chuckled. “You should have seen the look on her face when I confronted her!”


Doc looked shocked. “You told her
you knew? Wasn’t that dangerous?”


He shrugged. “Well, by that time
I had gotten the alien visit.” She nodded. “I was more interested in getting a
window into the government to pass on a warning.” His face turned bitter again.
“I told her, and then gave her a set of lotto numbers to prove it.” He sighed.
“I dunno what happened, she disappeared.” He shrugged again, still tracing
freckles with his fingertips.


“By the time the aliens had
arrived to transport us I was working eighteen hour days getting things ready.”
He indicated their surroundings, and then shrugged. “I didn’t have time or
energy to play.” She looked away.


“And the girls?”


He sighed. “Honestly, after
having women chasing me for my money, do you think I am going to fall for
someone chasing me cause they are bored or power hungry?” he asked. She
sniffed. He chuckled. “Get real, besides, I would much rather wrestle and play
connect the dots with you.” He leered as she blushed and dimpled right on queue.
The leer suddenly ended when a pillow smacked him in the face. The rest of
their discussion dissolved a guffaw and shriek of laughter and into a play
fight.


Sometime later they came up for
air. She was sitting on top of him, smug. He wasn’t sure who had who, after
all, he had one heck of a view of her naked right now, truly a breath taking
sight. She bounced on him, making him oaf. “Pay attention!” she ordered and ran
a hand through her hair. His heart fluttered.


“So what are we going to do, just
live together?” she asked, exasperated. He realized she had been trying to talk
with him, and he had been admiring the view.


“Hey, at least half the female
population isn’t chasing me anymore. Were you waiting for your opportunity?” He
watched her face, tracing a finger over the freckles on her arm. 


She twitched, dimpling. “That’s
in the past. I am talking about the future,” she said, finger combing her hair.
He nodded and kissed her finger tipped. She began to purr.


“Speaking of future...” he
murmured.


 


Sometime late the next morning
they came into the kitchen out of dire need for refueling. Doc was wearing one
of his shirts, and precious little else. He rubbed her shoulders as she paused
in the kitchen. Cassie was sitting at the table with a smug look on her face.
“And just what have you been up too?” she interrogated mockingly. Her mother
blushed.


Mitch smiled and quirked an
eyebrow. “None of your business little lady.” Doc turned and then pulled his
head down for a kiss. When they come up for air he sighed. “Okay, maybe a
little bit of her business.” Doc smirked.


Cassie snorted. “Took ya long
enough.” Janet, trying to ignore the conversation began to chuckle as she finished
clean up with Wayne and Hyu.


She turned to Cassie. “You're one
to talk, wasn’t it you under the skip loader with Vance last night?” Cassie
began to turn beat red and looked away. “What were you doing, practicing mouth
to mouth standing?” Janet teased. Cassie gave a choked chuckle.


Her mother gave her a gimlet
gaze. “Cassie...” A rumble of dire motherly wrath began to appear in her voice.
Mitch’s chuckle quickly turned into a discrete cough as Doc elbowed him.


“I wonder how many people are
still alive?” Doc asked, looking out the window.


Mitch stretched. “Three thousand
three hundred and twenty one,” Mitch answered absently. She turned to him in
shock as he yawned and poured a cup of coffee. Janet, Anne, and the rest of the
people eating breakfast stopped and stared at him. “What? I told you I am good
with numbers,” he replied when the stares registered. He shrugged.


“Your psychic thing?” Anne asked.
He shrugged as he gave Doc a kiss and then left.


 


Sam called in a day later. “The
damn herd just stomped all over the bridge we have been building. One of the
sauropods took a crap right in the middle,” he said, sounding thoroughly
exasperated and annoyed. Jolie was giggling. “It’s not funny! The ones behind
it just stomped through it. I have crap smeared all over the place!”


Despite the exasperated annoyance
they could tell Sam was laughing too. 


Mitch laughed. “Well, I guess we
will have to let the rain wash it away.” Sam muttered something they didn't
quite catch. “What was that Sam?” Mitch replied, smiling at Jolie.


“I said, IF it will clean it up,”
Sam sighed in disgust. “Okay, base, I was going to grade the new road a bit
more, but with the cold and the weather turning the way it is, I think...”
Mitch nodded.


“Say no more, get your team back
here before the first snow storms hit.”


“Roger that,” Sam sounded
relieved. “I don’t like the look of some of these creatures; some of the
predators are looking at us like we may be lunch,” Sam replied.


“Roger that Sam. Try to stay off
the menu.”











Chapter 22


 


“Pete look out!” Travis said,
hauling the kid back from danger.


“What what is it?” The kid looked
around, suddenly on the defensive.


“That.” Travis pointed his muzzle
at the plant Pete had been backing up too.


“It looks like an overgrown
artichoke,” Pete observed, taking a look. The plant was squat, over two meters
in diameter, but over a meter tall. It was blackish at the bottom, with what
looked like layers of hard branch like leaves arranged in concentric circled to
the center. The leaves varied in size and width, giving a sort of damaged look
to it.


At the core of each leaf was a
splotch of purple, which radiated out to form veins the further it got from the
core. The soft looking parts were a pale, almost flesh like color.


“Faugh what’s that smell!” He
waved his free hand in front of his face ducking his head away. Flies were
dancing around the plant. A moment later tentacles came out from the core and
began to whip into the cloud of insects. “Oh,” Pete said in surprise, backing a
little. 


Travis stopped him again. “What
did I say about backing up?” He gave Pete a look.


“Don’t unless I know what is
there,” Pete replied dutifully and then looked behind him. 


Travis nodded. “We ran into one
of these things on the march. It grabbed a kid.” 


“Grabbed a kid? Are you kidding
me?” Pete stared at the plant.


“One of the tentacles got his
shirt. It is super sticky. Then it tried to drag him back to it. We had to cut
the shirt off of him,” Travis replied, looking around and then back to the
plant. 


“Oh. What do you call it?” Pete
asked. 


Travis’s mouth quirked into a
smile. “Why a purple people eater, what else?” Pete laughed.


The old village was a mess, a
burned out wreck of cabins and rusting metal. Anything organic was gone or
smoldering from the acid. “Careful there,” Travis urged, watching Sara as she
stepped over a log. 


“We don’t know how long that acid
lasts,” Gunny muttered. The vehicles were parked in a row nearby; they had been
salvaged for parts before the village had been abandoned.


“Think there is much to salvage?”
Pete asked looking at the charred remains of the cabins.


“Oh sure, we can recycle the
vehicles and metal easily,” Sara replied, and then checked a cabin. “Clear.”
She called and moved on. Gunny had his rifle down he carefully checked another.
“Clear.” Pete got with the program.


After securing the perimeter they
called Jacklynn in. Gunny marked the landing area or LZ as he called it with
red markers and stakes. “Why the streamers?” Pete asked nodding his chin to the
closest. 


“For judging wind direction and
speed,” Gunny replied, pounding the last one in. “Nice timing,” he commented,
stretching as they heard the distant sound of rotors approaching.


 


The next morning the robot
announced that they had company. Travis and Gunny checked it out, and then told
Pete to call base and let them know the eastern village convoy had arrived.
Pete nodded and called it in.


The eastern village convoy had
three beat up trucks, two of them sported an external roll cage. One was an off
road vehicle, what was probably a rock crawler at one point. Travis greeted
them with a case of beer Mitch had sent along for the occasion.


The easterners told them about
how things were in their area, swapping story for story with the scouts in
front of the bonfire. Travis handed over manuals about what they had learned
about the planet and animals so far. Evan, the leader of the easterners
dictated a into the camera his own impressions, then had the others do so too.


“Where did you get the robots?”
Evan asked Gunny.


Gunny smiled and related the
story of Mitch, and how he had planned ahead. “The kids call him a pack rat,”
Gunny finished.


Pete looked up from his MRE.
“Yeah, pack rat. SMART pack rat,” he replied, and then ducked at the good
natured laughter.


The next morning they exchanged
loads, Mitch had sent along a trade pack that they had requested. They turned
over nearly a ton of tin and lead ingots. Jacklynn flew in with a load, a tank
of ethylene for their flex fuel trucks. Evan thanked them as he watched Sara hook
up a load of salvaged gear.


