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      Murdock’s awareness was such that he knew he was sleeping. “Murdock. Wake up,” he heard a soft, clear, contralto voice beckoning him. Or was he dreaming it? He couldn’t place the voice and it sounded distant, irresistible.

      “Kevin Murdock! Wake up!”

      As Murdock began to wake, he found his brain to be fuzzy and his thoughts seemed slow. Where was he? He tried, but failed, to open his eyes; the lids were stuck together. Then he tried to raise his hand to rub them and found his arm unexpectedly heavy and weak.

      The voice seemed to be everywhere. He felt cocooned in it. He heard no other noises. No humming, clicking, or buzzing. He felt encased in a thick blanket that blocked all extraneous sounds. Only the voice remained. After a few seconds, he tried to get to his feet, despite being blind and lost in his surroundings.

      It took several attempts before Murdock struggled to his feet and kept his balance. He touched his chest and felt something smooth and clingy against his skin. Sliding his hand down to his thigh, he found that it covered him from neck to at least his legs.

      “Whe—” His voiced cracked. His throat was dry and scratchy. With great difficulty, he managed a small swallow. “Where am I? What’s going on?” he croaked, more to himself than to anyone in particular. To him, his voice sounded thin and weak.

      “To your left is a basin to wash your face,” the room-filling voice instructed.

      He stumbled to the basin, and water began running. Murdock dipped the water out in his hands and started to clean his face and eyes. He found he now had quite a long beard. He ran his wet hands through his hair, which was quite long, longer than he normally kept it. He held on to the sides of the basin, his head lowered and eyes closed, attempting to organize his thoughts. He did manage to lubricate his throat with a few handfuls of water.

      “A towel is located to your right.”

      He reached out his right hand, locating the towel, and started to dry off his face. His vision was slowly clearing.

      “Who are you?” Murdock asked. To him, the voice now seemed too perfect, too mechanical.

      “My official designation is Transport pod TP737-1, but I will respond to ‘Ship’ or ‘Pod’.”

      “You’re a computer?”

      “No, I am the transport pod,” the voice corrected.

      “That’s a distinction without a difference.” I’m not in the mood to argue with a damn computer, he thought. His belly was empty, and he needed coffee, badly. “Any chance for breakfast and coffee?” he asked.

      “When you are ready, a meal will be waiting in the main compartment,” the ship responded.

      Murdock’s vision was clearing and he could make out a small, unremarkable compartment with what looked to be a flat surgical table, with glass panels hanging below the pad. As he stepped away from the basin, it disappeared into the wall, as did the towel rack, once he replaced the used towel. He looked down and saw he was dressed in a clear jumpsuit, but he had no idea what the material was made of.

      “Your clothing is located under the sleeping pad. Press your thumb to the switch-plate located on the sleeping pad frame to open the storage bin.”

      Murdock complied, and a drawer opened just beneath the pad. In it, he found his buckskins sealed in plastic. He tried to figure out how the jumpsuit unfastened, but couldn’t, so he ripped it off and began to get dressed.

      Once clothed, he looked around and noticed a doorway. As he started toward it, he heard a slight sigh behind him. When he turned around, he found the surgical table gone, and he stood in an empty compartment.

      Through the doorway, he could see a small table and moved slowly toward it. His meal had appeared in the small wall-niche that was the food dispenser, while he slowly walked to the table. He sat in the very functional but uncomfortable chair.

      He placed a bowl of thin oatmeal and a cup of weak tea on the table. The oatmeal looked neither substantial nor appetizing, but Murdock began eating. While he ate, a screen came to life showing views of the outside while an unseen male spoke…

      “You are aboard a transport pod that has landed on the surface of a planet, and it will never leave. During your journey, between one hundred fifty and three hundred fifty years have elapsed on our planet, though only two to three years have elapsed for you physically. This transport pod may, or may not, be the first, but it is not the only one. Every five years, another pod will land within a twenty-mile radius of this one. Each successive pod will increase your population by a factor of ten.

      “This pod’s batteries will last three hundred sixty-five, twenty-four hour days — one year, as each of you is used to, if steps are taken to preserve the energy stored in them and the solar panels are kept clear of debris.

      “You were not sent here to die, but to survive, if you can. You will find, in compartments accessible from the outside, weapons, tools, and a limited supply of food.

      “Trying to return to Earth is a waste of time and effort. Your old planet no longer exists. It is now our planet. Your planet, now, is the one you are on, if you can tame it. You were sent away because none of you are compatible with our requirements, but some of your progeny might be. Good luck.”

      The screen went blank.

      Murdock had just finished his meager meal, which turned out to be more filling than it looked, when he heard the door open. A young woman came through the door looking haggard and disoriented. He estimated her age to be about the same as his, maybe a little younger. She was nicely built, with light brown hair and wore blue jeans and a flannel shirt.

      “What are you looking at and who the hell are you supposed to be?” she asked with disdain, in a deep, sultry voice.

      “What do you…” Murdock started and stopped to clear his throat. “What do you mean?” he asked quietly.

      “I haven’t seen anyone dressed like that, except in old movies. You look like some producer’s idea of Daniel Boone.”

      Murdock stiffened and tried to ignore her comment. He was used to this reaction from others when he wore his buckskins.

      He got up from the chair. The woman sat and began eating her meal. The screen once again came to life, repeating the message Murdock had just heard. He meandered around, studying the compartment, but could find no door or window to the outside. He longed to get out and into the fresh air.

      The screen stopped and the woman got up, looking dazed and confused. Then the door opened again; this time, a large man in his forties came out, dressed in a business suit. The man ignored everyone and sat and ate. Again the message played. By this time, the idea of a generic message, to be used by all the pods, finally occurred to Murdock.

      After three hours of this routine, twenty people, ten males, ten females, were crammed into the small compartment. Murdock felt quite claustrophobic. Just then, a motor started and a ramp opened. The smell of fresh, clean, outside air hit him, full force, and Murdock gladly breathed it in.

      At the time the ramp opened, Murdock had been as far from the exit as was possible. As everyone moved en masse toward the ramp, his feeling of claustrophobia increased — until his feet met virgin ground. Once free of the others, he started to walk around the base of the transport.

      From the outside, the pod looked a lot larger than it had on the inside. The flattened oval shape did not surprise him — the interior rooms had already hinted at the general shape of the craft.

      As he walked around, Murdock took stock of the surroundings. The transport had landed in the middle of a grassy meadow fifty yards wide and one hundred yards long, by his approximation. The land appeared lush and fertile and, as far as he could make out, not swampy.

      At least it isn’t a high desert environment, he thought. He could hear water running, not too far away, and an abundance of trees surrounded the meadow. The area reminded him of Western Montana, Northern Idaho, or the Cascade mountains in Washington State. The trees consisted of conifers, oak, maple, aspen, and birch. He noticed that everything was a different shade than he was used to — a bluish tint to vegetation that should be green — and no curious little creatures checked out the new arrivals.

      Additionally, he heard no insects. All he could hear was a soft breeze in the trees and the running water, for he had tuned out the sounds his companions were making as they looked around and talked among themselves.

      On his second trip around the transport pod, he found the storage compartments and opened them. If you want something done, do it yourself, he thought. Don’t wait for others. He began by pulling out the items, leaving them on the ground where they fell. No one else moved to help him.

      As he made his way around the pod, he heard parts of conversations.

      “I don’t believe a word of it!” one of the women was saying.

      “I don’t know, things don’t look like I remember,” one of the males responded.

      “Do you have any idea how expensive it is, transporting the numbers of people we were told are either here or will be here? I think it’s all a hoax!” another male stated.

      “I think we are being watched!” another woman said in a loud whisper.

      Murdock chuckled to himself. To him, it didn’t matter if it was a hoax or not. Complaining or spouting paranoid conspiracy rhetoric was a waste of time and energy. All that mattered was the here and now… and survival.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      As James Whittier was being revived, he was dreaming. His father was lecturing him again.

      “Most people are lazy, wanting someone to take responsibility for their needs, and will think they are giving power to those who provide them,” his father said in his dream.

      He always seemed to go on incessantly. Usually, James wanted to strangle him just to shut him up. His father had been a successful political figure and had constantly lectured him about the things he had learned in what he referred to as “the hard way.”

      “As long as the little people think that you have the answers, they’ll do what you tell them,” his father continued inside his head. “But as soon as they lose faith in you, head for the hills. People won’t give you anything! You have to take it from them! And you have to do so in such a manner that they think it’s their idea and to their benefit. Politicians have to be magicians, using subtle means and misdirection to get their agendas supported by the governed.”

      The elder Whittier had died while James was in his second year of college. He was glad of it as that meant he was paroled from his father’s incessant lecturing. At times of stress, though, all he could hear inside his head was the endless pontificating of his father.

      “People want the government to provide everything for them and to have the power to act on their behalf,” his father’s voice continued. “To have that power, you have to be part of that government. They must never know that governments get in the way, most of the time, and are never for the benefit of the governed.”

      James’ father had been a true disciple in the religion of government and had wanted his son to be its acolyte.

      And James had done his best to continue his father’s legacy. The first time James had been caught cheating he was six and was punished — not for cheating, but for getting caught.

      “What most people call ‘truth’ is not as objective as they may think; in fact, it is very subjective,” the voice inside his head continued. “To a politician, ‘truth’ is whatever the politician says it is. Therefore, no politician lies. No such thing as a lie; facts are fluid things that can be interpreted any way that suits the needs of the moment.”

      James had managed to get into a good prep school on his father’s name and even managed to letter in a couple of sports without ever playing. Some of his fellow students said that he bribed, bought, and blackmailed his way through school. They were correct, of course, but James chalked it up to jealousy that they hadn’t thought of it first. His father had said he had accomplished a few “small feats” without dishonoring their good name.

      When he had first learned the name of the school he would attend, James hired a few investigators without his father’s knowledge. Their job was to find some indiscretions of the Headmaster, one Potiphar Grimsdale. Once found, his man had gone to Grimsdale with the proper inducements so that by the time James entered his office for his initial interview, he was admitted.

      By the time the year was out, Grimsdale was paying him through a second party for not disclosing those indiscretions. After four years, James’ bank account was greatly enhanced, and he had several sports letters, a high grade-point-average, and many letters of recommendation to his father’s alma mater.

      In college, James managed to get his degree without working too hard. The right amount of money here, a bit of pressure there, and before he knew it, he was graduated. A few weeks later, he ran for mayor of Athens, Ohio.

      By the time James W. Whittier III was sworn in as mayor, nothing gave him more pleasure than bending another’s will to his own. He knew he would willingly sacrifice millions of people for his own ends. He had no doubts that his view of reality was correct and that others should be willing to sacrifice themselves for that view. He liked having power; he would do anything to get it. And he would do everything necessary to hold on to it.

      After his revival, the basic meal, and the briefing, Whittier looked around at the rest of his fellow pilgrims. What an undesirable bunch this is, he thought. As more joined the count, Whittier made a mental note of a couple of them as possible confederates, based on their size and their perceived low intelligence. An idea was beginning to percolate in his brain.

      When everyone moved outside the ship, Whittier managed to get a big, older man, who had introduced himself as Burns, aside. “See if you can find one or two other men we can trust,” he said conspiratorially. Burns nodded. “If we move quickly, we can be in charge of this mob. It may not be worth much, but I think being able to eat regularly is worth something,” Whittier told him.

      “I’ll see what I can come up with,” Burns acknowledged quietly.

      “Do it discreetly,” Whittier whispered adamantly. “You do know what discreetly means?” he inquired, the condescension evident. He needs to know who the boss is, he thought.

      Burns nodded, and Whittier could see the other man’s face flush at the insult. He moved off to mingle with the rest of the crowd.
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      When he was finished emptying the storage compartments, and after a brief rest, Murdock looked over the equipment and began to catalog it all mentally. He saw various knives, hatchets, and ax heads; several sizes of steel wedges, various machetes, a couple of two-man saws — one felling and one bucking; various diameters and types of rope, shovel heads, pickaxe heads, a couple of adzes, and drawknives. Additionally, he’d found forty water skins; quite a few heavy canvas tarpaulins of various sizes; a couple of cases of cooking and eating utensils; and forty cases of the instant oatmeal.

      He picked out a pair of Bowie machetes, a twelve-inch and an eighteen-inch with scabbards and fastened them to his belt. Then he slipped a six-inch hunting knife into his boot-sheath. He shoved a hatchet into his belt near the small of his back. He neatly stacked the rest of the tools on top of a tarpaulin that he had already unfolded. When he finished, he folded the remainder of the tarp over the pile. Now, he knew what was available and had it all protected from the weather. Finally, he placed all the water skins on top of the tarpaulin.

      No sooner had he finished than a man in a business suit came over to him. To Murdock, he looked to be in his early to mid-thirties, six foot one and about one hundred ninety pounds. The way the man carried himself told Murdock that he tended toward pomposity and was, therefore, untrustworthy.

      “You did a nice job of stacking the supplies.” the man said, smiling, indicating the pile under the tarp. “You know what our physical resources are?”

      “To a point and after a fashion,” Murdock responded curtly, quietly, “and so would you if you had gotten off that stick and helped.”

      “What stick are you talking about?” the man asked, no longer smiling.

      “The one stuck in your ass,” Murdock retorted, just loud enough for the man to hear.

      The man’s face flushed, and he gave Murdock a quick glare. Then he stuck out his hand and tried to smile.

      “I’m Whittier.”

      Murdock just looked at the offered hand, then at the man’s face. His eyes narrowed. “Wittier than whom?” he asked stoically.

      “No! My name is Whittier. James W. Whittier the third. And you are?”

      “Murdock.”

      “No first name or is that your first name?” Whittier asked.

      “I have a first name,” Murdock quipped, “for friends.” Arrogant and pushy! This one is not to be trusted. Not on any level, he thought.

      “I’m sure we’re all friends here,” Whittier stated, loud enough for some of the others to hear. He tried to maintain the disingenuous smile he had plastered on his face while looking at his extended hand.

      “That remains to be seen,” Murdock responded warily. He could tell that his hesitance to take Whittier’s hand was making the other man nervous. Murdock looked at the offered hand: well-manicured fingernails, soft, meaty flesh lacking calluses. This guy was used to sitting behind a desk. Murdock bent over, picked up several water skins, and hung all but two in Whittier’s outstretched hand.

      “What am I supposed to do with these?” Whittier huffed.

      “You might consider filling them, unless you’re giving up water.”

      “You expect me to carry water? You can’t be serious!” Whittier said with a shocked look.

      “I don’t expect you to do anything. You can do as you please. Just don’t come around me when you get thirsty.” Murdock started walking toward the sound of the water with two water skins. He hadn’t taken many steps before he heard the empty water skins hit the ground. He just grinned to himself and proceeded to the stream.

      As Murdock walked toward the sound of running water, he continued to scan the ground for any animal-sign. He also thought about the comments made by his so-called companions.

      He did look anachronistic in his buckskins. His boots were also buckskin and laced around his lower legs and ankles. The leather was true deerskin; he had brain-tanned them himself. They were buttery soft and a joy to wear; his prized possession, he was glad to have them.

      He had noticed the clothing the others wore. They were dressed in everything from skirts to blue jeans. Lucky no one was wearing a tuxedo, he thought as he chuckled to himself. Why were the others so ill-equipped for this adventure? Why hadn’t the ones who sent them here provided more acceptable clothing? Those in blue jeans would fare better than the rest, but all were going to be hard pressed when winter set in, including himself. And judging by the different types of trees, he knew winter would come.

      Based on the lackadaisical attitudes of the others, Murdock judged himself to be the only one with any woodcraft knowledge at all. Everyone else struck him as city or suburban dwellers. Do any of them have a clue what they’re in for?

      As he neared to the running water, Murdock paid closer attention for signs of animal trails, which would indicate the easier route to the water. Just inside the line of small trees that skirted the meadow, he found several paths leading in the direction of the water. Murdock followed one down to find the small stream. The stream wasn’t very broad, only four or five feet across, but it looked at least a few feet deep in places and didn’t move too swiftly. At the water’s edge, he noted that other animals had crossed the stream.