Gunny waved Jacklynn in,
signaling wind speed and direction as well as ground distance with hand
signals. Pete watched fascinated. Sara ducked through the rotor wash, dragging
a cable and hose with her. She dropped the cable and flipped the fuel cap open,
then locked the end of the hose in. She signaled Gunny with a thumbs up and
then began clipping the load into the lines.


This would make their fourth
load; they had managed two per day so far. They had it down now, it was all routine.
Gunny flipped the pump off then signaled to Sara. She unhooked the hose, and
then put the cap on, making sure it was tight. Keeping her head down she
dragged the hose back, making sure it didn’t tangle the lines.


Pete watched as Gunny waited
until Sara was clear, and then signaled Jacklynn. Jacklynn gave a thumbs up,
and then began to pull back on the controls. The helicopter's engine picked up
speed and it lifted off the ground and then the cable began to tighten. In a
few seconds the nets tightened and then pulled the load off the ground. ”Cool,”
he muttered, watching her gain altitude and set a course for home. He shivered,
it was getting chilly. “Not much longer,” he muttered.


Evan asked if he could take some
of the salvage back. Travis agreed. They picked through the piles of gear, and
then set the selected bits aside. If the weather held they would be back for
more.


Gunny took a hummer out and
killed an Elk at the river; they have a barbecue that night. It was cold around
the campfire though. “Next time we do this, let’s do it in the spring or at
least when it is warm out,” Evan commented with a shiver.


 


Evan finagled a ride from
Jacklynn to base the next day. Mike had taken a ride back with Paul. When Mitch
found out that Evan was on his way he radioed Angie to ask Jack and Axel to
come back with her if they could.


Evan was a short guy, brunette
with glasses Mitch noted when they first met. He was deeply impressed with the
base and its workings. Angie arrived while Mitch was giving a tour of the outside.
Axel gave a long low whistle when he climbed out of the plane. Jack looked
around, gave a nod to Angie and then he and Axel waved to Mitch and came over
to join the tour.


Evan recognized the robots during
the tour. He commented about them, amazed to see them. Mitch admitted he owned
the manufacturing company. Evan was surprised and impressed. “Are you going to
build them?”


Mitch nodded. “After we get the
industry sorted out, more will be built.” Evan nodded. “Right now I am building
Repraps and expanding the factories,” Mitch admitted. Evan and Axel nodded.


“Don’t forget the vehicles,” Axel
added.


“And playground,” Janet piped in.


Mitch sighed. “Next year we have
quite a few expansion projects here, Maggie and the vets want to move out of
the caves and into their own concrete barns, Lisa and the mechanics want to
take over the old barn and expand the garage out.” He shook his head and sighed
again.


“We have the playground to build,
as well as more of the sub basement here to explore and occupy,” he added when
the visitors nodded but didn't say anything.


“Can we do a racquet ball court?”
Janet asked. He gave her a look. She shrugged. “Not all of us think playing the
Wii or weight lifting is all the exercise we need during the winter you know.”


He chuckled. “Point. Put it on
the list, if you can find a room,” he said. She nodded.


Inside, they found Mike kicking
back in the Great Hall with a beer. Janet left for a moment she returned and
handed out beers to the others. They sat down and talked. Each swapped stories
of their landing and history before they turned to the future.


Evan told them about his village,
how he was a junior college professor of engineering and had built a Reprap and
CNC machine. “The Reprap has been a godsend. I am almost out of plastic though,
we recycled everything we could,” he commented reverently.


Mitch snorted. “I have a few
here, and some updated ones... and a few other toys.” He snorted as Evan
nodded.


“I saw a few, was that the
portable molecular furnace off by itself in the factory area?” Evan asked.
Mitch nodded.


“Okay so obviously Base is going
to be a city, and center of learning as well as industry for a long time,” Evan
commented with a faraway look. “You said you have iron?”


Mike nodded. “We have an open pit
iron mine two kilometers north east of us,” he volunteered. Evan nodded then
turned to Jack.


“We named our place Copper Town.
We have a copper mine North West of us. Also plains and savannah all around,
and a good deposit of salt.”


Evan nodded. “So I guess all
roads lead to Rome, or at least Base,” he said and saluted Mitch with his beer.


Mitch shrugged, slightly
uncomfortable. “I was lucky; I had deeper pockets then the rest of you.” He
shrugged again.


“Don’t forget you grubstaked my
outfit too,” Mike added. Mitch nodded.


Anne came in and handed Evan a
three ring binder. “What’s this?” he asked looking at it curiously.


Anne smiled. “This is more of all
the useful stuff we have accumulated over the past three years.” She nodded to
Mitch. 


“We also added material on survival
and industry too,” Mitch commented, pointing to a flash stick taped to the
inside of the cover.


“They gave each of us one,” Jack
commented, and Mike nodded.


Evan gave them a running
commentary on some of the animals and dangers his village had faced. He
included a report on the death of a woman by what he called a Tremor worm. Mike
looked confused, but Mitch nodded. “A Tremor worm is a creature from science
fiction. It is an underground beast that burrows through soft earth and
attacked people from below,” Mitch informed Mike.


Mike nodded. “I used to play a
game like that, where we would have to stay on rocks or stuff, if we touched
the ground we would get eaten,” Mike said and then shivered.


“I did too,” Mitch agreed softly.


“Too bad we didn’t know about
them here though,” Evan sighed.


Axel came in behind Lisa
chattering about engines. He had a sort of dazed expression on his face. “Damn,
did you see that machine shop and factory set up?” He sat by Jack on a stool.
Anne handed him a beer. He took a sip, and then suddenly looked down at the
bottle. “BEER? HOLY SHIT!” The others started laughing.


“I gotta admit, I like it here,”
Axel said taking another pull on the beer.


“You just like the beer,” Anne
teased.


“You betcha!” He got a faraway
look. “It isn’t just that though. It is exploring, building. Seeing new
things.” Axel looked down at the beer and then up to Mitch who nodded.


“The thrill of a challenge and
new frontier,” Jack said as he nodded.


“That too,” Mike said.


“And, no politicians,” Evan
added. They chuckled.


“No taxes, no lawyers, no bills!”
They laughed again.


The tumult of noise alerted Anne
and Mitch. They both looked up. “I guess school is out,” She observed. Mitch
nodded. 


“All this and a school too?” Evan
asked, clearly impressed.


Mitch nodded. “And a college
program.” Evan was now wide eyed and clearly envious. “Don’t worry professor,
once we get you dialed in you can teach through video.” Evan nodded
enthusiastically.


“One of the things I missed the
most was teaching kids,” Evan said. He looked a bit sad. “I mean, we had to
teach a lot of things at our village to survive, but it has been simple
survival stuff, nothing advanced.” Anne patted his hand.


“Okay, I have a plan for next
year, but it is tentative. I thought we should put our heads together and see
where we can help each other and fill in the gaps,” Mitch said, looking at each
of the leaders in turn.


Mike took another pull of beer.
“Well, since we aren’t going back till tomorrow to give our sinuses a rest...”
He jerked his thumb to Axel.


“I for one am all ears,” Jack
replied.


“Sinuses?” Anne asked.


Axel snorted. “Every farted in a
car with the windows up?” Jack gave him a dirty look.


“Sorry I asked,” Anne snorted.


“I think we should head for
quieter pastures fellas,” Mitch suggested, getting up and dodging a kid.


Mike nodded. “I’m for that!”
Axel, Anne, and Jack got up and follow him out and to Mitch’s office.


“So, as I was saying, my plans
for next year are tentative. We have the basics of industry, knowledge and medicine,
but...”


Evan interrupted. “You have a
hospital too?” 


Mitch nodded. “Okay, so,
obviously we need to get each of you up to what we have here.” Each of the
leaders nodded.


“Right now we have a triangle
trade going between us three.” Mitch pointed to Jack and Mike. “We need to
expand that to Evan’s village, the planned mountain village, and others. Jack
has a few running vehicles left, and Mike has one of the salvaged flex fuel
trucks and a few of mine on loan.” He saluted Mike with his bottle. Mike grunted
and nodded.