      Not far off the path, Murdock found a pool formed by the stream flowing back on itself. He used his hand to dip a little water to his lips. Though the walk had been easy, he was already sweating in his weakened condition. He drank deeply before filling his water skins.

      Then Murdock sat, watched, and listened. He saw a few large insects skim the calmer edges of the pool. While he watched, he saw one disappear. Fish! He waded out into the pool, cupped both hands between his legs, and stood very still. A moment later, a fish came close, and he scooped it free of the water and onto the bank in one swift motion.

      After catching another, he waded over to the bank and stood looking at them.

      They were fish, all right, just different from the ones he was used to. These fish resembled trout, but each had an extra set of fins in the back, and the tail was more like a dolphin’s than a trout’s. Murdock half expected them to get up and walk, but they didn’t. He stuck his fingers into their gills, picked up the water skins, and he started back to the transport pod.

      Murdock was in high spirits. This was his idea of heaven; he was truly in his element.

      On the edge of the meadow, he spotted what appeared to be wild onions and stopped long enough to gather a few. The others are going to come begging once I start cooking these babies, he thought, grinning in anticipation of telling the others they could fend for themselves.

      They could have, should have, followed me, Murdock thought. He had no use for those who either refused to learn or expected someone else to provide for them. As he walked on, thinking this, he spotted a few dead limbs and gathered those as well. By the time he got back to the transport pod, he had quite a load.

      As Murdock approached the pod, he saw that the others had gathered into a group nearby. He picked out a likely spot for a camp, away from the others, and prepared the fish for cooking. As he smelled the cooking fish, he imagined the smell stirring the others’ hunger.

      Though it had taken Murdock the better part of the day to check and stack the supplies as well as get water and fish, from what he could see, the others had done nothing. Now, out of the corner of his eye, Murdock could see Whittier walking in his direction. He waited for the other man to get twenty feet from him.

      “That’s close enough, Whittier,” Murdock warned without turning around.

      “Hey, friend Murdock, that smells really good! Where did you get the fish?” Whittier asked nervously, without drawing closer.

      “The same place I got the water,” Murdock responded sarcastically. “Fish do live in water, after all.”

      “Um… where exactly was that?” Whittier asked.

      Murdock turned his head to look sideways at Whittier. “Well, you see, I found this deli while I was out for my morning stroll.” Whittier stared at him blankly. Murdock motioned with his head toward the stream. “That-a-way!”

      “Do you mind if I join you?” Whittier asked, after looking in the direction Murdock had indicated.

      “I mind very much,” Murdock responded curtly. “And I am not your friend.” He shot Whittier a look of warning.

      “I know we got off to a bad start earlier.” Whittier chuckled nervously. “Can’t we just bury the hatchet, so to speak?”

      I’d like to bury a hatchet! Murdock thought. “That depends,” he said.

      “On?”

      “On what you’ve been doing while I was gone. Why didn’t you, or any of the others, follow me to get water? Sure could’ve used a hand bringing back firewood.”

      “Oh! Well, we’ve been talking, organizing, and trying to think of a way to get out of this godforsaken place.”

      “And what have you come up with?” Murdock asked, genuinely curious. Didn’t they pay attention to the video briefing?

      “We haven’t come up with a way out of here, yet. We would like to invite you to a little meeting inside the transport pod, though. Talking would be easier if you’d let me get closer. Those fish sure smell good!”

      “Don’t they though?” Murdock responded sarcastically. He could almost hear Whittier salivating. He took down one of the water skins and drank from it for a long moment, smacking his lips in appreciation afterward.

      “Do you think I could get a little sip of your water?”

      “Don’t you remember what I said earlier?”

      “Yes, I remember,” Whittier snapped. “You’re being rude and unfriendly. All I was asking for was a little of your water!”

      “Just to be clear, you believe that you are significant in some way, and everyone else is supposed to support you? Is that right? If you weren’t a politician, you missed your calling! What about the others?” Murdock could see Whittier’s face turning bright red.

      “Yes, I was a local politician, and since you mentioned it, they’re all rather thirsty. All the talking we did today tends to dry out the throat.”

      “Too bad one of them didn’t have the foresight to follow me to the water. Did you do any manual labor, at any time, before coming here?”

      “No! I asked for a drink of water, and I don’t feel I have to submit to your inquisition,” Whittier fumed.

      “You better realize that this situation is not conducive to a dictatorship,” Murdock took down the unused water skin and tossed it to Whittier. “That’s all you, or anyone else, will get from me!”

      Whittier took the water skin and walked back to the rest.

      Things are going to get out of hand, quickly, Murdock thought. He knew he was outnumbered, but he also knew he could take most of them, if it came to that. He would need items under the tarp. Though he could do without most of them, life would be a lot easier with them, or at least with access to them. This is going to take planning and finesse, and finesse has never been my strong suit.

      While he ate, Murdock formed a tentative plan. He needed to find a more permanent base of operations. He’d start by rigging some kind of pack to carry the things he would need to make a basecamp more livable and easier to maintain. Above all, he needed to find out if humans were the apex predator on this planet, all of which called for a lot of scouting. But before he could attempt any of that, he had to build up his strength. A day or two should be enough before I can start scouting, he thought.

      After eating less than half of the first fish, Murdock was full. With no way to keep the fish from spoiling, he took the remains to the others and offered it to any who wanted it. Some of the others refused to eat it because it was wild. Others ate a little and complained that it was under-cooked. Some thought it was over-cooked. Still others thought the fish had too many bones. Despite all the complaints, Murdock noticed that the fish quickly disappeared.
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      After his confrontation with Murdock, Whittier was livid. He decided that Murdock presented a problem for him and his plans. Murdock won’t be satisfied with anything less than the role of Leader in the community and I’ve already reserved that role for myself, he thought.

      As he was passing the water skin around, Whittier waited for Burns’ turn. “I need you and one other to nominate me at the meeting for Leader,” he told Burns in low, conspiratorial tones. Burns nodded.

      Whittier smiled to see that Burns knew when to speak and when to be quiet and do as he was told.
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      The meeting proceeded much as Murdock expected. Everyone but Murdock had gathered in the common room of the transport pod, and as it was standing room only, Murdock preferred to stand on the ramp. The crowd was thin there, yet he could still hear everything that was said. Quite a few of the displaced voiced complaints about the lack of proper facilities and running water, and some expressed concern about their diet. Murdock chuckled and guessed that the others would find oatmeal very bland and unappealing before long.

      “I believe that we should first hold a vote for the leadership of the colony,” Whittier yelled over the din of the others all talking at the same time. “We need to have order and a leader should bring order!”

      “I nominate Mister Whittier!” someone called out from the middle of the room.

      “I second!” someone else piped up. Murdock smirked as he shook his head. Could Whittier be more obvious?

      “A nomination has been made and seconded! All those in favor say ‘Aye’!” Whittier commanded from the front.

      “Aye!” came a loud roar.

      “Opposed?”

      “No!” Murdock yelled, but his was the lone voice.

      “In the opinion of the chair, the ayes have it. The first order of business is to establish committees for some of the basic needs of the colony.”

      Murdock walked off, disgusted. He had always been wary of politicians and their ways of gaining control. If you need a privy, you start by digging a hole! Not by forming a committee, he thought as he walked back to his campfire. All the while, he could hear Whittier taking votes, and he couldn’t help wondering what sort of con the politician had cooked up.

      Whatever his scheme, Whittier is going to be the chief beneficiary.
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      At sun-up, Murdock had been up and moving for at least an hour. He saw that the ramp to the transport was closed and no sign of anyone else. On his way toward the stream, he encountered a small herd of animals resembling deer — but if these were deer, they were enormous. By his estimation, they appeared to be closer to the size of an elk, judging from the distance.

      It’s not going to be easy to bring down one of those brutes without a bow or a ranged weapon of some sort, he thought. He doubted he could throw a heavy spear far enough to be effective against such a large animal. Maybe an atlatl would be better.

      But as he approached the stream, he halted. A large, black bear stood in the middle of the stream. Murdock had encountered bears on Earth, but he guessed this one to be the size of a large grizzly.

      The bear hadn’t seen him, so he decided to back away slowly and as quietly as he could. The last thing he wanted to do was tackle a bear of this size with just the weapons he had on him, especially in his weakened condition. When he was completely out of sight of the bear, he breathed a little easier.

      After calming himself a little, Murdock noticed that he was downwind of the bear and decided to creep in closer and observe it. No sooner had he got down on his belly than he heard approaching footsteps. He rolled over in the high grass to see the woman who had called him Daniel Boone walking blindly toward the bear.
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      Rose Griffen had risen earlier than the rest of the group and had decided to find the water Murdock had mentioned. After exiting the pod and reclosing the ramp, she glanced toward Murdock’s campsite.

      “You’re an early riser, Murdock,” she said aloud. Oh, well. You need a bath, girl. Just suck it up and head in the general direction and you’ll find it…eventually, she thought.

      As she walked, she gazed around, appreciating all the different colors of the wildflowers, as well as the odd blue-green shade of the grass and trees. The area reminded her of a park that she had visited as a child in Omaha.

      She also noticed the absence of noise. Used to all the road noise, humming power lines, birds chirping, and kids yelling, Rose found the silence almost deafening, even disturbing. She was on guard as she walked, following a path of sorts created by someone or something, pushing down the knee-high grass.

      Rose wasn’t far from the smaller trees that skirted the meadow in which the pod stood when suddenly she was falling. Something had hit her leg behind the knee, causing her leg to buckle. Then, as she hit the ground, someone was wrapping her legs and arms. She took a deep breath to scream when a hand clapped over her mouth.

      “Quiet,” a man whispered, his mouth close to her ear. “There’s a bear in the stream!”

      When she quit struggling, he slowly removed his hand from her mouth and untangled himself from her. Without saying a word, he motioned for her to follow him, crawling toward the stream as she followed. The bear had neither heard nor smelled them and was continuing to feed on the fish it caught.

      Murdock turned toward her. Rose’s mouth was agape, her eyes wide, stunned.

      They watched the bear for several minutes. Finally, the bear finished and walked away from them and the transport pod. As she tried to get up, Murdock pushed her back down and put a finger to his lips. They waited a few more minutes, and then Murdock got to his feet slowly.

      “Sorry about that,” he said, offering a hand to her to help her to her feet while looking around — she presumed he looked for other dangers. “I didn’t think you wanted to meet that particular local resident this early in the morning.”

      “Under the circumstances, it’s okay. That really was a bear?” she asked quietly, still filled with awe.

      “It’s the closest thing to a bear that we’re likely to see. Definitely was one of the apex predators of this planet,” Murdock explained.

      “Yeah, not really in the mood to meet the neighbors,” she quipped while brushing herself off. “My name is Rose Griffen.” She extended her hand, and Murdock took it.

      She had seen Murdock when she was first revived on the transport pod. At the time, she thought him anachronistic, belonging to an age long gone, and a little on the arrogant side. Now, she took a longer look. He was shorter than she was by an inch or two; stocky build, black hair, either tanned or naturally dark-complexioned, and apparently well-muscled, although he hid it well. Overall, she thought he was pleasant to look at. Rose classified him as someone most people would underestimate, which she suspected was his intent. He obviously knew what he was doing when it came to surviving in the wild.
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      Murdock noticed Rose, finally.

      “Murdock,” he said while gently shaking her hand. Her hands were soft and warm, but they did have a few calluses. “What’re you doing out here this early?”

      “I was hoping to get a bath in the stream.”

      “That wouldn’t be a good idea. Until we figure this place out, I wouldn’t recommend venturing off alone.”

      “Well, I wouldn’t recommend standing downwind of me until I get a bath, either. Lesser of two evils,” Rose quipped and grinned.

      She has a nice smile, he thought, infectious.

      “A bath is out of the question, for the time being.” Murdock noticed she had not so much as a knife. “Washing up would be all right, but not alone and definitely not unarmed!”

      “Wasn’t issued a weapon,” Rose replied offhandedly. “It wouldn’t do me much good in any case. Don’t know how to use one. I’m a city girl!”

      Murdock was stumped by her statement. He had taken it for granted that everyone knew how to use a knife as a weapon. He pulled out his six-inch knife from his boot and handed it to her. “Stick this in your belt.”

      Rose looked at the offered knife and shrugged. “I’m not wearing a belt.” She lifted her shirt a little to show Murdock that the loops on her jeans were empty. “Besides, you’re here now and appear to be armed to the teeth.”

      “I’m not nearly as well-armed as I’d like.” Murdock replaced the knife in his boot. “When we get back I’ll see what I can do. This is not a walk in a park. We’re in a survival situation. You can die out here in a heartbeat!”

      “If you’re that concerned, I guess you better follow me then.” Rose ignored his warnings and started toward the stream.

      Murdock just looked at her as she passed and decided to follow. He already knew arguing with her wasn’t going to get him anywhere. When they got to the stream, Rose removed her tennis shoes while Murdock filled the water skin. She looked at Murdock.

      “Promise you won’t look?” she asked sheepishly.

      “No, I won’t promise anything of the sort. Someone has to be the lookout,” Murdock stated flatly while climbing back up the low bank.

      Rose just shrugged, removed her flannel shirt and her jeans, and laid them beside her shoes. She waded in and began to wash up. Murdock remained on the bank watching for possible threats from either side of the stream. When she finished, she put her clothes back on and slipped her shoes on without tying them. Murdock hadn’t noticed her dressing or undressing. His attention was elsewhere.

      “I’d tie those shoes, if I were you,” he said as she climbed up the bank, with his help, seeing her untied shoes. “Your ankles are going to need the support, and you never know when you’ll have to run.”

      “Don’t even think of telling me what to do,” she blasted back. She stomped off toward the transport pod.

      Back at his camp, it wasn’t long before Murdock saw Whittier heading his way, and he let out a little groan.

      “Mind if we have a little chat?” Whittier asked.

      “I suppose,” Murdock responded coolly. “I don’t think it would matter much if I said no.”

      “Rose said you saw a bear by the stream?” Whittier asked, ignoring the quip.

      “Not exactly a bear that you’d find on Earth, but it resembled one.”

      “Wow! I wasn’t aware there would be large animals here,” Whittier stated.

      Murdock couldn’t believe his ears. “You thought we were just dumped in a park?” he asked sarcastically.

      “I wasn’t expecting to have to fend off bears!”

      “Mind if I speak freely?” Murdock asked.

      “Go ahead.”

      “There are lots of things about this planet that we don’t know. You can just about guarantee that we are not the only apex predators here. There could be all kinds of wild animals that present a danger to humans. This place appears to be somewhat parallel with the Colorado Mountains back home, but appearances can be, and generally are, deceiving. There are probably ten thousand ways this planet can kill you, and that is a conservative estimate.”

      “Hold on a moment,” Whittier protested. “We are men, not predators.”

      Murdock was dumbfounded. This guy is totally clueless, he thought. “Deal with many bears in your office back on Earth?” he asked sarcastically.

      “No, we just seem to have a difference of opinion on what a predator is.”

      “Maybe you can tell me what Earth species endangered wolves, seals, whales, lions, tigers, and eagles, just to name a few?”

      “Humans did, but that was for our progress. But I’m not going to debate that issue with you.”

      “Sounds rather predatory to me, but you are the duly elected colony leader, so far be it for me to tell you anything!” Murdock, incensed, turned back to his campfire.

      “Hold on! No need to be rude! I came over here to ask your opinion on the matter.”

      “My opinion is that you should leave the bears alone, if you find one.” Murdock went back to tending his fire. “Trying to eradicate them will be far beyond your capabilities, thankfully!”

      “Since, as you say, I am the duly elected leader, and the safety of the colony is my concern, what would you suggest we do about getting water and food in this hellhole?”

      Murdock just snickered slightly. Hellhole? “I think that your safety concerns are for yourself only,” Murdock answered. “As with any situation, you have to assess all your assets before you can proceed.” He just wanted Whittier to leave him alone. You can’t teach anyone who refuses to learn, much less someone who thinks he has all the answers.

      “That has already been done. You assessed our assets yesterday.”

      “And you refuse to listen,” Murdock blasted back. “I said all your assets! Is anyone here a doctor? How many know how to hunt? How many have gone camping in the wild? Does anyone know any basic survival skills? Or don’t you consider those skills an asset?” The volume of Murdock’s voice rose through frustration and thundered toward Whittier.

      “I see your point,” Whittier responded coolly, appearing somewhat intimidated by the smaller man.

      “And I wouldn’t allow anyone to walk around outside the transport pod without being armed with at least a knife. As of our landing, humans are on the menu!”

      “I see no reason to allow that! Surely, with all of us here, we’re safe!”

      “You think so? Ask Rose Griffen. She saw the bear. How many here would want to fight it to save someone?”

      “Well, there aren’t enough of us to do much when it comes to rescuing someone.”

      Murdock wasn’t surprised to hear this from Whittier. “Not even if it was you who needed rescuing?” he asked coolly.

      Whittier said nothing. Murdock saw Whittier’s jaws clench and could tell he hadn’t thought of that.

      “You probably wouldn’t rescue anyone,” Murdock muttered. “It would mean you’d have to care about someone else’s hide over your own!”

      “That was an unfair statement! I care about everyone here!” Whittier raised his voice so the others could hear.

      “If that’s true, then why did you lock me out of the transport pod last night?”

      “That was a decision I made as colony leader. I figured if you wanted to come in, you would have before the ramp was closed.”

      “Without warning me you were closing it? It is my considered opinion that the best thing you could do for everyone is to take a very long walk. With any luck, you wouldn’t come back!” Murdock turned his back on Whittier. “Who do you think you’re fooling with your false concern? You’re a typical politician! Look out for yourself and everyone else is expected to look after you as well!”

      Whittier, furious, grabbed Murdock by the bicep to turn him back around. Murdock shook off the other man’s grip on his arm and trapped Whittier’s arm with his body, bringing up his free arm to put pressure on Whittier’s elbow. He stopped short of breaking it. Whittier was in shock and on the balls of his feet trying to relieve the pain and pressure on his elbow and shoulder.

      “Get this straight! You don’t touch me! Ever! Next time, I’ll break it for you,” Murdock warned through clenched teeth, just loud enough for Whittier to hear. “Get out of here!” He pushed the other man toward the transport pod. Whittier lost his footing and fell.

      When Whittier got up, he was rubbing his elbow, looking shocked and fearful.

      “You’re a very violent and unstable individual! I’m not entirely sure we need your kind here,” Whittier yelled while walking toward the others.

      “As nice as Earth was, it had one bad thing about it: too many people like you,” Murdock shouted at Whittier’s back.

      He knew he should have kept his anger in check, but Whittier’s stupidity and arrogance had brought his temper to full boil in a heartbeat. Murdock could tell that Whittier would sacrifice everyone else trying to save his own skin. Did Murdock mean what he said? Yes, every word of it, but he also knew very few people could handle either the naked truth or the reality of their situation.

      He watched as Whittier went inside the transport pod, helped along by two of the other men and one of the women, none of whom he recognized. The rest of the group were having an independent discussion and hadn’t appeared to notice the altercation.
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      Whittier fumed as he walked away. How dare Murdock put hands on me! He’d hoped to get rid of him; now, Murdock’s temper had just given him the means to do so.

      When he got close to the pod, Burns and another man helped him inside the ship. A female he didn’t know followed.

      “Are you all right, Boss?” Burns asked, with real and evident concern. Whittier scowled at the strangers and then scowled at Burns. “They’re okay. This is Tom Collier and Krysia Oblonski.” Krysia smiled coyly at Whittier when Burns introduced her.

      “I need to talk to Burns, so you two leave! Go get some water or something!” Whittier told them gruffly.

      Once they had left, he asked Burns, “Did you see that altercation?”

      “Yeah, well, sort of! Never seen anything like that! Never saw him move! I blinked and he had you!” Burns responded excitedly.

      “Damn near broke my arm,” Whittier said venomously, more to himself than to Burns. He rubbed his elbow as he remembered the incident. “Murdock is too dangerous to roam free and remain armed!”

      “I don’t think I could disarm him,” Burns responded, shaking his head. “I don’t think all of the men working together could disarm him!”

      My leadership has been challenged, he thought and he knew this couldn’t go unanswered. “I want the group to vote me emergency powers,” he told Burns after thinking for a moment.

      “I think I can deliver a majority if I’m allowed to do so by whatever means necessary,” Burns answered.

      “I don’t want anyone physically harmed…yet,” Whittier instructed. “Use the idea that Murdock could come after them at any time. Use their fear! Get as many people as you need to get me a majority vote. Promise anything!”

      “What do I get out of it?” Burns asked slyly.

      “What would you like?” Whittier asked grumpily. What a fool, he thought. Whittier smirked while he waited for Burns to verbalize what he wanted.

      “I don’t know,” Burns responded. “I know that you are going to be a big deal after this vote, and I want to be part of those in charge.”

      “I could make you police chief. Allow you to hire whomever you wish,” Whittier offered, still smirking. When the time came, he would have no problem cutting this fool loose. I’ll make them all pay, sooner or later! No one would help me, so I’m going to make them wish they had!

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      After more than twenty minutes, Rose came over to Murdock.

      “Are you calm enough to get me set up with what you think I need?” she asked pleasantly.

      “We don’t have what I think you need,” Murdock responded with a slight smile. He had cooled down sufficiently to be somewhat polite. “I saw no tanks or rocket launchers. All I can do is make do with what we have.”

      He and Rose went to the tarp and he threw it back. He selected some quarter-inch rope and measured off about fifty feet and cut it. This he coiled up and slung diagonally across his body. He then measured off another fifty feet and cut it again. He wrapped it around Rose’s waist three or four times and cut it again.

      “Divide that up until you have enough to tie it in front of you without too much extra,” he suggested while he continued to search through the items under the tarp. He outfitted Rose the same way he was outfitted.

      “Do I really need all this stuff?” she asked as he hung the machetes and the six-inch knife on her makeshift belt. He inserted a hatchet, much the same way as his was.

      “Yes, you do. You never know what you’re going to need until you don’t have it,” he responded.

      “But I don’t know what all this stuff is used for.”

      “The belt can be used for several things if you have to, like setting snares or tying a splint on someone’s leg,” he explained. “The big machete is used for clearing brush or taking down small trees. The little machete can be used for smaller jobs that are too small for the big machete and too big for the six-inch knife. The six-inch knife can be used for anything from cutting small rope to skinning and cleaning game. The hatchet is good for trees too big for the machete to handle. All of these can be used as an effective weapon, if you have to. I would also suggest you get in the habit of tying your shoes whenever you wear them. Otherwise, you could lose them if you have to run from a bear. I don’t think you want to go through life barefoot.”

      As Murdock got Rose outfitted, the rest of the group came over to listen to his explanations. Following his lead, the members of the group grabbed their own sets as he explained and hung them as his were. When he found the whetstones, he gave each person one. The others looked at the stones blankly.

      “They’re for sharpening your six-inch knife and twelve-inch machete. You only cut yourself with dull knives. Anyone else been camping, hunting, or fishing?”

      “I have been camping before,” one man said with another nodding his agreement, “and did a little fishing.”

      “I’ve been fishing before, sort of,” another piped in sheepishly.

      “This is going to be a lot different than anything you’ve experienced before. You’re going to have to rely on each other — on your skills and theirs. It’s not going to be easy.”

      “Why did you tell me we can’t bathe for a while?” Rose asked, obviously still in a snit about the bath.

      “Do any of us know what’s in the water?” Murdock explained. “Does it have leeches or snapping turtles? I wouldn’t recommend bathing until we know a lot more about our surroundings and the creatures we share this environment with. Are there any snakes around? Just because you haven’t seen them doesn’t mean there aren’t any.”

      When they were all outfitted, Murdock stood back, looking them over. He suppressed his laughter. They all looked ridiculous in their skirts and suits, outfitted for tramping in the woods.

      “What about bathroom facilities?” one of the women asked.

      “Until you figure out where you’re going to build a more permanent settlement, I would say go out in the trees. I would highly recommend that none of you go off on your own. Take someone with you. Four eyes see more than two.”

      They seemed to accept what he said. To Murdock, they all looked to be in shock. He suspected that the reality of their situation hadn’t sunk in yet, not totally.

      Just then, one of the men who had helped Whittier into the transport pod came over.

      “Whittier has called an emergency meeting,” he said gruffly. “Murdock is banned from it!”

      Murdock shrugged and walked off toward the trees in the opposite direction of the stream. It was close to midday, and he was starting to get a bit peckish. The further he walked from the transport pod, the more the issue of Whittier disappeared from his consciousness.

      As he walked, he heard something moving in the waist-high grass parallel to his course. Must be something small or something crawling. Though he couldn’t see what was following him, he could hear and feel it, as if he were being stalked. Slowly, he withdrew the eighteen-inch machete from its sheath, carrying it at his side in his right hand. The hair on his neck stood on end. The creature was close; soon it would strike from his left.

      He took a couple more steps and caught movement at the edge of his peripheral vision. In a swift, single motion, he moved his left side away from the attack and brought the large machete into play. As soon as he saw the mouth, he swung the machete upward. No time to analyze the attack; in his disconnected state, his response time had been close to instantaneous.

      Not until the attack and response were over did Murdock realize what had attacked him. At his feet lay the biggest snake he had ever seen writhing around, missing its head. The severed head lay off to the side with only a few inches of the body attached.

      Murdock stepped away as the snake continued to thrash and roll. He waited for the contortions to subside and for his own adrenaline to run its course. Finally, after the snake had stilled, he walked the length of the body. Twenty-five feet long and twelve inches across its diameter, he thought. He estimated the weight at two hundred pounds at least — more than he could drag or carry.

      He cut the carcass in half and carried the front half back to his camp. The trek was hard going, and he sweated profusely. There, he tied the first half of the snake in a tree with the rope he carried, grabbed a drink of water from his water skin, and headed back to retrieve the rest of the snake. Before he reached it, though, he saw a dozen or so large carrion birds finishing what he had left behind.

      “So much for that idea,” Murdock said aloud, heading back to the camp.

      After cleaning and prepping the snake for cooking, he placed the skewers on to cook. Needing fresh water and a quick clean-up, he headed off to the stream. On his way back, he noticed the others had come out of the transport pod and now milled around talking to each other.

      He avoided them and went to his campsite instead. When he checked the meat, he found a couple of pieces were done so he ate them. The meat was juicy and a little on the sweet side, but very rich and he could tell it would be very filling. While he took a drink from the water skin, he saw Rose walking in his direction.

      “What’s for dinner?” she asked, smiling.

      “Chicken,” Murdock snickered. “Would you like some?”

      “Don’t mind if I do!” she said gratefully. She selected a skewer of cooked meat and began nibbling. “Tastes pretty damn good to me!” she said after chewing up and swallowing a good-sized bite. “Where did you find chicken out here?”

      Murdock just chuckled. He had finished his skewer and, after refilling it and placing it on the fire, ate another. Meanwhile, Rose finished her skewer.

      “If you want more, help yourself.” He took her empty skewer, refilled it, and set it on the fire to cook. “There’s plenty.”

      Rose looked to the other skewers and then at the rest of the group, all of whom had stayed back.

      “You know there’s trouble coming from your little dust-up with Whittier,” she said quietly as she selected another skewer.

      “What else is new? It isn’t the first time, and I doubt it’ll be the last. Would be worth it, too, if the rest of this group could see him for what he is. What happened to your gear?”

      “That’s one of the issues that your argument with Whittier brought to the fore. A majority voted to give Whittier some temporary discretionary power for inside the colony area. Everyone voted, but he got only a slim majority. The first thing he did was to appoint Burns and Collier as the police department.”

      “Don’t think I know who they are.”

      “They are the two burly… gentlemen—and I use the term loosely—with little or no neck,” Rose reminded him. Murdock nodded. “First thing Burns did as head of the police was decree that no weapons be allowed in the colony area. They confiscated all the gear from the rest of us.” Rose paused as all this sank in. Murdock had stopped eating and now looked at her in a way that told her that he knew what to expect next from that quarter. “This is really good chicken,” Rose said changing the subject. “It’s a lot better than that oatmeal crap we’ve been eating.” Rose looked at him seriously. “Mind if the rest have some?”

      Murdock looked over at the rest of the group. He didn’t see Whittier, Burns, or Collier anywhere.

      “What are the two stooges plus one cooking up?” Murdock asked.

      “Don’t know. We’re in adjournment for a while.”

      “Why are you telling me this? Won’t you get into trouble with the leaders? “

      “I’ve never had to look for trouble,” Rose stated between bites. “It’s always been right there, waiting, whether I needed it or not.”

      Murdock started to choke and almost spit out the meat. “I know what you mean,” he laughed.

      “Besides, you did save my bacon this morning, and you tried to be of some help, even if the rest don’t appreciate it. I’m just returning the favor.”

      “It’s always nice to know trouble is coming and be prepared for it.”

      “What about the others?” Rose asked.

      “I’ve had enough for now. I suppose the rest might as well enjoy it while they can.”

      “It would be better if you made the offer,” Rose suggested. “You might need the goodwill. It couldn’t hurt!”

      Murdock thought for a couple of seconds. He walked over to the rest. “Soup’s on,” he yelled.

      After the group had eaten its fill, Murdock saw someone, he assumed it was Burns, come out of the transport pod. He stood at the base of the ramp, arms crossed, scowling. As the others spotted him, they began nudging each other and walking sheepishly toward the transport pod. Rose was the only one who thanked him.

      Left alone, Murdock slung his empty water skin across his body, replenished the skewers, and set off to the stream. As he returned he saw that the colonists had lined up between himself and his campsite, facing him. Whittier, Burns, and Collier each had a skewer and were helping themselves.

      “That’s close enough, Murdock,” Whittier yelled after swallowing.
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      Murdock stopped.

      “The Colony Council has judged,” Whittier intoned, “that colonist Murdock is a danger to himself and others. Further, it has judged the aforementioned person to be guilty of the unprovoked assault and battery upon the duly elected leader of this colony.”

      Murdock looked at the others’ faces as Whittier spoke. No one looked back. He saw more than a few bruised cheeks and bloodied lips in the group.

      “Further, he has been judged guilty of sedition, insurrection, and treason. How say you?”

      Each one of the group looked at Murdock. One at a time, they responded, “Aye.” However, only a few seemed eager to express their vote. Murdock remained standing, stoic, looking each in the eye, his hands rested loosely on the hilts of his machetes. When everyone in front of him had spoken, Burns and Collier, who stood behind the group, voted.

      “Aye!” Collier yelled.

      “Aye!” Burns yelled with relish.

      “Aye!” Whittier shouted around a mouthful of meat. After swallowing, he continued. “It is the sentence of this court that Murdock be stripped and banished. Should he ever be seen at any time by any other member of this colony it will be that colonist’s sworn duty to execute him. Mister Burns! Carry out the sentence!”

      Murdock hadn’t moved or flinched at any time during Whittier’s recitation of the charges. As Collier and Burns came through the group, Murdock remained still. Collier and Burns took a few steps beyond the line of the group and then stopped to see if the rest followed. No one else moved. Both men looked to Whittier. Murdock noticed that neither man was armed, at least not in a way that showed.

      “It looks like your hired thugs need your help, Whittier,” Murdock scoffed. “Why don’t you quit hiding and come out here and show them how it’s done!”

      “Burns, you better move,” Whittier warned loudly.

      Each of the men took another step. Then they split up, both taking on a semi-crouching stance.

      “Two on one hardly seems fair! Why don’t you come out and help, Whittier? It would even the odds a little more,” Murdock taunted. “Or are you a coward?”

      He waited.