“We just added two trucks to the
fleet. We have seventeen more trucks under various stages of construction that
should allow us to expand our trade and maybe expand our villages,” Mike said
and then sighed. “Also one beat up hummer to finish repairing.” He got a dark
look for a moment. “It is going to be another year before we build more complex
electronics and equipment, but we might be able to use existing electronic
databases in the interim....”


They spend the evening going over
the general plan, and touching each village’s part in it. They broke up deep
into the night; yawning Anne led the visitors off to guest quarters.


The next morning Angie flew Jack
and Axel back to Copper town, and Jacklynn returned a reluctant Evan to
Travis’s temporary base.


 


Travis called in two days later
with the report from the abandoned village. “Jacklynn just left with another
load just as the gust front of the herds hit,” he reported. Mitch came in to
the room, and leaned against the door jam. “I am glad she did, they stomped her
landing area flat,” Travis said, sounding disgusted. Mitch nodded.


“The eastern folk took off
yesterday after we saw the sky south west of us. It looks like a storm
approaching.” Mitch frowned. “As much as I would like to squeeze as many loads
as we can before it hits, I think we are going to have to pack it in by
tomorrow.”


Jolie hit the transmit. “Roger
that Travis.” She turned to Mitch. “Do you want them to head back now?”


He shook his head. “It is too
late in the day. Besides, it is Travis’s call.” 


There was a squelch of static
from the speaker. Jolie turned to it. “Ten four base. He’s right Jolie,” Travis
said. She looked up and then at the transmitter mike.


She blushed, easing up on it.
“Sorry, open mike,” she finally admitted. Mitch snorted.


“Roger that,” Travis replied,
getting back to business.


 


“So what is it, cracked block?”
Lisa asked softly.


He took a look. “Is that what you
think?” He turned to her. “You're the expert here Lisa, you tell me.” She took
a look and then bit her lip. He sighed. Ever since the second batch of refugees
had shown up she had crawled back into her shell. Even Brian and Dora could not
seem to pierce it. Someone might have made an indiscreet pass at her, he would
have to check.


“Lisa relax, I am not going to
bite you,” Mitch said softly. 


She shivered a little. “Yeah, I
think it is.”


He nodded. “Okay miss mechanic,
where is it, and what are you going to do about it? How did it happen, and how
do we prevent it from happening again?”


She looked down at the engine for
a moment. He sighed afraid he had put her back in her shell. “It’s right here.”
He looked at her hand and spotted her pointing. “You can see it right here,
going down here.”


He nodded. “Okay I see it now.” 


“I think it was caused by thermal
shock. The ice cold conditions outside, and the thermal variances in the engine
probably did it.” 


He nodded. “Okay I buy that. Now
what?” 


She looked around. “We have to
pull the engine, and then swap it. Salvage what we can, and then the block will
have to be scrapped.” 


He nodded. “Okay we can do that.
We can also keep the block for school.” 


She looked up. “School?”


“Yeah, so you can practice on an
engine, and teach others,” Mitch replied. She blushed.


“Okay so how do we prevent this
again?” he asked, handing her a wrench. She bent over the engine, and began to
take it apart.


“We will probably need to get the
trucks; I mean all the vehicles under cover during winter.”


He nodded. “Good idea.”


“I need more space here though,”
she said. She didn’t even look up as she loosened the bolt and handed it to
him.


“Okay, so you want to expand?” he
asked, smiling a little, knowing the answer. 


She paused at the next bolt.
“Yeah. I guess so.”


He nodded. “Okay, Maggie wants to
expand too, if we build a barn or two next year, we can move the animals out,
and then expand the garage into that space.”


She looked up. “Really?” She
seemed excited. He nodded as he moved the engine hoist over.


“Yeah, why not. It will stink for
a while though.” She waved to the garage. He nodded. “Yeah, good point.” He
laughed. “We will have to park the vehicles in the warehouses for now.” He got
a thoughtful look on his face, trying to plan how to re-arrange things.


“Hand me a number three wrench
will you?” she asked. He chuckled and got back to work.


 


Janet came into the dim room and
stopped. Mitch was standing in front of the class, pointing out the finer
pointed of a hadrosaur’s anatomy from a projected hologram. The dim room and
volumetric display always awed her. “And we see here they have down on their
bellies like many of the other dinosaurs. The bodies have normal feathers while
some areas most notably the feet have scales.” He looked at Janet. “Yes?”


“Jamal caught sight of them with
the UAV, they are about ten minutes out,” she said, wiping her hands on her
apron as she took it off.


He nodded. “Okay class, you heard
the lady placed everyone!” The class got up and filed out quickly. 


“Remember to shake your clothes
and footwear out thoroughly! We don’t need any more scorpion attacks!” Janet
hollered after them. Mitch put the pointer down, flipped the off switch on the
display and then motioned Janet to lead the way.


The scouting party pulled in just
as the first flakes of snow began to fall from the sky. Lisa, Janet, and Mitch
were out to greet them. Travis waved, and then pulled into the garage. Lisa
went to oversee the unloading of the flatbed and stowing of the gear.


Travis got out and stretched,
then looked around. “What no greeting party?” he asked, shaking his head.


Mitch shook his head. “Too damn
cold out.” 


Travis nodded. “Yeah, freeze a
guys nuts off.” Janet gave him a reproving look. Pete got out and waved to her.
She walked over to him. 


Mitch watched as she gave him a
hug. “The kid did okay?” he asked Travis.


Travis nodded. “Yeah.” The rest
of the scouts unloaded and then Mitch ushered them inside.


As they entered the Great Hall
the lights came on and everyone hollered and hooted “Welcome Home!” Travis
flinched and then looked around to all the smiling faces. Banners were strung
from the different levels. Travis and Pete took it all in.


“I should go away more often,”
Pete commented. Everyone laughed. 


“So, you knew we were coming?”
Travis leaned over to Mitch. Mitch shook his head no.


“Some psychic you are,” Travis
replied with a snort.


Mitch looked up then cocked his
head. “I keep telling people I lean toward numbers and slot machines, not
fortunes and astrology,” he said and then shrugged.


“Gambling? Remind me to never
play poker with you then,” Travis replied. He turned and nodded a thanks too
Janet as she handed him a beer.


“Naw, can’t play poker my tell is
too obvious,” Mitch replied, eyes dancing.


“What’s a tell?” Cassie asked,
bouncing baby Ricardo in her lap. 


“A tell is a visual cue, some
give away to what cards you're holding,” Travis answered as he popped the cap
on his beer. “Damn, I missed having this,” he said. He took a pull and then
ahed in appreciation. Mitch smiled.


“So what is your tell?” little
Wayne asked, ready and apparently willing to play straight man.


Mitch looked over to him. “I wag
my tail,” he said, with a straight face. Doc hid a grin behind her beer. Wayne
looked confused. 


One of the kids just had to look,
checking out his back side. “Wait, I don’t see a tail...” Travis, Mitch, Doc,
and Cassie laughed as the kids groaned; realizing Mitch had pulled one over on
them.


 


The storm lasted for nearly a
week; the community began to switch over to light winter duties. At first the
tedium and enforced inactivity was hard, having one hundred ninety one people
cooped up with little to do and only a few windows to look out of wasn’t easy.
Since there wasn't much of a view anyway looking didn't really help much. The
factories were working, but only so many people could be in there at one time.
With so many volunteers they broke the jobs down into six hour shifts.


Mitch worked on several projects,
bouncing into check on work groups then out. Travis and Gunny cleared a section
of the caves, Janet insisted on an exercise center. Grudgingly they moved the
weight room there, and then worked on one chamber for her racquet ball court,
another for yoga and group exercises, and even one area as an indoor jungle
gym.


Mitch tapped the pipe stockpile,
working with Vance and Brian they set up a jungle gym. They used the plastic
extruders to create slides and plastic tubing for the kids. Anne, Selma, and
Janet organized a small group of women to weave rope safety nets. Three weeks
into winter they held a brief christening ceremony, and the kids went wild.
Anne turned the old weight room into a dorm room. After a few days Janet
persuaded Mitch to have another party.


 


That evening out in the Great
Hall everyone was having a grand old time. The party was a big hit, all three
floors were full. Some of the new settlers were dancing in the corner to the
music from the speakers. Charlie, one of the refugees had asked if they could
make new instruments if they couldn’t salvage their old ones. Mitch nodded.
They had only one harmonica and a couple plastic penny flutes, that wasn’t
quite up to the quality this crowd wanted though.