      “Collier, you are now in charge. Execute the sentence!” Whittier commanded impatiently.

      Neither man made another move.

      Murdock continued his taunt. “Personally, I think you’re all cowards. Are you two afraid of these?” He indicated the two machetes by tapping his index fingers on the hilts. “I’ll wait while you two arm yourselves, but I should warn you that if you do, I’ll give no quarter.”

      The two men looked at each other, then back to Murdock, who still hadn’t moved.

      “It looks to me as if your two slugs have no backbone, Whittier,” Murdock taunted again. He watched as Collier inched back slightly and straightened up a little. “I bet they are good at beating up women, children, and small pets, but they seem spineless against someone who’ll stand up to them.”

      Collier and Burns exchanged glances again, then looked back to Murdock. Murdock hadn’t moved. The men inhaled, then looked at each other again. Slowly, they retreated toward Whittier.

      “Whittier, I think you’ll find it easy to establish laws or rules, but it’s quite another matter to enforce them,” Murdock chided.

      Collier, Burns, and Whittier began a heated discussion. Murdock couldn’t hear what was being said, but he was fairly certain that Collier and Burns were going to lose their positions. After a few minutes of arguing, Collier and Burns joined the rest of the colonists in the line.

      “I put the order to the entire colony. Execute the sentence. All of you!” Whittier yelled.

      Still, no one moved.

      After a few minutes, Murdock shifted his stance a little.

      “Are we going to do this or not?” he asked everyone, but no one moved or spoke. “Guess not! All of you have made your feelings and intentions plain. I’m leaving, but before I go, you need to be warned. Do not let me catch you across the stream over there!”

      Murdock indicated the stream he had just visited, then slowly backed away from the group. He wasn’t so foolish as to turn his back on any of them.

      After he had widened the gap to forty or fifty yards, he turned and walked normally, though still alert for sounds of an oncoming attack. He didn’t relax until he had entered the trees and crossed the stream.

      Although he was in unfamiliar territory, a weight lifted from Murdock. Now he was on his own and responsible for no one.

      He continued down a wide path into the woods — an animal highway. A few yards from the stream, the trees formed a bower like a high, leafy tunnel over the path. He judged it to be fifteen or twenty feet from the ground to the tree limbs above. A lot of large animals have walked this path for many years. If I have to take an animal, this could be the place to do it; by ambush from above, he reasoned, considering the tools he had to work with.

      After walking a little over a mile, Murdock found a hidden boulder off the path. It looked like to good place to rest.

      As he sat drinking water and watching for animals, Murdock thought he heard talking in the distance, but the longer he waited, the more clearly he heard the voices. He stood and grabbed a few low branches on the side of a tree away from the path. As he climbed, staying close to the trunk, I hope I’m hidden well enough, he thought. As soon as he saw the two men, he recognized them: Burns and Collier, both armed as he was.

      “… not sure anymore. What do you think?” Collier asked Burns.

      “I think we’re going to be next if Whittier thinks we let him down again,” Burns responded. Both closely watched the path.

      “Maybe so, but what can he really do? I mean, Whittier can do nothing on his own. Like I said, he needs us. Murdock backed him down,” Collier continued. By this time they both walked right under Murdock.

      “What the…” Burns exclaimed. “Who the hell is this guy?”

      “What’s wrong?” Collier asked.

      “His tracks just stop. He couldn’t have just disappeared, so where did he go?” Burns asked.

      “Why are you asking me? You were supposed to be keeping an eye on him,” Collier said accusingly.

      “I distinctly remember telling you to keep your eye on him!” Burns responded.

      “That’s not how I remember it,” Collier chided, chuckling.

      “Damn it! We’re really screwed if we don’t find him.” Burns appeared more worried than Collier. “Find his trail again!” Both men searched the ground intently, trying to pick up Murdock’s trail. Murdock watched from above, hoping they would continue their conversation. Then both men backed up a few yards, retracing Murdock’s trail several times. Without his realizing it, Murdock had left the path at a spot at which a lot of leaves lay on the path.

      I can see my own footprint in the leaves from here, but these two boobs lost my trail. More than once his pursuers looked right at his tracks in the leaves, yet failed to see them. Murdock had a very hard time containing himself.

      “Now what do we do?” Burns asked after they had searched for quite a while.

      “What do you mean?” Collier asked.

      “It’s obvious that we can’t find Murdock’s trail. Do we go on? Or do we go back and tell Whittier that we lost him?” Burns asked.

      “I don’t see that we have a lot of choice in the matter,” Collier responded.

      “Damn you, Murdock,” Burns yelled.

      Both men turned around to go back the way they had come. Murdock waited until they were out of sight, though he could still hear them talking, before climbing down from his perch and following them. When the path made a turn, Murdock cautiously closed the distance between them and him, and it wasn’t long before he could just see their backs. Soon he noticed the bower thinning, indicating their proximity to the stream. He started running toward the two men as quietly as he could.

      When Collier, who had been bringing up the rear, started to turn, Murdock jumped. He’d caught Collier’s back squarely with his feet. Collier was knocked forward with all the momentum that Murdock could impart and he, in turn, ran into Burns. Burns, who was only a couple of feet from the stream bank, was knocked face first into the cold water. Murdock thought he made a satisfyingly large splash.

      Murdock, still on his feet, stood over the prostrate Collier with his eighteen-inch machete poised to strike. Collier rolled over and froze. His eyes were wide in amazement, and his mouth hung open. Burns, meanwhile, got to his feet and turned around then stopped. Too stunned to react, Burns hesitated, oblivious that he was still standing in the stream.

      “Apparently, my original assessment of you two was wrong,” Murdock stated coldly, not taking his eyes off either man. “I had thought you two were smart enough to heed a warning when you heard one.”

      Burns’ hand moved toward one of his weapons.

      “I wouldn’t do that, if I were you,” Murdock warned. Burns froze.

      “Let’s not be too hasty! Can’t we talk about this?” Burns asked, voice trembling.

      “I thought I made it plain enough so that even someone of your limited intelligence would understand. You two should not have come on this side of the stream!”

      “Be reasonable, Murdock,” Burns pleaded, as calmly as he could. “We had our orders. You shouldn’t have embarrassed Whittier.”

      “Whittier is an embarrassment. So are you two,” Murdock chided.

      “We did elect him as our leader,” Burns responded, shrugging as if the statement required no explanation.

      “Maybe you did, but why is that? Is he better than you?”

      “We felt that he was the most qualified to lead us. So, I guess, yeah, he is better than me.”

      Murdock saw that Burns was both trying to give an honest answer and placate him at the same time.

      “You know, you two have put me in a difficult position,” Murdock stated.

      “What position is that?” Burns asked warily.

      “Do I let you go? Or do I remove your heads and stick them on a pole?” Murdock asked coldly. “Nothing personal, just as a warning to others, you understand.” Both men swallowed hard. “I suppose I could strip you both and hang you upside down from a tree, like so much meat, and let the animals finish you.”

      Collier, upset, looked from the machete to Murdock and back again. Murdock could see him licking his lips continually and saw he was breathing heavily. Murdock fixed his eyes on him.

      “I could take your head and give it to Burns to take back to Whittier,” he stated flatly to Collier.

      A splash sounded. He jerked up to see Burns scrambling up the bank on the other side. Running back to your master, Murdock supposed. He looked back at Collier, who was trying to get up. Murdock kicked his arm out and Collier fell back to the ground. Murdock resumed his posture with the machete, threatening Collier.

      For the first time, Murdock got a good look at Collier. In his early twenties, two fifty at least, well over six-five, and scared to death.

      “I guess you’re not very valuable to your buddy,” Murdock said,  with a cold smile on his face and a piercing glare. “Weapons! Over there!” Murdock indicated a spot beyond Collier’s reach. Collier started removing his weapons, but then hesitated. Murdock could almost see the thought run across Collier’s face. “Don’t be any more foolish than you’ve been already,” Murdock warned and was pleased to see that Collier grasped the folly of such an action.

      “Get on your knees,” Murdock ordered roughly once Collier had relinquished his weapons, “Hands behind your back,” he ordered his captive. As he bent down to pick up the rope Collier was carrying, he laid the flat of the machete on Collier’s shoulder. Being unable to find an escape, Collier hung his head and complied.

      After securing Collier’s hands, Murdock pulled Collier’s shirt over his head from the back, so that Collier could see only the ground right in front of him. Murdock slowly drew the eighteen-inch machete again so Collier could hear the metal-on-metal scraping of machete and sheath.

      “What…what’re you gonna do?” Collier asked, the big man physically trembling.

      “Do you really want to know? Too bad you didn’t heed my warning. Now, I really don’t have a choice,” Murdock said quietly, no emotion in his voice.

      “Please! Please, Mister Murdock, sir! Don’t do this!” Collier pleaded. He sobbed and trembled all the more.

      Murdock said nothing and pulled his shirt up further, exposing Collier’s neck. Collier still couldn’t see what was going on. Murdock pushed Collier’s head down, stretching the skin on the back of his neck, and then pulled the edge of the machete across the flesh, making a thin red line in the skin.

      “Oh, God! Oh, God, no! Please, sir!” Collier pleaded. “Don’t do this! Please!”

      Collier started to rock back and forth a little, still sobbing.

      “I’ll try to make it as painless as possible,” Murdock said softly, “but if you move, it’ll just be more painful. If you have any last words, I’m listening!”

      “No! Please!” Collier wept. Murdock heard Collier’s bladder empty. “Oh, God! Oh, God! Mercy! Have mercy, please!”

      As Collier made his pleas, Murdock quietly gathered up all the weapons and the unused portion of rope and ran off just inside the bower. He could still hear Collier’s pleas as he climbed a tree high enough to be able to see the stream and Collier, who still wept and still pled. Not a minute later, three men approached the stream. Collier’s pleas, in turn, became more intense.

      Murdock recognized Whittier and Burns, but not the third man. Burns pulled out his knife to cut Collier’s bonds when Whittier stopped him.

      “You’re pathetic!” Whittier spat at Collier. “I have a good mind to leave you right here! Maybe I should continue what Murdock started and didn’t have the guts to finish!”

      Collier’s weeping and pleading became louder again as he rocked back and forth on his knees.

      “What the hell? Did you pee yourself? You really are a coward!” Whittier continued, deriding Collier.

      Whittier slowly paced, hands behind his back, around Collier.

      “You’re totally useless, Collier!” Whittier yelled. “Burns, kill this coward!”

      Murdock saw the other two men jerk their heads from Collier to Whittier. From his perch, Murdock could almost hear their disbelieving thoughts.

      “What about the others?” Burns asked.

      “We can take his head back to the others and say that this was all we found after Murdock finished with him.” Whittier’s coldness had sent a shiver up Murdock’s spine. “It will help keep the others in line and keep them from seeking asylum with Murdock.”

      Murdock saw Burns start to take out his eighteen-inch machete. At the sound of the blade leaving his sheath, Collier started his pleading and weeping all over again.

      “Whittier, don’t do this,” the third man finally spoke up. “It isn’t right, and you know it!”

      Burns looked at Whittier, who said nothing.

      “Burns, you do this, and I’ll kill you myself!” the third man stated. When Murdock heard this, he knew the man meant it.

      Burns seemed to think about it a while. Finally, he threw his machete down at Whittier’s feet, sticking it in the ground.

      “You want it done? Do it yourself!” Burns spat at Whittier.

      Whittier just stood there looking at the machete as it wobbled back and forth.

      “Oh, come on! I was only kidding,” Whittier stated. “You didn’t think I was serious, did you?” Murdock couldn’t see the cold grin on Whittier’s face, but could hear it in his voice, and he knew he not only meant it, but was very serious. “Help the poor man up!”

      Burns and the third man helped Collier to his feet and cut his hands free. Collier pulled his shirt back down and rubbed his wrists. After a rest, all four men left, traveling toward the pod

      When they were out of sight, Murdock climbed down from his perch and started down the path away from the stream. As he walked, he mulled over the scene. He’d intended to scare the hell out of Collier to ensure he wouldn’t cross the stream again; his personal belief system had kept him from beheading Collier, especially for something so minor. He saw Collier as an incompetent fool, not the brightest crayon in the box, but since Murdock couldn’t give life, he believed he shouldn’t take it lightly. To him, execution of any type was murder. He would and could kill in a fight, if he had to, but to take a man’s life when he could just walk away was wrong.

      He was glad that Burns and the other man had proven that they had some honor by refusing to execute Collier. But Whittier’s callousness disturbed him most. Apparently, Whittier could order that someone should die, but he didn’t have the intestinal fortitude to carry it out himself. Typical politician, he thought. He refuses to carry out his own edict because his own hands have to remain clean. He thinks rules and laws apply to everyone except him. He is good at manipulating people, though.

      He was now already long past the point, in his new domain, at which Burns and Collier had penetrated. Now, no trees grew on the right side of the path, though when the trees had thinned, he hadn’t noticed. What he saw now was rock — almost as if a huge slab of rock had been dropped in the middle of the trees. The rock appeared to have a very smooth surface, with no purchase anywhere close to the path. Murdock continued on, and not long after, the bower had stopped.

      A huge meadow stretched before him. Murdock stopped to take it all in. Though he’d assumed he had been walking a fairly level path, from where he stood now he saw a low valley. The path continued into the meadow and then curved to the right, following the base of the rocks. He took a few more steps into the meadow and looked up and to the right. It wasn’t just rock. It was a mountain.

      Though the day had grown late, Murdock pressed on. In the distance, he heard the distinctive rumble of a waterfall.

      As he continued on the path, Murdock’s senses were on alert. Why am I feeling so exposed, so vulnerable? he thought. As he walked, the path curved a little to the left to follow the foot of the mountain, then turned sharply to the right, all the while remaining flat.

      Murdock stopped. The valley continued on for a mile or more and was hemmed in by the mountains on this side. He saw more than one mountain now. The waterfall also rushed about a quarter mile from where he now stood.

      The waterfall rose six hundred feet or more in the air, with a large volume of water running off it. To Murdock, it looked magnificent. He looked down the path of the falls and saw it empty into a large, fast-flowing river that went off to his left for the full length of the meadow. A large cloud of mist billowed at the point that the water from the falls hit the river. The path he currently walked led to the base of the falls. Murdock paused. Depending on the availability of game, he felt he could live here.
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      The first night away from the others was quite restless for Murdock. His feelings of foreboding grew as the sunlight failed; the darker it got, the more the feelings wore on him, so much so that he spent that first night in the vicinity of the falls, off the path against the mountain and under the trees. His sense of foreboding was not so great here as it had been on the path out in the open. Though his large fire helped, the night was filled with strange noises and even stranger dreams.

      Dreams were something new to Murdock. He couldn’t recall ever remembering dreams when he woke. Now, in these dreams, he was in a strange, very dark, shadowy place. He could just make out a single figure, large and menacing.

      “Who are you? What are you? Why are you here? Where do you come from?” the dark form asked. “There is great danger here! Go away! This place is not for you!” Time after time, the dark form repeated itself in his voice. Sometimes, a flash of lightning illuminated the area, and Murdock saw thousands of robed figures, but never their faces nor any feature. In his dreams, he tried answering them, but when that failed, he tried ignoring them. Neither option worked; it made for a long night.

      He awoke early, well before sun-up, and walked to the entrance of the bower. A thick mist hung over the low valley. Murdock could barely make out the path winding around the base of the mountains. A small herd of deer, maybe a dozen animals, walked toward him on the path. They hadn’t detected him. As he watched, it seemed some of them disappeared, as if they had fallen off the path into the mist. The rest of the herd hugged the mountain side of the path and kept going.

      Then the one in the lead saw him and froze. The animal seemed uncertain what to do, and the rest crowded it farther ahead. The herd bolted past him; in a few seconds, they had all vanished down the path.

      They had startled Murdock as well. He was not a short man, but he could have walked under the biggest ones without bending down. Oddly, only six animals of the original dozen had run past him, but when he checked the path, it was clear. Where did the rest go? I’m sure there were more than six animals, he thought.

      Curious, Murdock cut and trimmed a small tree of about an inch or two in diameter, making a nice ten-foot long pole. With the small machete, he sharpened one end, turning the pole into a makeshift spear.

      He then walked to the edge of the path and probed the tall grass with it. The edge of the path, he now saw, dropped off considerably just a foot or so off the path. The grass that he saw just a few feet in from the path was longer than his spear. But this wasn’t just a path —it was a ledge.

      Murdock quickly backed away from the edge. Then he found a smallish rock and threw it into the grass. It swished as it passed through the grass, and then nothing. Either it fell a very long way, he thought, or it hit something soft enough to not make a noise I could hear.

      After a second or two, he heard another swishing sound. Murdock backed up into the bower a few yards and waited silently, his spear at the ready. Something was heading his way.

      By the sound of it, several of the somethings were coming, but Murdock saw nothing. He decided to proceed to the river without investigating further.

      As he approached the falls, Murdock noticed that the ledge had gone from dirt to bare rock some thirty feet from the falls. At the edge of the falls, he turned to look downriver. Both sides of the river were rock-lined and were on the same plane as the ledge he had just traveled. The river itself flowed as straight as an arrow. This is not a natural formation, he thought. It looks more like a moat, than anything else, but what could it be used for out here?

      He walked on the wall downriver for a quarter mile, keeping close to the river’s edge and looking into the river as he walked. Spotting some rather large fish close enough for him to spear from the edge, he managed to get one speared and up on the wall.

      As he walked back, Murdock sensed that something in the high grass on his side of the river stalked him, but he saw nothing in the grass. It might be better to stay away from the edge and get back to the woods quickly, he thought. He managed a slow trot, for him, and covered the ground quickly, but he didn’t relax until he was back at the bower.

      While the fish cooked, Murdock sat and mulled over all he knew about this place. He had seen the deer, which were the size of large elk, come from the falls area, but he hadn’t seen any sign of their crossing the river. Because the sides of the river were rock, tracking their origin would be extremely difficult. He knew from his hunting experience that elk, which ranged over hundreds of miles, could trot faster than a man could run — and could do so for miles. He also knew that the larger the animal, the more food was necessary for sustenance, which meant that their range was larger.

      When the fish was cooked, he ate his fill. Not far from his camp was a wide-leafed plant. He gathered several of the leaves, rolled the left-over fish in the leaves and filled his pockets with them. He also fashioned a sling out of the small diameter rope he had taken from Collier.

      As he left the campsite, he’d decided to follow the foot of the mountain back toward the transport pod. He hadn’t noticed any smaller game trails when he had traversed the bower, but he was sure there had to be some. After some close inspection, he found a game path that followed the foot of the mountain. As he walked, he periodically picked up some rocks and practiced with the sling. He knew he wasn’t being quiet, but stealth was secondary to the need to practice with the sling before he actually had to use it.

      Murdock tried to keep track of how far off the bower path he was as he walked. He had walked for the better part of the day when he heard water running. At the same time, he also noticed another path that seemed to go up the side of the mountain in roughly his direction of travel. But he stayed close to the trees, for now, as he didn’t feel so exposed.

      Eventually, he came to a small clearing with a stream. Though he knew this was the same stream that he had found while he was with the others, he knew he was now many miles upstream from the transport pod. He couldn’t have said how many miles, or even how he knew that, but it just seemed right, somehow. After resting a while, drinking his fill in the stream, and filling his water skin, Murdock decided to backtrack to the path that went up the side of the mountain.

      That path went up gradually and at times widened to ten feet or more. Murdock rounded one of the many bends in the path and stopped to look out over the area. He saw the tops of the trees a couple of hundred feet below him, as well as the stream and the clearing he’d just left. As he looked out farther, in the direction of the bower, he saw nothing but treetops. Being this high, he thought, I should be able to see the bower. It must be further away than I thought.

      As he turned from the overlook, he noticed that a huge rock obscured what looked to be a cave entrance. Had he not stopped, he would have passed it, but coming down the path, he would have seen it clearly.

      Pulling his twelve-inch machete, Murdock decided to explore the cave’s interior. As he entered, a breeze hit him in the face. That meant the cave was well ventilated, but he couldn’t see inside.

      While his eyes adjusted to the gloom, he sniffed the fresh, warm air inside the cave. He didn’t pick up any animal scents. If this was truly an empty cave, it might work as a base.

      Now Murdock could see a large room just inside the entrance. The breeze seemed to come from the back of the room, but it was just too dark; he couldn’t see that area clearly. He stripped off most of his gear, left his spear pointing into the rocky path to indicate where the entrance was, and went back down the path to get firewood.

      The sun had set before he returned to the cave. He started a fire, noticing that the smoke went out the entrance to the cave and the flames flickered, as if someone were gently blowing on them.

      The fire lit the cave, allowing Murdock a better view of his new home. The room had a fairly high ceiling, and the floor was not level but canted downhill toward the fire. A narrow walkway ran uphill and spiraled toward the center of the room just inside the door. Behind him, toward the back of the room, a tunnel headed down in a spiral toward the center.

      Picking up a good-sized piece of wood from the fire, he followed the narrow walkway upward. It ended in a larger ledge, about the size of a large bedroom, and overlooked the main room.

      The tunnel, on the other hand, was long, wide, and high, forming an almost a perfect circle. Enclosed in the tunnel, Murdock could walk down it without stooping. The walls were quite smooth, almost as if the tunnel was drilled. His flaming brand cast a lot of light, allowing him to see several yards in front of him.

      The farther he went, the tighter the spiral became. He figured he was several yards from the outside of the mountain, but the tunnel seemed to follow the same cant and grade as the path he had walked up on the outside. After several minutes, he reached the bottom of the tunnel.

      Again he was in a large chamber. When he entered the chamber, Murdock noticed another tunnel immediately to his left, as well as one straight in front of him. The one to the left was straight and mostly level and it seemed to go toward the outside of the mountain.

      He followed this tunnel. It ended abruptly in a small slide of stones, but the flame on his brand leaned somewhat back toward the chamber he had just exited, and he felt a light breeze on his face.

      Murdock decided to explore the other tunnel. In that tunnel, the grade remained the same and continued to spiral down. The walls of this tunnel were no different than those in the tunnel he had first descended. After several minutes of walking, this tunnel ended in another chamber.

      He estimated he was several hundred yards under the surface. The chamber was quite warm and very dry. When he raised his brand, he saw a milky, white substance along the walls of the chamber. Inspecting the substance closely, he wet his fingers, touched them to the white band, and then tasted them. This is salt.

      He knew from the color it was relatively pure. Taking a good-sized rock, he hit the white band with it. A few chunks of the white crystals flew off the wall. Murdock gathered them up and returned up the tunnel.

      As he ascended, he knew one of his major worries was alleviated. Besides what was needed for leatherwork, he’d need salt to preserve food, as well as for dietary needs.

      His brand gave out while he was in the first half of the last tunnel, but the smoothness of the walls of the tunnel defied the darkness. An eerie glow shone from the walls as he walked onward and upward. The further he went, the brighter the tunnel became until he was at his fire again.

      Walking outside the cave, Murdock saw that it was well into the night now, but he could smell the dampness in the air and feel the change in the wind. It would rain sometime during the night or early in the morning. But as dark as it was outside, Murdock saw no other fires anywhere. Am I that far from the transport pod?

      He decided to move his fire and his gear up onto the smaller ledge above the entrance level. As he curled up next to the fire and closed his eyes, he was glad he had not decided against exploring it in favor of the freshwater stream with its fish. And as he drifted off to sleep, he couldn’t help but wonder if this was a natural cave. It looked more like one that had been made rather than created through natural processes.

      “Who are you? What are you? Why are you here? Where do you come from?” the dark form asked in Murdock’s dream. The dark form seemed to be alone. Murdock thought he was asleep, but couldn’t be sure. Though he could hear the rain, he felt no dampness from it, for it seemed to be in the distance. He could feel the heat from the fire, or so he thought. This time, the dark form wasn’t as ominous, but it still frightened him, for Murdock only feared things he had no control over — and these dreams were not only totally new to him, but, apparently, beyond his control. Just as he was starting to feel fear, Murdock was flooded with feelings of peace and safety.

      “I am Murdock. A human,” he answered aloud in his dream. He was filled with great puzzlement, not his own, but directed to him.

      Murdock perceived that the voice spoke again. “Will you show us your story?” Now it was his turn to be puzzled.

      “Yes,” he responded aloud in his dream. He was filled with a sense of peace and comfortable coaxing. In his dream, he relaxed and remembered.

      He was taken back to his capture on earth. He saw all the people he knew changed in a way that he couldn’t describe. He remembered running away and the sting of a tranquilizer dart in his right buttock. He saw the brief meeting with the mayor and his being bound and injected, then falling asleep to wake up in the transport pod here.

      He was then taken back further in his life. He seemed to be four or five when his father had taken him hunting in the woods in Washington State. He just followed along behind while his father stalked a deer with his bow.

      The flow skipped ahead. He was now ten and his father was giving him the rules of his trial: how he had to stay in the general area and survive for two weeks, armed only with a bow and arrows. Murdock recognized the area as that near his uncle’s place in Northern Idaho.

      The flow skipped ahead again. He was now fourteen and at his father’s funeral. He felt the sadness, loss, and pain all over again. He felt the strangeness at having to live with his uncle instead of his father.

      The flow skipped again. He was seventeen and in his final trial. He was naked in the Montana woods. No weapons, food, or water. He had to survive for three months. That was when he had started his buckskins.

      The flow skipped again. He was nineteen and at his uncle’s funeral. More sadness, loss, and pain at having buried two men he had called Father.

      “Mother?” the voice asked. Murdock had never known his mother. His father had told him she had died before he was a year old. Murdock felt consolation flow to him, and that made him feel somewhat better.

      Murdock was sorry that his story was so short. When reviewed in this way, it seemed lacking somehow.

      “You are young. Many things are yet to be added to your story,” came a reply.

      Murdock awoke with a start. His brain felt like a well-squeezed sponge. His fire was low, but he estimated he had been asleep for two or three hours. Going outside the cave, he felt the rain on his face. The dream had really shaken him. All the pain and loss he thought he had put behind him was now fresh in his mind again. The wind was coming up; this was going to be a long night, and he was almost afraid to go back to sleep. He didn’t want to have that dream again. He nibbled on some of the fish in his pocket and drank a little water before going back to his fire.

      As he sat there, staring into the flames, he thought he heard a noise by the entrance. He grabbed up the two eighteen-inch machetes, got to his feet, and prepared to fight. But as he stared at the entrance, the opening filled with a huge head and lots of black and brown fur.

      A bear! Quite a large one, too!

      The bear entered slowly. He completely filled the cave entrance, dripping water on the floor. Murdock was shocked. The animal, coming toward him, stopped and shook the rain from its fur. It looked intently at Murdock as it proceeded toward him.
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      The animal snorted at him contemptuously.

      “To you kind this acceptable for visitor?” flashed through his consciousness. He heard the words in his mind — and the voice was that of his father. “We fear you kind not at all!”

      Murdock’s mouth gaped in amazement. The bear was looking at him, and Murdock felt disgust coming to his mind. He put away his machetes and stared at the animal.

      “This belongs to us!” Murdock got a mental vision of a planet hanging in space. “You visitor here!” The animal moved closer to him slowly and cautiously. It began sniffing the air around him and then snorted. “We know you. Have watched you long time!” came to his mind.

      Murdock glanced around the animal and noticed it stood on all fours on the floor of the main part of the cave. It had to hunch down to look him in the eye.

      “I’m sorry. Where I come from, bears don’t communicate,” Murdock said, as if to explain his behavior. The animal snorted again in his direction.

      “No need noise. You offensive enough to senses! You are human Murdock!” A small segment of a vision showing him standing beside his campfire outside the transport pod came to his mind. Murdock recognized the scene, but couldn’t remember seeing this animal nearby. In fact, he didn’t recall seeing animals of any kind. “You young and see what we allow!” flashed through his mind.

      Murdock tried to envision all the men of the group and associated the group with the word man. He then tried to envision the females, associating them with the word woman. Again he envisioned everyone together and associated all of them with the word human. In turn, he received a vision of himself associated with human, man, Murdock. The emotion associated with all this seemed patronizing to him.

      Murdock then tried to envision the bear, and tried to make it a question. What he got back was the same as he sent, but with emphasis. Murdock had always had the ability to guess what an animal would do or where it would go, but he had never thought of it as telepathy.

      “Rudimentary!”

      Murdock was astounded. He brought up a mental picture of being comfortable and sat cross-legged on the floor of the cave looking at the animal. It, in turn, sat on its hind legs and rested its front leg on the ramp leading up to Murdock. Then it rested its head on its foreleg and looked at him. Murdock stared at the animal, trying to figure out why it had chosen to show up now, as well as what it wanted.“On my planet, bears don’t usually associate with humans,” Murdock stated.

      “Why?” the animal responded mentally.

      “Bears eat meat.” Murdock pictured a bear eating some of the animals he had seen here so far: a fish, a snake, a deer, and a man. What he received was a dissertation, of sorts, on the feeding habits of the animal in front of him. Apparently, the animal ate everything except men and the huge snake that Murdock had killed. The vision of the snake was one of fierce rage. He guessed that this animal actively hunted the snakes just to kill them. And he found that the bears here, like the ones back on earth, liked sugar, getting it mostly from berries and some unfamiliar roots.

      As Murdock looked over the animal in front of him, he tried to estimate its size. Though its coloring was similar to that of a Kodiak, the bear outsized the biggest polar bears and Kodiak bears that he had ever seen in his travels to Alaska and Canada. And he couldn’t begin to estimate its weight.

      The animal rubbed its nose with his free paw and sneezed. Murdock noted the twelve-inch-long claws.

      Murdock tried to ask the animal its name. He pictured each of the others that he had met and put a name to each. Murdock then pictured this animal and tried to get it across that it was a question. He got a question in response. So he tried to picture the black bear that he had seen on his second day here, then another question. Puzzlement came to his mind.

      “Not have names. Identify by smell,” the bear flashed.

      “Can I give you a name? It would help me communicate and differentiate you from others of your kind,” Murdock asked. “Beron seems to be a good name to me.”

      The animal showed indifference to his name. “Significance?” flashed the bear.

      “In one of the ancient tongues of my planet it meant ‘brown one’,” Murdock answered. Beron flashed pleasure at the meaning of the name.

      “Why did you come in here tonight?” he asked. Beron flashed back puzzlement. Murdock was stumped. “Were you curious about me?”

      Beron flashed an affirmative.

      “Wet is fine. Dry is better,” Beron flashed.

      “Ah, I see. You’re always welcome at my fire, Beron.”

      “Share?” Beron flashed.

      “Sure, whatever that is.” Murdock had shifted to a reclining position to stretch his legs and immediately felt as if he were asleep and dreaming.

      This time, he saw from someone else’s viewpoint. He saw himself following the mountain base through the trees, and it was as if he passed himself. He saw the other Murdock go to the stream, get water, and relax in the sun. Then he watched himself get up, come toward this strange viewpoint, and take the path up the mountainside. The view changed slightly; he saw two shadows on the side of the mountain, and then the view shifted back. At the cave entrance, the other Murdock passed from his view. The dreaming Murdock seemed to go to the center of the cave and wait. Then he saw himself again.

      Murdock immediately grasped the meaning. He had been led here by Beron for the purpose of this meeting. He woke immediately and propped himself up on one arm.

      “Did you give me the warning by the falls?” he asked.

      “We did,” Beron flashed.

      Murdock hadn’t figured out why Beron always referred to himself in the plural. While he was still thinking about it, Beron got down and curled up on the floor of the cave. Murdock, reclining again, fell asleep. This time, he slept without dreaming.

      When he awoke, Murdock found that the fire had gone out. He intended to go find more wood, but before he could reach the cave entrance, Beron had stuck out a paw, blocking his path.