Doc swirled in, wearing a new
dress. She seemed to sparkle and glow, lighting the room with her very
presence. She looked at his face, and then dimpled into a mischievous smile,
knowing she had had a reaction from him. “You look beautiful,” he said huskily
to her. Her smile widened. “Take those canary feathers out of your mouth,” he
growled. She giggled as she tucked her arm into his. They made rounds around
the room together, talking with the various knots of people.


She even enticed him onto the
dance floor for a slow song. Later in the evening when there was a lull while
the teens argued over music he maneuvered her into the center of the room. “Can
I have everyone’s attention?” She looked over to him, as do the crowd. The
conversations began to die down. He nodded. “Well folks, we have had quite an
adventure for the past three years.” He looked around.


“That is right folks; it has been
three years to the day and hour since we arrived on this world.” He looked down
at Doc. “Now I am going to ask this lovely lady to take another adventure.”
Slowly he bent down on one knee and took her hand. There were gasps from the
female crowd. Doc was blushing, her freckled skin matching her fiery red hair.


With his free hand he pulled out
a ring. He had made it in the machine shop with a gold ring made from a chunk
Travis had brought back, and an artificial diamond. “Doctor Sandra O’Connell
will you do me the honor of being my wife?” he asked as the crowd oohed and
awed. He slipped the ring out and held it up for her and the others to see. She
gasped, and then gave a watery chuckle as she nodded. Tears were tracing down
her cheeks, happy tears.


He slipped the ring on her finger
feeling his thundering heart, realizing it was applause from the watching crowd
as well. He stood up, grasping her cheeks with both gentle hands and kissed her
on the forehead, then on her lips. “No more tears Doc,” he murmured to her. She
gave a watery giggle as her hands come up and around him. “I have one request.”


She looked up at him quirking an
eyebrow. “What is it?” she asked playfully.


“Can I have my foot back?” he
asked. He felt her take her foot of his, and then put it back.


“Only if I get another kiss,” she
demanded. 


He smiled. “If you insist...” He
bent down to comply.


“Oh I do, I do,” she murmured
with a delighted smile.











Chapter 23


 


The next morning they heard some
strange noises in the Great Hall and went to investigate. Doc called Mitch in
urgently. He came at a run but paused at the chamber entrance when he spotted a
familiar small alien squid flying around the room.


“Oh great, not them again,” Janet
muttered, having come up behind him. Mitch noticed Gunny and Travis had
weapons. He snapped his fingers, and then motioned for them to lower their
weapons. Scowling Gunny complied. Travis gave a reluctant nod as the creature
buzzed his head and then complied.


“A situation has come to pass.
Error threshold requires extraordinary measures,” the familiar voice filled
the room. The creature bobbed around, and began to change colors at an
increasing rate. “Please prepare yourselves for transport.”


“Great,” Mitch growled and closed
his eyes just in time to blot out the whirling around them. Doc had somehow
made it to his side, she clutched at his arm and hand.


When vertigo ebbed he squinted,
not really sure he wanted to open his eyes but certain he had to do so
eventually. They were on what looked like an astral plane, much like their
first visit by the aliens before they were transported three years ago. Off to
his left was the planet, quiet beautiful.... and rather far away. He heard
Doc’s shuddering breath, and gave her hand a gentle squeeze.


In small groups additional people
began to pop in. Each group came in with a flash of light and soft bang. “Damn,
going to get a migraine again,” Mitch muttered. He leaned over to Janet. “Grab
a couple people from our neighborhood and have quiet chats with as many of each
of the other groups as you can, get as much info too them and from them as you
can,” he ordered. She nodded.


“We’ll compare notes later,” he
told her. She nodded and waved to Gunny and Maggie to help. Maggie nodded and
moved off into the crowd. Jack, Evan, Helen, Axel, and Mike waved and then
separate themselves from their groups to come over.


“So what is this all about?” Evan
and Jack asked, almost in perfect unison.


Mitch shrugged. “Either something
has changed, or they are just checking in.” He looked up to the stars above,
then down. He quickly closed his eyes and sways. “Damn, shouldn’t have done
that.”


Doc clutched his arm. “What’s
wrong? You’re very pale!” 


He swallowed. “Just afraid of
heights dear,” he told her. She gave a watery chuckle.


He opened his eyes and looked
into hers. She winked at him, and then motioned her head to the waiting group.
He gave her a kiss, not caring about anything for the moment. Her mouth
puckered with a lurking smile as they came up for air.


“What was that for?”


He smiled to her. “Luck,” he
murmured. She nodded.


“As I was saying.” He turned to
Jack and the others. “Something may have changed.... I might have had a hand in
that.” He shrugged.


Mike snorted. “Why am I not
surprised?” 


Mitch shrugged. “Idle
hands...Idle hands...” Then smiled ferally. “They didn’t tell us not to
try to save Earth after all,” he said. He shrugged as Evan and Jack raised
their eyebrows in surprised amusement.


“I told Janet and the others to
go take a long chat with our compatriots we haven't yet met while we have the
chance,” he changed the subject. “You might want to tell your people to do so
too.” 


Jack nodded and whispered to
Helen. She looked stubborn for a moment; he gave her a pointed look and
murmured to her it might be their only chance. She then sighed and motioned
Axel to one group while she headed to another.


“Well, here are our hosts now,”
Doc said, looking up. They all followed her gaze, watching as the alien squids
came in from above, and more came up from below.


They were all sizes, some truly
huge, measuring hundreds of meters in diameter. A few were tiny, smaller than
ten centimeters. They were clustering around in a globe, swirling arm tentacles
with a riot of color.


The largest creature settled in above
them, lightning them with shifting colors. “It feels like we're in a new age
club,” Doc said. Mitch snorted.


“There is a conflict.”
Mitch’s attention became riveted to the largest creature as did everyone else
as it rumbled and pulsed. With each word it seemed to pulse color. “Error in
program parameters has triggered emergency programming.” The riot of color
faded for a moment.


“You the one designated Mitch
Chambers come forth,” it finally said. The tentacles rippled, and
then one pointed to him. He squeezed Doc’s hand then stepped forward. “Your
actions have changed our parameters outside accepted limits.” He shrugged.
“You have manipulated variables. Your actions in revealing our visit to you
and your transport have altered your species perceptions.”


Mitch nodded. “Good.” He looked
up at the riot of color above. “You never said I couldn’t,” he replied as he
smiled.


One of the other creatures
responded. “Your actions have raised survival of your species from one
percent to twenty percent.” Some of the people murmured and then began to
cheer a little.


“Good,” Mitch nodded. “Good.” Doc
grinned.


“I was hoping Bob and his team
would be able to use the money and videos to turn public opinion around and
focus attention on you and on the asteroid threat,” Mitch commented, loud
enough for all to hear over the murmurs. The room became quiet.


Mitch turned to the crowd.
Somehow he had ended up at the center of things. “I set up a plan to try to
save Earth folks. It looks like it has some small chance of success.” Mitch
pitched to the watching crowd. Some of the people cheered at that. Jack patted
him on the shoulder.


“You are not inputting data
correctly. By altering this variable we are now in error. Your potential
survival threshold increase has changed the accepted variable parameters set
forth by our makers eons ago,” the giant squid pulsed, and then turned a
saucer shaped eye to him.


“They are robots?” Doc looked at
him bewildered.


The aliens flared. “You do not
have the ability to begin to comprehend our existence,” One said.


Mitch looked up interested.
“Wanna bet? You may be many things, but I think I narrowed it to one of four
possibilities, most of them have artificial beginnings.” He ticked them off on
his fingers one by one. “Clouds of nanites are possible, as are artificially
created or enhanced organics.”


He watched for a response, but
didn’t read one he could readily identify. “Energy beings are a more likely
possibility.”


One of the creatures bobbed. “See,
you do not have the ability to understand....”


“Then again, you might be memes,”
Mitch interjected not even hearing the put down.


The alien’s all froze as one and
then the one hovering near came closer. “How could your primitive primate
brain conceive of something like that?” It asked. Its colors seemed to
flutter faster and faster.


“Pay dirt huh? Guess I win the
bet,” Mitch replied. He looked over to a thoroughly confused Doc. “A meme is a
thought, in this case they are thought projections made real, or as real as it
got.” He shrugged. “I am not sure if they use dimensional folding or force
fields though....” He got a distant look. Doc stepped on his foot, and then
indicated the bobbing alien with her head meaningfully.


He shrugged and turned his
attention to the aliens. “So you see, we may be primitive, but we can adapt and
learn new concepts over time. We have a vast imagination, sometimes one that
becomes a bit overactive but it has helped us evolve over time. The idea of
memes has been proposed several times over the past two decades, and has been
conceived in various forms in speculative fiction for nearly a half century.”
Another of the aliens bobbed over, then a third. They interlocked tentacles,
and then spun slightly. Doc and Mitch ducked out of the way. “It looks like we
pass,” he commented to Doc.


“Pass on what?” she asked. The
creatures pulsated, and then the aliens further away bobbed and began to
pulsate too.


“Hmmm I think the pulses are more
than random,” Mitch observed. He blinked and shielded his eyes as light and
color splash over the creatures. There were echoes on his retinas with each
pulse. “Possible evidence of a visible thought process or communication?” Doc
gave him a harrumph and dug her hand into his, clutching it tightly. Cassie did
the same to her mom.


He suddenly realized she was
probably scared. Although she was a Doctor and scientist, exploration of the
unknown of this nature was a bit beyond her field. The flashing began to fade.


The dancing trio shift and
separated. “You are have been reclassified as inheritors, but you are still
young.”


Mitch nodded thoughtfully. “We
have so many questions to ask, like how the animals that went extinct or
evolved millions of years ago have changed little in that time?”


One of the aliens bobbed. “We
placed a genetic stop within their genetic code to limit mutation.”


He nodded. “I assume you did that
to us as well?” One of the small aliens bobbed up and down. He took it for a
yes. “All right, so they adapted to the new environment, then you stop genetic
mutation somehow. So some of the animals who can adapt to changes in the
environment can, but others fail and die.” The aliens grew still as they
processed that idea.


“What do you mean inheritor?
We have taken the precautions to make sure all is well in the reserve.”


“Did you?” Doc looked up. “How
many humans now live on the planet compared to the ones transferred?” she
demanded.


One of the aliens shifted, and
then ran tentacles as if to caress the distant planet. “Three thousand three
hundred twenty one. Error. Numbers are not as projected. Query, what happened to
the missing humans? Why are the hiding?”


Travis gave them a long look.
“They aren’t hiding, they are dead,” he said curtly. His face was dark.


“Query, statement must be in
error.” 


Mitch quirked an eyebrow. “You do
realize that you transported untrained tool users with minimum adaptation to an
alien environment with a mix of unknown flora and fauna?” The nearest alien
bobbed. “So of course some of the humans that could not adapt or protect
themselves were consumed.”


The bobbing stopped. “Error.
Limited gene pool will cause genetic anomalies.” 


Mitch nodded. “Of course it will.
Those three thousand three hundred and twenty one people are scattered in small
groups with limited interaction between them, further limiting the gene pool,”
he sighed. “Now, can you explore that line of thought?” 


Doc looked at him, “A meme
thinking? A thought thinking? Are they even sentient?” She looked a bit
confused.


He shrugged. “Think of them as
software Doc, an AI if you have to. That is what I am doing.”


“Query not understood.
Elucidate further,” The center squid like alien replied.


He nodded returning his attention
to the aliens. “Sure, the species you transported, do they show genetic
anomalies due to inbreeding?”


Again, a squid seemed to caress
the globe. “Query confirmed, there is a twenty three point two one percent
recorded deficiency from established parameters. Explain.”


He shrugged. “As we explained
with the transported humans, this too happened with the animals. Some adapted
quickly, others fell victim to animals that adapted already.”


“Error, Earth Reserve
contaminated by other reserve animals.” One of the alien’s reported.


Jack grunted. “You bet your ass!”
Axel called from the crowd.


“Query, comment not
understood.” 


Jack gave Axel a glare.
“Rhetorical comment. Disregard.” He had had some experience with Mitch’s windup
toys and was starting to understand how to talk to these aliens.


“Query, contamination error.
How did it occur?” One of the small aliens bobbed near Maggie’s head. She
started, ducking, then slowly straightened.


“Most likely, a land bridge.
Although some may have flown or floated in as well,” she replied. “Plants that
spread seeds by the wind could have been blown across continents. Animals that
fly could have as well.” She shrugged.


“ Like those Sharks,” Jack
growled. The alien bobbed and moved on.


“Error, specimens of local
term dinosaur in minimum status,” the large alien reported.


Mitch nodded. “I think you mean
many of the species you transported are extinct?” The aliens bobbed and then
shifting tentacles. He nodded. “That is because some populations went extinct
because they couldn’t adapt fast enough. Your genetic tampering also played a
part I bet.”


The creatures stilled and then
all seem to turn to him. “We are in error?”


Mitch shrugged. “Possibly. You
will have to judge your actions based off of current status and what was
intended.” They bobbed a bit at this concept.


“Agreed. We will attend to
this and contact you at a later time unit.”


He nodded and bowed. ”Thank you
for your time.” The surroundings swirled, then they found themselves back on
the planet and in the base’s Great Hall. Janet gave a gushing sigh of relief,
theatrically falling into a nearby chair. Travis made for the nearby bar. 


“Thanks for the information,
don’t call us, we’ll call you huh?” Doc commented. Janet gave a shaky laugh.
Others echoed it.


“So you left a contingency plan
to try to get people to stop the asteroid Mitch?” Gunny asked, giving Mitch a
long appraising look. There was quite a bit of approval and a little amusement
in it.


Mitch nodded and then shrugged.
“Yeah, but you know the damn politicians. The ones that doubt it will scream
bloody murder about wasting money, throwing every road block they can.” His
voice dropped an octave “The sky is falling? Bushwa! Just another pork barrel
plan to draw tax payer money away from my sacred cow!”


Travis and Gunny chuckled. “Then
when they finally conclusively prove it is on course, they will doubt it for a
while, and then bitch because nothing has been done to stop it,” Mitch finished
darkly, taking a sip of his beer.


Travis chuckled and nodded. “I
hope the damn thing lands on them.” He shook his head, looking at his drink.


“I dare say, I would love to see
how those bloaks altered the DNA of the animals,” Ducky commented, adjusting
his glasses. “They must have somehow stopped the DNA from mutating and turned
on recessive genes,” he said sounding excited about the idea. 


Maggie nodded. “That left natural
selection,” she said. Mitch nodded then gave Janet a look.


“Did you get anywhere with the
others?” Mitch asked them. Janet and Maggie nodded.


“We will dictate a report in a
moment,” Janet replied dryly. “Just let us catch our breaths will you?” He
nodded.


After a long moment of silence
Mitch dryly commented that he hoped he hasn’t sent them into a fatal error.


Janet looked confused, but Doc
grinned. “No control alt delete? Reset?” Pete snickered catching on. Janet
looked more confused, demanded to know what was going on.


“Well it is like this. That oh so
powerful alien society? Well it seems they left behind some robots a hundred or
so million years ago. Now they programmed them to save species under threat of
extinction. But, we just dumped a whole lot of problems on them, pointing out
their own mistakes as well as paradoxes in their own programming,” Mitch
answered as he hugged Doc.


Janet looked dubious...”You're
telling me you screwed up their programming?”


He chuckled. “No, their own
actions did most of the work; we just pointed it out to them.”


She nodded... “Okay then. Lunch anyone?”
Janet asked, gathering herself as she got up. Doc looked surprised then began
to laugh. Others in the room soon joined in.


Mitch leaned over to her. “And
life went on,” he murmured kissing her. Chuckling they left the chamber.


 


The End.
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Afraid
Of the Dark







Sneak
Peek:


Afraid of the
Dark is not your ordinary Alien Invasion story. Here is a little bit about what
I mean:


Bobby pulled his ear pieces out of his
ears and pocketed the IPod as they walked. "Now look Chuck, just follow my
lead. It’s not that hard once you get into it. It’s not just the rhythm I'm
saying, it’s what to look out for," Bobby said pointing to the house they
were about to B&E. Breaking and Entering had become something of a really
dangerous thing now. But vital for survival.