      “Is something wrong?” Murdock asked.

      “Meet others and eat,” Beron flashed.

      “I am a little hungry,” Murdock admitted. “What others?”

      Beron didn’t answer. Murdock started to gather up his weapons.

      “No need those,” Beron flashed.

      Murdock was reluctant.

      “Trust,” Beron flashed as he got up from the floor of the cave and started toward the entrance.

      Murdock complied with Beron’s request. Just outside the entrance, Beron stretched up the side of the mountain. Murdock, seeing how big he really was, felt dwarfed by Beron’s size.

      “Follow!” Beron commanded, starting up the mountain path. Murdock complied but found it difficult to keep up. The grade of the path had gotten considerably steeper. Trotting, he could feel his legs were not up to the task.

      Finally, he had to stop. Beron had stopped also. Murdock was panting and sweating and had difficulty catching his breath.

      “Wrong?” Beron flashed.

      “I can’t… keep up… with you,” Murdock managed to get out between breaths.

      Beron cocked one front leg outward. “Climb… up/on!” he flashed.

      Murdock grabbed a handful of fur as high as he could and, using the offered leg as a step, scrambled up the side of the huge animal as best he could. He settled himself just forward of the animal’s shoulders, at the base of his massive neck.

      Beron trotted on. As they proceeded, Murdock felt the muscles move under the heavy fur. The breeze that the speed of their passage caused chilled him a little. In his estimation, Beron was truly impressive, and Murdock felt a little sheepish having to ride atop him in this way. I should have been able to keep up, he thought.

      “Our very young travel this way, when needed,” Beron flashed.

      That made Murdock feel even worse. I feel like I’m imposing on another intelligent species and I dislike imposing on anyone, he thought.

      He immediately felt calm coming from Beron. “Stronger should care for weaker/smaller.”

      Murdock enjoyed the ride atop the huge bear. He didn’t mind being a long way off the ground; he took in all the scenery he could. He had no way to gauge how far they had come from the cave.

      After moving for an indeterminate amount of time, they had reached a mountain meadow. Murdock could see that the path continued up the side of the mountain, but Beron was not going farther up. Instead, he trotted across the meadow. From his perch atop Beron, Murdock could see a river flowing off in the distance, and Beron seemed to be heading toward it.

      “We will meet others here?” Murdock asked as they approached the river. He got an affirmative response from Beron.

      “Sacred place!” flashed the bear.

      To Murdock, sacred place came across as a place of meeting and safety, a place in which unescorted outsiders were not welcome. He didn’t think the animal had any religious leanings, but he couldn’t be sure.

      As they approached the river, Beron stopped. “Get… down/off!” flashed Beron and Murdock complied.

      Beron continued on into the river while Murdock waited on the bank. As Murdock watched, Beron snagged a large fish in his jaws and carried it over to him. The bear deftly removed the fish’s head and sliced the skin down the length with a claw. Then Beron quickly swallowed the fish-head whole. Seeing no means of cooking the fish, Murdock bent down, took a large chunk of the raw meat, and ate it. The fish looked and tasted much like salmon, but Murdock was never one for raw fish.

      Beron speared some of the meat from the side of the fish with his claw and popped it into his mouth. As Murdock was reaching for another piece, Beron stopped him with a negative thought.

      “Hunter gets head, hunter’s right. One bite for hunter. One bite for visitor. Rest for others,” Beron flashed. Then Murdock caught movement out of the corner of his eye.

      Twenty or thirty other bears of all different colors and sizes were coming toward them. Black ones, white ones, brown ones, but smaller than Beron. Murdock heard not a sound as they approached, and at first, he thought he was just imagining that they were there.

      As the first arrivals got closer, Beron backed away from the fish, leaving it on the ground. Murdock backed up to stand beside Beron and watch. Some of the other animals that came toward him were carrying cubs, and some had cubs following them. Each adult, in turn, approached Beron and Murdock and nodded slightly to Beron, who returned the nod. Then each adult bear took a piece of the fish and backed off to allow the others to approach. The cubs didn’t take any of the fish; Murdock presumed that they were prohibited because of their age. This seems to be heavily ritualized and speaks of a high degree of sophistication and intelligence, he thought as he watched.

      When all who were allowed had eaten, Beron swatted the remains of the fish in the direction of the cubs. Next, the adults, in turn, and in the order of their arrival, sniffed Murdock much as Beron had in his first encounter with the human. Murdock got quick flashes of disgust from each of them.

      After what Murdock interpreted as the introductions, they all sat or lay on the grass. Murdock said nothing. He sensed that his fate lay in the outcome of this meeting. He stood patiently next to Beron, watching the cubs play among themselves.

      He suddenly had a vision of one of the large snakes coming after one of the cubs as a question. Murdock envisioned himself defending the cub.

      Then he saw himself being violently torn apart by one of the white bears; a feeling of disgust and revulsion was directed toward him. Murdock’s attention quickly turned toward the largest white bear, which snorted in his direction and began walking off. He got similar visions from some of the others as they followed suit. Murdock guessed that the meeting was over and that he was not well-received.

      “So, what is the verdict?” Murdock asked when the others had all gone as silently as they had arrived.

      “Some want hunt/kill all your kind. Some want leave alone,” Beron flashed.

      “How do you feel about it?” Murdock asked. Without further discourse, Beron had started to leave the way they had come, and he followed.

      He received a feeling of uncertainty from Beron. “Is that all of your kind there are?” Murdock asked. He got a vision of many thousands of the bears, all led by one of their own kind. “So, that was just a meeting of the leaders?” He received an affirmative response. Both walked in silence until they had reached the path they had come by.

      “Is forbidden you, or any you kind, come beyond point/here! Only you allowed come onto mountain!” Beron flashed. Very deep cautions and warnings were embedded in the message, and Murdock got the vision of being torn apart, which he interpreted as a possible repercussion of any violation.

      “You are correct not to trust my kind,” Murdock stated. “On our own planet, my kind had eradicated a lot of the species that once inhabited it; cruelly and without mercy, for the most part.”

      “Why?” The flash was tinged with distress.

      “Most of the time, it was for money or sport.” Murdock could feel the high degree of distress in Beron as they walked back down the mountain path toward the cave. He understood that Beron didn’t understand sport or money, but didn’t know how to explain these concepts. Personally, he had always felt that hunting for sport was akin to murder. He knew many so-called hunters who would kill deer or elk, take the head as a trophy, and leave the rest.

      Murdock, however, hunted to survive. The thrill others got from sport hunting was foreign and disgusting to him. He always felt remorse when taking an animal — with the exception of those that attacked him first, such as the snake by the transport pod. A sense of understanding and sadness came from Beron as these thoughts ran through his mind.

      “You stay/live here? You guard/protect path to sacred place?” Beron flashed as they reached the cave entrance.

      “Am I allowed to? I would like to stay here, live here. I would like to learn more about you and your kind,” Murdock responded, stopping at the cave entrance. Beron responded with feelings of pleasure.

      “We observe and share more in coming days,” the bear flashed as he left Murdock, continuing on down the mountain path.

      Murdock went inside the cave and gathered up his gear. As he did so, he felt an uncomfortable bulge in his pocket. The salt. I’d forgotten I had it. I wonder if I could barter salt for the use of some of the tools, he thought.

      As he left the cave, Murdock turned down the mountain path. While he traveled down the path, he thought Beron’s character was much like his father’s and his uncle’s. Beron seemed to think much the same way as he did about certain subjects. Murdock hoped he’d found a friend in Beron, which was strange for him. He didn’t make friends easily, nor did he desire them. For him, friendship required a lot of trust and understanding. Doing things for one another because you wanted to, not from any sense of repayment for previous good deeds or help rendered.

      As far as a friendship with Beron went, that remained to be seen. Beron would be a powerful ally or a formidable enemy. I hope I can learn enough about his kind to not find out how formidable he can be, he thought. I’m not sure he understands my motives, though, and I don’t know what rules or restrictions he is bound by. Hopefully, I can survive long enough to learn. I certainly don’t want to offend him.

      

      After walking for the majority of the day through rolling hills, Murdock heard talking. Even though he saw no one, he proceeded cautiously. He was hidden by the trees and by a small hill. As he topped the hill, he made out people walking through the trees ahead of him. Murdock crouched down and moved ahead as stealthily as he could.

      He saw three of the women coming from the transport pod, each with two water skins. He recognized only one — Rose Griffen.

      Murdock crept into position to stop her on her return. He checked the area and detected no one else around.

      “Hello, Rose,” Murdock said softly as she came toward him. She hadn’t seen him until he spoke. Her shock was evident in a deep breath she took as she tried to back away from him quickly.

      “Goddamn it, Murdock,” she said tersely, breathlessly. “Do you have to sneak up on a girl that way? You scared me out of ten years’ growth!”

      “Sorry, didn’t want the others to know I was here.”

      “Jesus, Mary, and Joseph! You just about made me pee my pants! What are you doing here?” she asked.

      “I just wanted to talk. I have a business deal for Whittier, but I’m not the one to propose it to him directly. How are things going?”

      “About as well as could be expected. Whittier has set himself up as Lord and Master over the rest of us. Burns and Metzger are his muscle. What did you do to Collier?”

      “I just tried to put the fear of God into him. Why?” Murdock asked.

      “Well, it worked! He hasn’t slept well since Whittier, Burns, and Metzger rescued him from you.”

      “Really? Do tell!”

      “According to Whittier, you were about to behead Collier when he, Burns, and Metzger came to the rescue,” Rose said. “Whittier said they scared you off and you ran into the woods.”

      “What do you believe?” Murdock asked her.

      “I don’t know. I wasn’t there, and no one who was has disputed Whittier’s version. What business deal do you want to talk to Whittier about?” she went on.

      Murdock reached into his pocket and handed her some of the salt. Rose looked at it and shrugged. “What’s this?” she asked.

      “Taste it,” Murdock suggested. As she took one of the smaller pieces and touched her tongue to it, her eyes widened with surprise.

      “Well, some of us would be interested! The oatmeal has tasted pretty bland of late, but I don’t see any use in salt except as a seasoning,” Rose stated flatly.

      “We all need some salt in our diet,” Murdock said matter-of-factly. “Besides its use as a seasoning, it is used as a food preservative and in tanning hides.”

      “And… we need it why?” Rose asked skeptically.

      “Do you think it’s going to be summer here all the time? When winter comes, some of you are going to get pretty cold, considering what the colonists were wearing the last time I was here.”

      “I still don’t understand what you want me to do.”

      “If I can get one of the pickaxes and a small tarp, I can get you enough salt to begin tanning some hides for clothing.”

      “I don’t think Whittier will go for it. He has a real dislike for you. You could give him a mountain of the stuff, and he still wouldn’t go for a deal. Not with you, anyway.”

      “That’s where you come in.”

      “I’ll deliver the message, but don’t hold your breath. How do we contact you, assuming he wants to talk?”

      “I’ll be around this area for a while. Just go to the stream and yell for me.”

      “Okay,” she said, walking off toward the transport pod.

      When Rose was out of sight, Murdock crossed back over the stream. He speared a fish, cooked it, and ate his fill. After he had eaten, he heard voices over by the stream.

      “Murdock!” That was Whittier calling for him. Murdock headed in the direction of the voice. When he reached the stream, he saw Whittier, Rose, and Burns standing on the other side.

      “I’m here, Whittier,” Murdock said, showing only his head and shoulders. Grass and small trees hid his lower half.

      “I have a counter-proposal for you!” Whittier yelled. “Why don’t you just show us where you got the salt, and we’ll do the work for you?”

      “Can’t do that,” Murdock responded.

      “No deal? No room for negotiation?”

      “None!”

      “How about you supply us with a couple of tanned hides and some meat?” Whittier countered. “Say, two hides and a deer butchered. We would pay you with the use of a tarp and pickax.”

      As Murdock pondered that proposition, he heard someone behind him, getting closer.

      “Let me think about it,” Murdock said as he drew his twelve-inch machete. “How about one hide and half a deer?” He readied himself. The noise was a lot closer, and whoever it was would be striking soon.

      “I have to get two hides and a whole deer. The tarp and pickax are worth that much, at least!” Whittier called back.

      Just then, the attack from behind came. Murdock just managed to sidestep the downward slash of a machete held by Metzger. The machete stuck into the ground as Murdock made a quick little slice across the top of Metzger’s wrist. The other man yelled and grabbed his wrist as Murdock got behind him and shoved him with his shoulder. Metzger stumbled forward and fell face first into the stream. When Murdock looked up at Whittier, he saw that Whittier had grabbed Rose by the hair and was holding his own twelve-inch machete at her throat.

      “You’re a real class act, Whittier,” Murdock yelled.

      “Just doing my civic duty,” Whittier responded with a wry grin. “Now, suppose you come over here and surrender to Burns and Metzger.”

      “And if I don’t?”

      “Well, maybe your little girlfriend, here, won’t be quite so pretty the next time you see her!” Whittier drew the machete a little way across Rose’s throat. Murdock could see a thin line of blood start to flow from the small cut. Rose’s eyes got big, as the shock of what was happening hit her.

      Murdock laughed aloud.

      “I fail to see anything funny in this situation,” Whittier yelled, frowning.

      “You won’t kill her, Whittier,” Murdock called back.

      “And how did you come to that conclusion?”

      “Several factors. Only one of which is the fact that, if you do, she won’t be able to carry any more water. Besides, it isn’t your style,” Murdock taunted. “You would rather have one of your goons over there do it for you. Too much like work and too messy for you!”

      Murdock had noticed Burns and Metzger looking nervously toward Whittier. Metzger was still holding his wrist, which was still bleeding. “Why don’t you come over here, Whittier?” he continued. “We can settle this like men!” He paused. “Well, one of us is a man, anyway.”

      “I’m warning you, Murdock — don’t test me!”

      “I’m way over here, Whittier. What can I do to stop you? Keep in mind, though, that if you kill her, I’ll be hunting you and those two slugs over there. You won’t see me or hear me until it’s too late. I can guarantee you one thing, though.”

      “And that would be?” Whittier asked haughtily.

      “I can guarantee your death will be a slow and painful one! So, if you’re going to kill her, do it and get it over with!”

      Whittier’s thoughts were plain on his face for all to read. Then the other man relaxed his knife hand, and Rose pushed it away. She knelt at the stream and splashed the cut with water.

      “You stupid asshole,” she screamed at Whittier as she dipped water onto the cut. “You have a problem with Murdock, take it up with him! Leave me out of it!” Rose put more of the cold water on her neck.

      Whittier, Burns, and Metzger were turning to leave. Murdock bent down and picked up Metzger’s machete.

      “Hey, Whittier, you forgot something,” he yelled at the retreating Whittier. Whittier turned just in time to see the machete heading for his chest and leaned back. The sharp edge drew a neat line across his chest as the machete stuck in a tree just past him.

      “You see that! He tried to kill me,” Whittier screamed to the other two men.

      “If I wanted to kill you, Whittier, you’d be dead,” Murdock stated coldly.

      Metzger walked over to the machete stuck in the tree and pulled it out. All three men turned their back to Murdock and walked off in the direction of the transport pod. Rose followed close behind them.

      Murdock waited until the area was clear before turning his back on them and returning to his fire. He sat by the fire for an hour or so before finally deciding to take what he needed. I offered to barter, but they obviously didn’t think I had anything to barter with, he thought. Besides that, I have a right to at least use some of the tools. I’m part of the colony, even if Whittier doesn’t like it.
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      Whittier, Metzger, Burns, and Rose walked quietly back to the transport pod. Whittier was livid and his mind continued to scheme. I have to turn this around, he thought. Murdock’s earlier escape into the wild had been a major disappointment, but Whittier had managed to turn it around to his advantage. He had made Murdock an unacceptable alternative to his rule, but this was not the same.