There were eight harvesters for each
shooter on the teams. Together the harvesters could clear a house in ten or
fifteen minutes. They were getting really good but the job was both exhausting
and dangerous. Very dangerous.


"He means you get used to it? I
never have," Jody said shaking her head as the crew hefted tools and
walked up the path. She turned to survey the teams moving up other walks to
neighboring houses. Occasionally she could hear the shattering of glass or an
off pitch scream. Just another day in paradise, she thought as she grimaced.


"Move people, we're burning
daylight," Hadji said waving them onward and inward. "Kitchen, food,
don't forget the cleaning supplies and check carefully!" Hadji said.


"Shit man," Chuck muttered,
looking around the dilapidated house. It was pretty wrecked, with holes in the
walls and smears of things he didn't even want to know about. “The smell...” he
coughed, hand going to his face.


"Yeah, that part I forgot to
mention," Bobby said pulling his bandana up to cover his face. He handed
the rookie a face mask. "Scented with cologne. My last one so keep it
good."


"Yeah man," Chuck said,
feeling his eyes water as he hastily slipped the mask on. The scent of Axe
filled his nostrils. He didn't like that the others were laying odds he
wouldn't last the day. Hell if he'd give in after his first house. This had to
be easier than pushing a broom and cleaning toilets. The real action was right
here he realized, not the docks as he'd originally assumed. They only got what
the harvesters brought to them. He was going to make a killing here on the
black market pretty quick. A week or two and he'd rest easy for a month and not
have to lift a finger.


He grimaced at the thought and then
shook his head. With wise investment he might make his gains last longer. He
made a mental note to find something or someone to invest in. There had to be
something out there. A piece of the action was all he asked. All he deserved.


That was all they had for him. Him, who
had once been a broker, reduced to scrubbing toilets just to eat. Hell.
Hell with that. They were just keeping him down. He'd show them, prove them all
wrong. He knew there was a way to move up in their community, it had taken time
but he'd finally identified it. The shoppers made a killing on the black market
with what they brought in. If they could do it, hell, so could he.


"Anything we should know
about?" Bobby asked, turning to Hadji who was standing by the door. It was
a typical single story ranch house, normal for this section of tract housing.
It was an older house, near the center of town. Before the alien invasion probably
worth $150k. Now it wasn't worth the matches it took to burn it down.


Hell of a thing, the damn aliens
arriving as they did. Now they were trying to etch out a living in this fallen
world, trying to stay alive in all things a mall. The mall. A teenage girl's
paradise.


"What am I a psychic? Just mind the
holes and watch for a jack as usual," Hadji said, hefting a fire ax.


"Shit," Bobby muttered,
turning new eyes on the holes. Hadji and was an ass, his crew barely any
better. They tended to get sloppy if the boss wasn't around to watch over them.
And of course he was busy. Great. "You heard the man, mind the holes, that
means steer clear of them and keep one eye on them. Jody, hit the..."


"Bathrooms, I know," she said
moving off. Hadji followed. Chuck's brow knit. Now why were they checking the
bathrooms? Wasn't like they could eat tooth paste or soap. Then again... he
shook himself. He had to be on his A game. Kendra, his wife of ten years hadn't
been happy when he'd told her of this fresh endeavor. She hadn't said so out
loud. He knew it rankled her, a bank manager, climbing the corporate ladder now
reduced to folding clothes in the improvised laundry. Hell if he'd let his wife
do that the rest of his life if he could help it. They had just moved into a seven
hundred and fifty thousand dollar house, one that had been valued during the
bubble for $1.7 million... and now it was all gone. So much garbage. No. He'd
find a way to make it right and get back on top. He just needed an angle and an
opening.


"Anything in here? Ollie Ollie in
free..." a voice said. They turned to see the boss man and a pair of his
crew coming down the hall. "Nothing big here, there could be something in
the walls." He looked over to the pile of excrement under the skylight. A
bit dripped down. He frowned. "Fresh. That’s not a good sign. Mind the
holes."


"Yeah boss we know," Bobby
said nodding and watching the holes warily. "Kitchen clear?"


"So far," Shane said, shaking
his head. He moved off to check the garage.


"Who was that?" Chuck asked,
nodding his chin to the military guy walking off. The guy looked like a walking
fortress, body armor on his chest, arms, and shins, pouches of stuff everywhere
and holding some sort of rifle. He had a shoulder harness with a big ass knife
and a pair of nine mils under each armpit. Suddenly he felt very exposed just
wearing sneakers, jeans and a T-shirt.


Bobby turned to him in surprise, eyes
wide. "Shoot, you don't know the boss when you see him?"


"I do now, Thanks for pointing him
out to me," Chuck said wryly. "So he's the boss?"


"Boss's boss. High mucky muck. He's
the guy in charge of the whole shebang baby. Mall, everyone. The
O'Neill."


"Oh?" Chuck asked, checking
his gear. He had a bunch of shopping bags, the cloth reusable ones, and a
baseball bat. He wasn't sure why they gave him the bat.


"Yeah man, he's the boss. Chief
Indian, whatever you want to call it."


"Why is he rubbing elbows with us
grunts?"


"Cause he's a grunt at heart,"
Bobby said. He pointed to the kitchen. "The guy's a shooter, and damn good
at it," he said, looking at Chuck. Chuckles was a born schemer, he could
tell, he could see it in his eyes, the way they darted around, checking all the
angles. The way he was constantly asking about the black market. He'd have to
set this one straight if life or the job didn't do it for him. "Let's go
see if they cleared the kitchen."


In the garage Shane was finished
carefully checking things over. Frank had just opened the garage door by hand,
pulling the emergency disconnect from the now dead motor and then opening it
up. A crew that had just finished cleaning out a neighboring house waved and
started forward. "They finish clearing the kitchen?" Shane asked,
turning away from the crew ripping out the hot water tank and furnace. Another
crew was wheeling the washer and dryer out to the waiting trucks. Duct men were
pulling pieces down and tossing them out the door.


"Some of it. Heard a noise
and..."


"We've got harvesters inside and no
one bothered to check?" Shane said spinning in place grabbing the door
handle. Right on cue he heard a scrabble and scream. "Shit!" he said
wrenching the door open.


"Like taking candy from a
baby," Chuck said opening the first door. Chuck had just opened the
pantry; he didn't see what the big deal was when he caught a flash of gold eyes
and white fangs. Instinctively his right arm went up as the thing lunged for
his throat.


Bobby turned just as Chuck opened the
pantry and felt himself bodily slammed to the ground as two hundred pounds of
human and a hundred or so pounds of angry Gremlin slammed into him. "Jack
in the box!" He managed to yell, trying to roll out from under the
struggling Chuck.


For Chuck it was a nightmare of purple
and yellow flesh, glowing alien cat eyes and flashing teeth and claws. Distantly
he heard screaming, some corner of his mind realized it was him. Chuck was
fighting for his life and losing as the thing bit into his arm with a mouth
full of shark like teeth. It was incredibly strong, strong as an ape someone
had said. He hadn't believed it until now. Three finger claws ripped and tore
at his arm as the thing thrashed its head from side to side making a growling
noise. He felt its three toed clawed feet digging into his stomach. He knew he
was in deep shit.


Shane swept the scene with a glance,
dropped his rifle down and reversed it. He couldn't shoot with the others
there; they were a tangled mess of flesh. Instead he used the rifle butt as a
club and swung up. "Fore!" he yelled, just as the Gremlin spat the
guy's mangled arm out to look up.


The Gremlin caught the blow right on the
chin, sending it flying. Despite the impact it managed to recover itself mid
flight to land on the chandelier. It swung from it like a monkey as Shane
stepped to one side and reversed his rifle once more.


The Gremlin snarled, human blood
dripping from its maw as it locked its four eyes with Shane. One arm dangled
like some alien chimp. Blood and bits of torn flesh dripped from the extended
claws. It reached up and picked at its teeth, flicking a piece of flesh out
towards him. Cheeky bastard. 