      Rose’s presence complicated things. Whittier controlled Burns and Metzger and knew they didn’t dare dispute his version of the facts. But what was he going to do with Rose? She and Metzger had begun a relationship, but Whittier doubted that Metzger could control her. He doubted anyone could.
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      Burns was fearful of Whittier and his further loss of status and fearful of Murdock and his threat. He knew Murdock meant exactly what he said and was skeptical of his survival chances if Murdock decided to make good on it. Burns also knew that if he were banished, he’d have nowhere to go. He could survive inside a city, but not out here.
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      Metzger was in pain. His wrist hurt from the slice Murdock had given him, and his pride was hurt. He didn’t care much for Whittier or Burns, and he didn’t care if he lost his position with either man. Whittier could do his own dirty work if he didn’t like the results. Murdock had proven, once again, that his skills were superior.

      Metzger had figured the chances of their ambush succeeding were low. He’d told them as much. And he wasn’t bothered by Whittier’s threat to Rose. Metzger knew Whittier didn’t have what it took to take a life himself.
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      “When we’re back at the pod,” Whittier began angrily, “we need to have a meeting of the minds. Go straight into the pod, and say nothing to anyone. That means you, too, Rose!”

      When they were close to the camp, Burns trotted ahead to eject anyone who might be in the pod. He knew Whittier well enough to pick up on what the man wanted.

      After the three men and Rose were inside the pod, Burns closed the ramp.

      “That went well,” Whittier said sarcastically, exhaling heavily. He sat in the only chair, glaring at everyone.

      “We did exactly as you told us,” Burns pleaded.

      “I told you it wouldn’t work,” Metzger accused. “Only an utter fool would have fallen for that little ambush. Murdock never struck me as a fool.” Metzger glared back at Whittier.

      “Murdock was correct about needing the salt. So, what do we do now? Do any of you have any helpful suggestions?” Whittier asked.

      Rose looked sideways at Whittier, glaring, arms crossed.

      “You have something to say?” Whittier asked, glaring back at her.

      “You threaten me with a knife again, you better make it good,” she warned.

      “I said helpful suggestions. Denigrations or idle threats aren’t helpful.” Whittier scowled.

      “We could let him borrow what he wants,” Burns stated, rather fearfully. “It didn’t seem to be an unreasonable request.”

      Whittier slowly turned his attention from Rose to Burns.

      “So, you’re saying that we should trust him? What makes him so trustworthy?” Whittier asked.

      He waited for a response.

      “All we get from him are threats and insubordination,” he continued when no one spoke up.

      And then Whittier got an idea.

      “I think you could be right, Burns,” he mused after a long pause. “I don’t see that we have a lot of choices. He could just walk into the camp and take whatever he wants, whenever he wants. Who could stop him?” Whittier looked from one to another slowly. “Since we have a tentative plan, we can at least continue talking to Murdock about it. I would keep this to ourselves until we can get things ironed out. I see no need to unnecessarily alarm the rest. Agreed?”

      Everyone nodded agreement. “Rose,” he went on, “I need to talk to these two about other matters. We all will leave shortly to continue the negotiations, and I want you to do the negotiating. Close the ramp on your way out, please.”

      Rose left and closed the ramp behind her.

      “Do you have any special attachments for that one, Metzger?” Whittier asked after Rose left the pod.

      “Nothing permanent, not that it’s any of your business,” Metzger said defiantly as he shrugged. “Why do you ask?”

      “She’s going to be a major problem. I thought of a way to turn this around to our advantage, but it means that we all have to be of the same mind on the matter,” Whittier stated. “I know where Burns’ loyalties lie. I am not so sure of yours.” Whittier squinted skeptically at Metzger.

      “What do you have in mind?” Metzger asked.

      “Does it matter? I want to know if I can count on you.” Whittier asked.

      Metzger thought.

      “Let me put it another way, Metzger,” Whittier continued. “You don’t back me, then you’re of no use to me for anything. No special favors. You’ll be treated just the same as the rest. Or back me and be one of the elite, if things go as I want them to. But if I can’t trust you, you’ll be neutralized.”

      “Is that supposed to intimidate me?” Metzger asked boldly.

      “Not at all. I’m relatively certain I can find someone to replace you. You’re dismissed.” Whittier turned to Burns. “Burns, find me a replacement for Metzger.”

      Metzger didn’t move.

      Whittier could see the thoughts running furiously through Metzger’s head reflected on his face. Good! He is balancing his ambition with his morals, Whittier thought. Burns stood still watching both men. After a short while, Burns activated the ramp.

      “I won’t be a party to murder,” Metzger said through clenched teeth.

      “What would you call what you attempted with Murdock?” Whittier asked. “It wasn’t self-defense!”

      “I mean, I won’t murder Rose,” Metzger clarified.

      “Who asked you to?” Whittier asked. “I understand that there are some lines you won’t cross. No problem. I respect that!” Sort of, he thought.

      “All right, I’ll back you,” Metzger said, angry at his capitulation.

      “Good! You and Burns go get Miss Rose and a couple of filled water skins,” Whittier ordered. “With any luck, we can make contact with Murdock again before dark.”
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      As he studied the encampment around the transport pod, Murdock noticed that very little had been done to secure the tools and equipment. It was as if he had never left. He saw the rest of the group milling around, talking or lounging on the grass. Just past them, he could see the site of his old campfire, where he cooked the snake he had killed. The remains of the snake still hung in the tree.

      But as he waited for dark to fall, his conscience began to bother him. I can’t do this! There is no justification for stealing, he castigated himself. Stealthily, he retraced his steps, careful to be unseen by the others.

      When he was far enough away from the transport pod, he traveled faster. Not long afterward, he crossed the stream and headed for home. But fatigue stopped him when he had traveled only a little over a mile from the stream crossing. He would have to spend the night there.
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      As the four walked back toward the stream, Metzger led, and Rose walked behind him. Whittier fell in behind Rose, and Burns brought up the rear. After they were out of sight and hearing of the pod, Whittier bent down quickly and picked up a rather large rock. As the rest walked, Whittier, making sure Rose didn’t see or hear him, rushed forward and struck her in the head with the rock. Rose hit the ground hard, face first.

      “What the hell did you do that for?” Metzger asked excitedly. Blood oozed from the side of Rose’s head.

      “Don’t act so surprised,” Whittier responded sternly. “You knew what was going to happen. You two pick her up and carry her across the stream.”

      Burns and Metzger carried Rose while Whittier guided them across the stream.

      “Stand her up,” Whittier commanded when they had reached a likely spot, out of sight of the stream crossing.

      With Burns and Metzger holding Rose up, her head lolling forward and to the side, Whittier unbuttoned her shirt and removed it.

      “What the hell are you doing?” Metzger asked, full of concern for Rose.

      “What do you care?” Whittier asked. “She is nothing to you, remember? Burns, throw a rope up there. I want her standing up somewhat.”

      Burns did as he was told, tying and hanging Rose, still unconscious and topless, by her arms, her feet barely touching the ground.
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      Murdock made camp and got a small fire going. Then he sat looking into the flames. He could not reconcile what he should do with what he knew to be right. After a while, he threw the last piece of wood on the fire, frustrated by his moral dilemma.

      “Aw, hell!” he said aloud as he settled in for the night. His mind had turned back to Beron and the ritual he had attended earlier in the day. In a way, I felt privileged to attend the meeting with Beron by my side. I’m sure that not many strangers had ever attended a similar meeting. But then, maybe it is commonplace for them, but that’s of no consequence to me, I still feel honored. These thoughts pleased him as he drifted off to sleep.

      Murdock suddenly woke. He thought he’d heard someone scream, but he couldn’t be sure it was real or just a dream. Checking the fire, he guessed he had been asleep for only a few hours. He stirred the embers of the fire with a stick, making it a point to be quiet.

      Then he heard it again. A definite scream — and he knew from experience that only a human could scream that way. Someone was in a lot of pain.

      He started to trot toward the sound, which came from his side of the stream; that much he was sure of. As he moved, trying to watch his steps and be as quiet as he could, he heard another scream. This time the scream was closer — a lot closer. Murdock trotted on.

      When he reached the stream crossing — the spot at which he had confronted Whittier and company earlier — the screams had stopped. He could hear something, though. It sounded like dripping, but no rain fell. No, the dripping sound wasn’t water. It dripped too thickly, too much like syrup, to be water. And he smelled blood in the air.

      Murdock followed his nose. Soon he found a limp body tied to the side of a tree. His hands moved quickly over the body, checking for breathing and trying to find a pulse. The breathing was very shallow, and the pulse he found was weak. His hand brushed against a bare breast. This is one of the women, he thought. His hands were covered in something sticky, and he knew it was blood without needing to see it.

      As quickly as he could, Murdock felt around the woman’s extremities, trying to locate the points that secured her to the tree. Failing, he got a fire going nearby. He needed to see to assess the damage done, as well as how she was secured.

      Murdock took in a shocked breath in the firelight. There was Rose Griffen, tied to the tree. She was totally naked, bleeding badly, unconscious, but still alive.
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      With some effort, Murdock managed to cut Rose down from the tree and lay her close to the fire. As he started to wash off some of the blood with water from his water skin, he saw something carved into her chest. The carving appeared to be letters. As he put more water on her chest, the letters began to show. The word “spy” was clearly carved into Rose’s chest, still open and bleeding.

      Looking at her face, he barely recognized her. Her face was battered, bruised, cut, and bleeding in several places. Her eyes had swollen shut with huge bruises covering her eye sockets. Her nose appeared broken, and she had a few teeth missing.

      As he continued to assess the damage done to her, he became aware of Beron close by. He looked up to see the creature looking at Rose.

      “Is she still alive?” Murdock asked Beron.

      “Barely,” Beron flashed.

      Murdock continued to check Rose over. None of her major bones had been broken, but she had quite a few bruised or cracked ribs. He rolled her over on her side to see her back and the evidence was there to indicate that her attackers had raped her.

      “Oh, God,” he groaned. Dirt and blood covered her upper back as well. Murdock, washing it off, saw the word “slut” carved into her flesh. The cuts were still bleeding. Her buttocks and lower back were badly bruised.

      “She’s in bad shape,” Murdock said quietly.

      “You know this one?” Beron flashed.

      Murdock tried to explain to Beron who she was as he tried to stop the bleeding. But it was a losing battle. Finally, he picked her up and carried her to the stream. He laid her in the water, which was a lot colder than the water in his water skin. Then, he gently dipped water all over her body to wash it and try to soothe the bruises and cuts. I hope the cold water will help to stop the bleeding, he thought. He winced as he tried to gently clean her face and reset her nose; it wasn’t the work that caused him to wince, but that he hated to cause her any more pain. After he had cleaned her, Murdock dug up some mud from the bank of the stream and packed it on the cuts and carvings.

      “Can you help me get her back to the cave?” Murdock asked Beron as he finished coating her with mud on the front side.

      “Is your mate?” Beron flashed.

      “No,” Murdock answered quickly. “Will you help me or not?”

      “If dies?” Beron flashed.

      “Then she dies. At least I tried to save her life.”

      “Will help. Get her… on,” Beron commanded. He lay down to make it easier for Murdock to get Rose onto his back. Once she was on Beron’s back, Murdock smeared more mud on the cuts on her back.

      Beron stood very slowly and carefully so as to not spill the unconscious Rose from his back. “You also,” he flashed.

      “Can you carry both of us?” Murdock asked. Beron flashed an affirmative.

      Murdock climbed up and settled in the same spot that he’d ridden before. Behind him, Rose lay sprawled out on her stomach and, he hoped, balanced enough to stay put while in transit.

      Beron began to move toward the cave. I can’t see much of anything and I hope a low-hanging branch doesn’t catch me in the chest and knock me off, he thought.

      Beron’s muscles weren’t moving as much as they had when only Murdock had ridden him, and he didn’t sway as he did with just Murdock. Murdock chalked this up to Beron’s being careful with Rose. The entire trip took only two hours; not once did Rose come close to falling off, not a single leaf touched Murdock’s face, and their passage made no sound.

      After they had reached the cave entrance, Beron lay down once more, and Murdock pulled Rose off. He carried her into the cave and up onto the ledge on which he had slept the night before. After laying her down on her side as gently as he could, he restarted the fire, more for light than heat.

      Through the rest of the night, Murdock monitored Rose’s condition as best he could. The mud had dried sometime during the passage to the cave, acting as a bandage to stop the bleeding. But as he looked at her mangled face, his face hurt as well. It would take her a while to heal, especially the cut that ran from her nose to ear, just under her right eye.

      More than once Murdock saw Beron observing him, but Beron asked no questions. He did thank his large friend for his help. Several times, Murdock forgot the huge creature was even there. I am extremely grateful that Beron was able to help, he thought. Without Beron, I would have had to treat Rose’s wounds by the stream where I found her. Rose was just too much for him to carry very far, which would have made them susceptible to further attacks, not just from the animals that had assaulted her, but from other animals drawn to the scent of blood.
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      Whittier, Burns, and Metzger had all cleaned themselves at the stream before heading back to the pod. Metzger appeared to be experiencing guilt over Rose and his part in her attack.

      “Now, we’re all in,” Whittier stated. “From now on, either we hang together, or we’ll hang separately!”

      The other two men said nothing for some time.

      “What if she dies?” Metzger asked finally.

      “If she does,” Whittier shrugged, “she does. You two had better hope she does! If Murdock finds her and finds out what we did, you’re going to have a hard time explaining it!”

      Metzger reeled as if physically struck. “You aren’t going to give explanations to Murdock?” he asked, his voice full of contempt.

      “No, not a single one,” Whittier replied in mock joviality. “I’ve known for a while now that he’ll kill me on sight! And that will leave you two to deal with him and his rage. He’ll probably torture the two of you for a week, maybe two, before he finishes you off.”

      “So, how do we explain to the others that Rose is missing?” Burns asked. His mind on a week or two of torture, he could barely get the words out.

      Whittier considered it for a little while. “Murdock dragged her off into the woods and probably killed her,” he explained. “She was trying to negotiate with him for us, and he snapped! We tried to find her, but we couldn’t see much in the dark. We’ll go looking for her in the morning.”

      “That won’t wash!” Metzger responded angrily.

      “Who cares?” Whittier responded hotly. “We control the food. We control the shelter. We control them! Do they want to leave? Where are they going to go? If they go to Murdock, they run the risk of him killing them. They’ve all seen how violent and ill-tempered he is. If they go off on their own, they’ll die from lack of food and shelter.” Whittier paused and slowly walked around the other two. “Make no mistake, gentlemen, it’s going to be our way… no matter what! In my opinion, they simply have no alternative.” He smirked.

      “So, you want us to go looking in the morning?” Burns asked.

      “Of course,” Whittier responded. “And I expect you to find her clothes and blood stains — nothing else!”

      “And if we do?” asked Metzger.

      “Didn’t you understand me? I’ve made it plain enough that even Burns understands,” Whittier responded curtly.
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      At daybreak, Murdock gathered his tools and headed out of the cave and down to the stream. He refilled his water skin with fresh water, speared some fish for all of them to eat, gathered firewood, and transported everything to the cave. Then he returned to the stream and crossed over to the high grass. While keeping an eye out for snakes, he used his machete to cut all the grass he could carry and then went back to the cave.

      There, he put all the grass up beside the unconscious Rose and carefully rolled her onto it. It wasn’t much, but it would be better than sleeping on stone. He noticed that Beron had left sometime between his trips to the stream.

      Murdock then took the fish outside the cave to clean them. Exhausted, however, he nodded off. He woke when he thought he heard Rose moaning. Taking in the fish he had already cleaned, he put them on the fire and checked on her.

      “Where am I?” she asked weakly as he checked for a pulse.

      “You’re safe, and you’re going to be all right,” Murdock said calmly; trying to soothe her fears. Her eyes were so swollen that either she couldn’t see, or she was still in shock.

      “Water?” she asked groggily.

      Murdock gave her the water skin. “Not too much. Little sips,” he warned. When she had a few small sips, he put a little water on her forehead. But before he had finished, she passed out again. Murdock returned to cleaning the fish outside the cave.