"That's right you little bastard.
Look at me," Shane said softly, moving further to the side. Bobby looked
up, trying to crane his neck to see the thing. "You two hold on, just put
pressure on the wounds," Shane said, eyes on the target.


"I got this one boss," Frank
said from the doorway. The Gremlin looked his way and snarled, crests flaring.
A shotgun blast tore it from the chandelier, blasting the thing in a shower of
pellets and broken glass onto the table. The dining room table was also glass;
it shattered but the torn table cloth folded around the alien, wrapping it in a
pouch.


It snarled, ripping at the improvised
sack, seriously pissed but not really injured. Frank chambered another round
just as Fred and Bert moved in from the living room door and started blasting.
The Gremlin squealed as it took hit after hit. Bert was fielding a modified .44
magnum; he went through all six rounds, making each count.


When blue blood spurted out and dribbled
in a puddle the two stopped and watched warily. The fabric seemed to settle and
then go slack as its prisoner's life blood drained away. Still, they were
careful to poke it at arm’s length before spearing it a few times to be sure.
The things could regenerate given enough time and blood. Just to be sure Bert
pulled his katana and lopped its head off. 


This one didn't look more than a week or
three old, despite being the size of a chimp. "Medic!" Bert said,
catching sight of Chuck on the floor. "Oh man," he said, covering his
mouth and looking away. He really really didn't want to lose his breakfast
again.


"Shit man," Bobby said,
ripping off his plaid over shirt to wrap around the torn arm. Shane moved in
warily, checking the area and then kneeling and pulling open a pouch.
"Here," he said handing a pair of tampons to Bobby.


"What the hell man? What am I
supposed to do with this?" Bobby demanded, eyes wide. 


"Put them over the wounds. Use the
wings to keep them in place and apply pressure to stop the bleeding,"
Shane explained, putting words to action with the one in his hand. He hissed at
the sight of the belly wound. Not good. Definitely not good. He looked up as
Frank came up and raised his rifle to the covered window. He broke out the
window glass and then pointed it to the sky light.


"Put that thing down Frank,"
Shane said. 


"But..."


"Save your ammo, you'll need
it," Shane said looking to the left. Ammo was as precious as food these
days. There were fewer and fewer amounts of either to live off of every day. It
wasn't like the trucks were rolling anymore; farms were wastelands of alien
plants and crap. He wrinkled his nose and looked to the door. Still no medic.
He keyed his mike. "We need a medic at my location ASAP. Wounded arm,
chest and abdomen, bad."


"Roger," was the only reply.


"What the hell do we do about that
then?" Frank asked looking at the light. The alien predators hated
daylight, which was why they hid in the dark during the day. It was also why
the smarter ones covered the windows and sky lights with their own crap. 


There was so much crap that there had to
be more than one creature here. Where there was one Gremlin there was more than
likely a pack of Creeplings in a harem close by. Either in the walls, under a
bed or in the attic. They'd have to check. And damn it check more carefully.


"Tater!" Shane said looking up
and yelling.


The call was repeated by the door warden
then by someone outside. After a long moment the hefty guy came in holding his
home made potato gun. "Yo man, you called?" he said. He caught sight
of Chuck and grimaced. "Shit man, sorry," he said looking away.


"Get to work, knock out some
windows and shine some light," Shane said gruffly as the medics finally
arrived and pushed him aside. He got to his feet as they swung into frantic
action. He was afraid they may be too late.


"Light!" the first medic said,
yelling. "Someone get the ambulance over here stat!" he said. Tater
wrinkled his nose, raised his potato gun and shot out the skylight. They winced
as glass and plastic mixed with crap rained down. "Don't anyone get that
shit on you, or let the glass cut you. Instant infection," the medic said,
hooking up an IV. He handed the bag to Bobby. "Hold this up and
squeeze."


"Roger," he said doing so.


"Who did the tourniquet?" the
medic asked. He snorted at the sight of the tampon field dressings. He'd seen
more and more of them over the past couple of months.


"I did, it’s okay right?"
Bobby asked, sounding concerned. He absently wiped his bloody hands on his
pants.


"Next time use a piece of rubber or
a belt," the medic said hands flashing as he tried to save Chuck's life.


"Will I keep the arm doc?"
Chuck asked weakly. He coughed.


"I dunno son, right now we're
trying to keep you from bleeding out. Do me a favor and stay awake. I haven't
lost anyone in six days and I'm shooting for the record."


"You're all heart," Frank said
shaking his head. He winced as Tater shot out another skylight in a bathroom.
"I think I'll go help, you know smash some windows. I need to go break
something."


"Mind the glass," the medic
said not bothering to look up. He used a clamp to clamp a spurting blood vessel
when he uncovered the tampon. He reached over and pulled another one off his
sleeve to clamp another wound.


"Frank, Bert, guys, watch out for
creeplings," Shane said. Frank nodded. Jody warily looked at the scene
around Chuck and shook her head. Warily she checked the fridge, and then
slammed the door shut after a quick peek. Nothing worth it in there after
months without power. She moved on to other areas.


"Think there is more?"


"Where there is a Gremlin there is
a harem of creeplings," Shane said.


Bobby spat out something and wiped his
mouth with the back of his arm. He looked around. "I uh, gotta um..."


"Got to get back to work, I
know," Shane said. "Jack in the box. Nasty," he said, adrenaline
ebbing as his military training kicked in. It would be time for the shakes
later. He looked in the pantry. "Hell of a way to do our food
shopping," he said shaking his head as Bobby checked the closet warily and
then started pulling boxes of hamburger helper and pasta out and bagging it.
His hand brushed clotted blood on the boxes and against the door, he ignored
it. He brushed aside the remains of a cat and kept working.


"You know it," Bobby said
shaking. "Welcome to the world we live in." He looked up as they
heard a thunderous roar down the Street and then the pock pock of weapons
firing.


"Great," Shane said.
"Hellcat, just what we don't need."


"Or a pack of them boss,"
Frank said coming up behind him. Apparently he was finished with the glass.
"Want us to back them up?"


"We're not finished here, and they
didn't call for back up," Shane said shaking his head. "I want the
creeplings found and put out of our misery. Now."


"Yeah boss," Frank said as the
medics lifted Chuck up onto a stretcher and strapped him down. He waved to the
door warden. "Block the door open and get the hell out of their way.
MOVE!"


"Hell of a thing," Shane said
shaking his head. He nodded to Frank and the others milling about. "Get a
scope. Find these damn things and kill them."


"You got it boss," Frank said
moving off. He knew Hadji's team was going to catch hell over this. Jack in the
box. Casualty. Definitely. He set his jaw and then refocused on the now.
Typical rookie mistake, one that only a few survived and learned from.


"Welcome to the world we live
in," Shane said softly as the medics pushed Chuck's gurney out the door.
He gave the poor rookie less than a ten percent chance of survival, and less
than a one percent of keeping the arm. The medics would do what they could but
it was a long trip to the mall.


The radio squawked, interrupting his
ruminations. "Hellcat pack, one down, two WIA, one KIA. Six confirmed, two
probable. Send back up." There was another roar, followed by more gun
shots and a scream.


"Right away," Shane said with
a nod. "Time to get back to work," he said, catching a couple tampons
Frank tossed him and then snagging a chocolate nut frosting container from the
open pantry. There was another roar, followed by a second and then a third. He
scowled. From the sound they were big ones. Not good.


 


"What's the take today?" Bobby
asked wearily as he exited the truck. He looked around; most of the gear they
had gathered was already being processed. Hadji was over on the left talking
with Liam, the load super this shift. 


"No idea man," Jody said
shaking her head. She rubbed at her shoulder. She'd had a close call when a
jack had popped out on her. Fortunately nothing was broken, just bruised.
"Any word on Chuckles?"


Bobby frowned and then blinked.
"You mean Charles?"


"Yeah. Mister Chew toy."


"Funny," Bobby said looking
over to Hadji who was coming over. "Any word on Charles?"


Hadji nodded, nodding to Jody and the
crew behind them. Bobby looked over his shoulder to them and then back.
"Word is he's out of surgery. Lost the arm, no surprise there."


"Figures," Jody muttered.


"But he's alive. Whether he'll pull
through without getting infection..." Hadji shrugged.


"What's the take?" Tater
asked, hefting his potato gun on one shoulder. 


"Will you go put that damn thing
away?" Jody asked testily.


"What this little thing?"
Tater asked grinning as he moved the gun to port arms. "Not a chance, I
managed to bean a creepling today. Didn't kill it, but it damn well knew it was
kissed. I want to trade up though." He missed his air mortar. A valve had
cracked on it so it was in the shop. That sucked.


"Yeah well..." Jody looked at
him scowling then shook her head at his innocent expression. She turned on
Hadji. Wasted effort arguing with Tater anyway. He'd just grin and do his own
thing anyway.


Hadji cleared his throat and nodded.
"Not a bad haul. New neighborhood, no surprise there. Couple good caches.
Enough for a couple hundred people easy."


"Hell of a way to get food,"
Jody muttered, rubbing at one arm.


"Talk about costing an arm and a
leg. Or at least an arm," Tater said with a shrug.


Jody and the others turned on him. He
gave a serendipitous smile and shrug. "Just sayin, is all."


"Yeah well, still sucks,"
Bobby muttered, trying to think of what to say to the boss. Hell to the man's
family.


"His fault. You told him and told
him not to open shit in the safety brief man," Jody said nodding and
patting his shoulder. "Listen, look, poke at a distance, make sure it’s
clear before you open up anything."


"Yeah man, it’s on him," Tater
said shrugging. "Guy was a waste anyway; he was on to me about the black
market. Like we've got time for that shit."


"Some do unfortunately," Hadji
said as they started to move with the crowd to the doors. The sun would be down
soon. "Showers?" he asked.


"Hell yeah," Bobby said,
nodding. He felt all itchy despite the cold.


"You need it," Jody said with
a sniff of disdain. Tater had drippings all over him.


"We picked up a cache of weapons
and ammo. Two of them actually," a guy said nearby, they looked his way as
they walked, slowing instinctively. "Anything on that guy who got
chewed?"


"He's alive. Lost the arm,"
Jody said, raising her voice. The other group looked her way.


"Not that guy, the other guy. The
one who got ankle bit."


"Dunno," Jody said shaking her
head. She looked at Tater who was about to open his mouth. "Don't say
it," she said in exasperation.


He paused, frowned, cocked his head as
he looked at her and then shrugged. Bobby snorted softly. "Come on, shit
shower and shave. Tomorrow is another day."


"Throw in a steak and a beer and
I'm all for that," Tater said moving faster.


"Can't do that, but there might be
pizza or burgers. Dunno," Hadji said.


"Yippy," Jody said in disgust,
head down, shaking her head. She preferred salads and subs. Both were in short
supply these days. Hell, so were burgers and pizza. Everything was.


"Yeah come on, before they are all
out," Tater said moving faster. Jody snorted but fell into the big guy's
wake with the others.


 


The doctor sighed wearily as he toweled
off. Another day of meatball surgery. It was getting routine now, and he wasn't
sure he liked the implications. Ten people maimed for what? He turned to a see
Shane there leaning tiredly against the door frame.


"How are they doing doc?"


"The guy who lost his arm is in
ICU. I'm not sure we got all the sepsis, we'll see if he pulls through the
night. The abdominal wounds were mostly superficial luckily."


Shane nodded. "What about the
others?"


"A few broken bones, a couple
scrapes and bruises. For what?" The doctor demanded, tossing his towel
into the hamper. "A couple cases of ramen?" Shane followed him a bit
then stopped near a counter.


"A bit more than that actually
doc," Shane said, leaning back against the counter behind him and crossing
his arms. "Food, weapons, material, water, and ammo."


"Which we..." the doc paused
and shrugged. "I heard we got some stuff from the government? FEMA?"


Shane nodded reluctantly. Yes they'd
gotten that one delivery. Fifteen loads of food, weapons, ammo, and other
stuff. Everyone had been happy about it, morale had skyrocketed that there were
still people out there looking after them. It had been hard getting people back
into the grind of going out and trying to keep things moving. The fact that
there wasn't a follow up flight a week later had helped, but they'd gone
through some grumbling until that fact had sunken in. That and the fact that
all the air drops had managed to give them was a couple of days of food for
their entire population. "Some doc. But we do this for three reasons. No
four." Shane frowned.


The doctor looked up at him and cocked
his head in inquiry. "And they are?" he asked, pretty sure he knew
some of the answers.


Shane cocked his own head in thought.
After a moment he blew his cheeks out and nodded. "Well first, this stuff
isn't going to be good forever. Some of it has a short shelf life. Which is why
we're doing this."


"I thought you said there were four
reasons."


"There are," Shane said with a
nod as he watched the doctor go to get dressed. He turned to look politely
away. "Second, the stuff we get from the government is a bonus.
Something we can't count on as a regular thing. We can't become dependent on
it. I don't want to get shortened. We need a safety net, at least a three month
supply."


The doctor paused with his shirt half on
and looked at him. Shane shrugged. "All good things come to an end
eventually doc," he said.


"Okay, I'll buy that...."


"The third is training. We need to
get our people out there, handling the situation. Training on the weapons, the
situation, and learning about the aliens as much as possible. Hell, more than
four. Just thought of other reasons."


"Really?"


"Well, another, killing the damn
aliens now during the day before they get big."


The doctor reluctantly nodded.
"Seems like we're losing as much as we're gaining."


"It seems that way sometimes doc,
but we're killing ten times as many as we lose." Shane admitted to himself
that the way the aliens breed it was still a losing proposition. Hell, losing
experienced people was a losing proposition. Sometimes though, you had to be
the cold bastard and risk your people to get somewhere.


"Still not enough," the doctor
growled pulling his pants up.


"It never is doc, it never
is," Shane sighed, shaking his head. He rubbed at his brow. 


"Another reason?"


"You really want to go out there or
send people out there to scavenge for food a year from now? Six months even?”
he shook his head again. “Now is as good as we're going to get. It'll go
downhill from here if we bunker up doc. Trust me on this. The aliens get
bigger. I'd rather we kill them and keep the food for us." He grunted.
“Hell if I'll let them eat it and use it against us,” he muttered.


"How bad are we on the supplies? I
thought we had enough?"


"Never enough doc," Shane said
as the doctor put his shoes on. "Never enough. I think we keep hovering
around a two month supply." The doctor looked up at that. "That's
with what we bring in, which is about a days’ supply for the entire group. That
doesn't include the extra mouths we pick up daily."


"So we're getting what we're
eating?"


"There about I think, some goes to
the black market, and some is fed to the animals for various reasons. But we're
getting a diminishing supply, that means it’s finite."


"Yeah," the doctor said.
"So there is an end to this?"


"No, I'd like to tell you there is
doc, but this is the world we live in now. Better get used to it or find
another line of work. Don't try mine, its worse. Just a suggestion."


"Great," the doctor sighed,
rolling his shoulders. "The ankle biter as you call it is also in ICU as
well.” He shook his head. "Severed the foot, ripped up the calf,
dislocated hip and knee, and shattered most of the bones in the leg."


"Ouch." The cat had probably
shaken the kid like a rag doll when it had taken the foot.


The doctor sighed. "Yeah," he
said softly. "You could say that. Ouch."


"I tell you what, let me buy you a
cup of coffee and some dinner now..." Shane said in sympathy as he patted
his shoulder. "At least while we've still got stuff on hand."


"I'll skip the coffee. I need to
sleep. But I'll take you up on dinner. If your lovely wife doesn't mind."


"Great," Shane said nodding.
He waved to the door and followed the doctor out.


"Thought you'd be with your
family?" the doctor said as they made their way through the crowd.


"Jen is busy with Doctor Phillips
again, the girls are volunteering at the day care, and Nick has training
tonight."


"Oh, so I'm you're date?" the
doctor asked amused.


"Something like that doc. That way
if I'm propositioned I can foster the better looking ones off on you and run
for cover."


"Gee thanks," the doctor said,
grinning.


"Survival instinct," Shane
said sounding smug. "Jen would have my ass if I even thought of
straying." His lips flickered in a quick smile as the doctor chuckled
softly.


 


 


There are concept images of the aliens
floating around on the web. Some may be on my blog by now. More will be posted
later.


 


Expect
the book around the middle of 2013! (I hope)
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