      Later, after the fish had cooked and Murdock had just begun to eat, he heard Rose.

      “Where am I?” she asked again. She had awakened while his back was turned,

      “Lie back and relax,” Murdock cautioned her. “You’re hurt pretty bad.”

      “You,” Rose screamed weakly. “This is your fault!” She held her ribs in pain.

      “I think you have a couple of cracked ribs, so it will be easier to breathe if you don’t scream,” Murdock told her. “Try to breathe slowly. And I didn’t do anything to you, except save your life. Hungry?” He offered her some fish.

      “It’s your fault, Murdock,” Rose said through gritted teeth. “You insisted on throwing that machete at Whittier!”

      Then she realized she was naked. “You’re a pervert, Murdock! What did you do with my clothes?”

      “I found you just as you are now, except you were a lot bloodier.”

      Rose tried to cover herself as best she could and discovered the mud on her body.

      “Why is there mud on me? Why can’t I see?” she asked angrily.

      “I’d leave the mud where it is. You have some nasty cuts, and the mud helped stop the bleeding. As far as seeing, you’ll be able to see after the swelling goes down. Right now, your eyes are not just swollen, but black,” Murdock explained. He walked over to her and pressed some fish into her hand. “Try to eat that, slowly.”

      Walking back over to the fire, he asked, “Do you remember what happened?”

      “I remember you throwing the machete at Whittier,” Rose responded, nibbling on the fish. “And I remember how mad he was. I remember going back to the transport pod. We all argued and discussed the situation ad nauseam, and I left the transport pod. That’s all I remember. Why am I here? What happened to me?”

      Murdock took a deep breath. Do I tell her what I know? I’d hate to say what I think happened. “I woke up hearing you scream and found you tied to a tree.”

      “I don’t remember screaming,” Rose said adamantly. “Who tied me to a tree?”

      “I have no idea who did what to you. All I know is this. I found you tied to a tree; naked, beaten, carved on…” Murdock took another deep breath, “… and raped.”

      “I don’t believe you,” Rose said adamantly, coldly. “You’re lying! John would never allow anything like that to happen to me!”

      “Who is John, and why would I lie?” Murdock asked calmly.

      “John Metzger! Who knows why you do anything! If all that had happened to me, I’d know it… somehow.” Rose insisted. “John would have defended me. He wouldn’t have allowed anything or anyone to harm me!” She seemed more intent on convincing herself than she was on convincing Murdock.

      “Whatever you say. By your logic, either he couldn’t or wouldn’t defend you,” Murdock stated flatly.

      “He would have,” she insisted. “He told me he loved me and highly valued me.”

      “Well, you know him better than I do. Maybe your value to him wasn’t what you thought it was. It does give you something to think about, though.”
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      What happened to me? Rose asked herself. Do I believe Murdock? Or do I believe John would have protected me? He would, wouldn’t he?

      Murdock had told her she was raped… Again? The first time had been many years ago, and she had taken quite some time to deal with that. She had been conscious the first time, but this time she wasn’t. If I wasn’t aware, did it really happen? Best I don’t dwell on it.
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      Rose didn’t speak for a long time, and Murdock gave her the time to mull it all over.

      “You will get better. It may take some time, but you will. You’ll see,” Murdock said after a while. He stared into the flames of the fire.

      “And what am I supposed to wear in the meantime?” Rose asked accusatorially.

      “You can wear my shirt, if you think it’ll fit. I think it’ll be way too small for you. Or you can wear what you have on. Not much of a clothing choice here, you know.” Murdock had become a little irritated with Rose.

      “Well, you could look away! You don’t need to stare at me!” she accused.

      “For your information, Missy, I’m not staring at you, and how would you know if I were?”

      “Yeah, right! And I’m supposed to believe you?”

      “I don’t care what you believe.”

      They both sat in silence for a long time, Murdock staring into the flames. Rose ate the fish by pulling it apart in small bits. Both were lost in their own thoughts.

      Murdock finally had an idea for covering Rose up and got up.

      “You want any more fish?” he asked over his shoulder.

      “Not right now,” she said contritely. “Could I have some water, please?”

      Murdock handed her the water skin. She seemed a little sheepish in her request.

      “I’ll be back in a while. Stay where you are and you’ll be fine.”

      “Where are you going? Don’t leave me here alone,” Rose said. Murdock could tell she was starting to panic.

      “You’ll be fine. Just stay put. I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

      Murdock left the cave and started down the mountain toward the stream. He intended to make her something out of the grass that was across the stream. He was on his way back when he spotted Beron by the stream and walked up to the creature.

      “Thanks again for your help,” he stated.

      “How is… female?” Beron flashed.

      “I think she’ll be okay after she heals some.”

      “Will female share?” Beron queried.

      “I don’t think it would be a good idea to try to introduce you two right now. It might be too much of a shock for her. She’s in shock as it is.”

      “Female knows what happened?”

      “I told her, but I think she is denying it for the present.”

      “She needs truth!”

      “I agree, but she’s emotionally fragile right now.”

      Beron said nothing else and Murdock headed back to the cave.

      “Who’s there?” Rose demanded as he entered the cave. She sounded on the verge of a full-blown panic attack.

      “Nobody special, just me,” Murdock responded, jovially. He put his load of grass on the floor by the door. “You okay?”

      “No, I’m decidedly not okay! I don’t think I’ll be okay for quite some time, if ever, but I am breathing and glad you’re back,” Rose said with a small smile. “Sorry for what I said earlier. I still haven’t come to grips with my situation yet. Where did you go?”

      “I understand. You’re still in shock. I went to get more of the high grass. I had an idea of braiding it and making you something to wear. It won’t do for winter, but it should get you by until I can get some hides tanned.”

      “How much of what you said was the truth?” Rose asked quietly, with a downcast gaze.

      “All of it,” Murdock responded matter-of-factly, with a shrug.

      “I see,” she said, so low that Murdock barely heard her. “I suppose I should thank you for doing what you could, but words seem… inadequate. They don’t express my gratitude properly.”

      “I wouldn’t worry about thanking me just yet. Plenty of time for gratitude later,” Murdock said, with a grin in her general direction. “Are you hungry? I have plenty of fish if you are. Do you need anything? I’ve got to go back out to get more firewood.”

      “Yes, I do need something. I need to get out of here for a while. I need to make my own assessment of my condition. I can’t help carry anything, yet, but I would like to get some fresh air.”

      “Can you see at all?” Murdock asked. He was dubious of the outcome of the venture.

      “I don’t know if I can see. It’s just so dark in here.”

      Murdock saw the cave as lit dimly. He wouldn’t want to read anything in the cave, but it would prevent hurting her eyes with too much light so soon after her injury.

      “I don’t think it’s a good idea. I’ll be busy gathering firewood, and most anything can happen. I won’t be able to watch over you.”

      Rose’s face looked as if he had hurt her feelings. “Whatever you say,” she said without conviction. “What’s to keep me from going out once you’re gone?”

      “Nothing, except maybe a cliff, but you can suit yourself. If you’ll wait, I’ll take you down when I get back.”

      “Okay, I’ll wait. Just don’t take too long.” Murdock thought he saw her smile a little in his direction.

      “I’ll be back as soon as I can,” he said as he walked out of the cave and headed down toward the stream. It didn’t take him long to find a load of firewood and head back toward the cave. When he entered the cave, he felt relief to see Rose sitting there waiting.

      “Are you ready to go?” he asked, as he dumped the wood close to the fire. She was up and trying to locate him by sound. Murdock took her outstretched hand and helped her to the cave entrance. “Hold on to my belt,” he said as he turned around and waited for her to get a firm grip on his belt. As they walked down the path toward the stream, Rose put out her free hand, feeling the side of the mountain as they descended.
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      “You don’t talk much, Murdock,” she said, shortly after they started out. “I don’t even remember your first name.”

      “I don’t talk much because I was taught to listen more than talk. Besides, when walking in the wild, it’s always a good idea to use all your senses; it could save your life,” he responded.

      Rose took what he said as a hint that she should be quiet, and she remained silent during their walk. She had a thousand questions for him but decided to keep still.

      “The water sounds wonderful! Can I wash up a little?” she asked when they reached the stream.

      “A little, yes. Leave the mud where it is, though,” he said, as he looked around. He didn’t speak very loudly, and Rose had to really listen to hear what he said.

      She waded out into the stream and splashed some water on her face. Then she took several handfuls and let them fall over her head.

      Murdock wasn’t watching Rose. With his eighteen-inch machete out and at the ready, he was more concerned about threats.

      When she had freshened up, she walked out and shook as much water off as she could.

      “Can you lead me to a tree and give me a little privacy?” she asked sheepishly.

      Murdock complied with her wishes all the while keeping vigil. When she finished, he took her hand, and she immediately found his belt. They walked back to the cave in silence.
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      When Murdock led Rose into the cave, he saw Beron in his usual spot. He walked Rose past the creature and up to the bed he had made for her.

      “Can we talk in here?” she asked, after she sat down on the grass.

      “If you want. Hungry?”

      “A little,” she said.

      Murdock went to the fire and stirred it to life. It was starting to get dark outside. “Beron, would you like some fish?” Murdock flashed.

      “Not like your way!” Beron responded.

      “I have a couple of fish that haven’t been cooked. I got them for you.”

      Beron flashed an affirmative to the offer. Murdock tossed two of the fish to him. One he caught in his mouth. The other he caught with his paw. Murdock then got some more cooked fish for Rose and pressed it into her hand. Beron, enjoying his fish, was surprisingly quiet while he ate.

      “What did you want to talk about, Rose?” he asked as he sat next to her on the grass bed. They were both pulling the meat from the bones with their fingers and popped the meat into their mouths.

      “Where did you learn to take care of yourself in the wild?” she asked.

      “My dad taught me… until he died. My uncle took over after that. I guess you could say I’ve been doing it all my life.”

      “What about your fighting skills? Was that part of your survival training?”

      “Pretty much. My dad insisted that I take martial arts. I started training at six and was a second-degree black belt before I was seventeen.” Murdock chuckled. “My dad always thought that people should be armed, even when others are sure you aren’t.”

      “What about your mother?” Rose asked.

      “Never knew her. She died shortly after I was born.” The thought of not knowing his mother had always bothered him.

      “I’m sorry,” Rose said with a deep sadness in her voice.

      “No need to be.”

      “What is your name?” Rose asked trying to lift the mood.

      “I was born Kevin Matthew Murdock.”

      Rose thought for a little while. Murdock had finished off his portion and was watching Beron clean himself. “More fish, Rose?”

      “No, I’ve had enough. I could use some water, though,” Rose responded.

      “What’s your story?” Murdock asked as he handed her the water skin.

      “Not much to tell, really,” she said, after taking a long drink. “I was born Rosa Lea Griffen, into a lower-middle class family. I have two brothers and one sister, all younger. Mom and Dad died shortly before the takeover, thank God. I spent most of my life in Omaha.”

      “How did they get you?” Murdock asked.

      “I was nabbed as I left work one day. I worked in a plastics factory, and one day as I was leaving work, they ran us through a checkpoint and grabbed me. Don’t remember much after that.”

      “So, there was a takeover of some kind?” Murdock asked.

      “Well, yeah! It was all over the news! Where were you?”

      “I was out in the woods for a couple of months. It’s a little hard to get the news out there.”

      “Sorry. I thought everyone knew about the takeover. I didn’t know anyone could just go out into the woods for a couple of months.”

      “My dad was rich. Never did know how he made his money. I was homeschooled and didn’t have a lot of contact with other kids my own age growing up. Guess that’s apparent.”

      “It does explain a few things. You were an only child?”

      “Yes, Mom died before they got around to making more. Dad never did recover from Mom’s death. He never remarried.” Murdock had gotten some of the grass he had gathered and now sat by the fire braiding.

      “Mind if I ask you something?” Rose asked after a long pause.

      “You can always ask me anything, but I reserve the right to refuse to answer,” Murdock said, half-jokingly.

      “That’s fair enough. Why did you ask me to take your salt deal to Whittier?” she asked.

      “You seemed to be more accepting of me from the day I cooked that snake. You were the only one I was comfortable talking to. So, you were the logical choice. I knew he wouldn’t go for it if I’d brought it to him in front of the rest of the people on the transport and that he might if brought to him privately.”

      “You didn’t suspect he’d try to trap you?” she asked.

      “I knew it was a possibility, but I tried to give him a chance to do something good for the rest of the group. I had no idea he’d retaliate against you.”

      Murdock failed to hide the regret in his voice when he referred to her.

      “What are your expectations of this situation?” she asked after a long pause.

      “What do you mean?”

      “What do you expect from me, should I decide to stay with you?” she asked bluntly.

      “I expect you to help when and where you can,” Murdock said, after briefly thinking about it.

      “Nothing else?” Rose asked.

      “I don’t want anything from you that you’re not willing to give freely,” he said after another pause for thought. “Not even displays of gratitude in any form. Does that answer your question?”

      “Yeah, it does. So, I’m free to leave should I decide to?”

      “How can I stop you? Why would I want to? If you really don’t want to be here, you can leave any time you choose. I won’t stop you.”

      That was plain enough, she thought.
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      The next morning, Burns and Metzger returned to the place of Rose’s attack. Though they spent a long time trying to locate her or her body, they found nothing. However, when they saw the cut ropes, both men paled at what that meant. As they left the area, Burns picked up Rose’s clothes. Both men walked back to the pod in silence. Both were hoping they wouldn’t run into Murdock.

      As they approached the pod, they saw Whittier talking to the rest of the group.

      “Here are the men I sent to search for poor Rose. Please, tell us what you found,” Whittier said for all to hear.

      “This is all we could find of Rose,” Burns said, as he handed her clothes to Whittier. Whittier’s head bowed, theatrically; he looked very sad and visibly slumped as Burns handed him her clothes.

      “Is that all you found?” Whittier asked, his voice cracking a little. He appeared to be moved to tears.

      “We did find a lot of blood,” Metzger stated flatly.

      “Did you see any animal tracks?” Whittier asked with apparent hopefulness.

      “No tracks of any kind,” Metzger responded.

      “Anything else?” Whittier asked.

      “Just some cut ropes,” Burns stated.

      “Did you all hear? Murdock killed Rose! He grabbed her and spirited her off into the night, tied her up and killed her! God only knows what he did with the body! Probably cut it up and fed it to the animals,” Whittier expounded loudly. “The man is a savage!”

      “How do you know he killed her?” a man in the crowd asked.

      Whittier looked to Metzger. “Was there the amount of blood you’d expect from a body?” he asked Metzger.

      “How would I know?” Metzger asked as he shrugged his shoulders. “I can take you to the spot so you can see for yourself.”

      “Where was the blood?” Whittier asked. “Was it on our side of the stream?”

      “No. All the signs we saw were on Murdock’s side of the stream,” Metzger responded.

      “Does anyone want to see for himself?” Whittier asked the group. He waited for someone to respond. No one did. “If that’s all, I think we all need to meditate on Rose, in silence.” To Burns and Metzger, Whittier said, “I want you two to meet with me in the pod now.”

      The group broke up somewhat as Burns, Metzger, and Whittier went into the pod. Whittier carried Rose’s clothes.

      “Close the ramp, Burns!” Whittier commanded.

      “What did you really find?” Whittier asked, after the ramp was closed.

      “We told you,” Metzger stated.

      All three men turned pale.
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      Over the next few days, Murdock and Rose settled into a daily routine. Murdock got firewood, water, and fish, and hauled as much grass as he could to soften the bed he had set up for Rose. At least twice a day, he would lead Rose down the mountain path to the stream. For Rose’s peace of mind, he would talk to her about anything she wanted to talk about as he worked on her grass skirt. He thought it was because she couldn’t see and needed someone to vocalize to know she wasn’t alone.

      Murdock worried the entire time about taking a deer for the hide and the meat. Though he was tired of fish, he was reluctant to leave Rose alone for any length of time.

      They spent some of the time talking and planning for winter survival. Murdock knew he had to get in as much firewood and meat as he possibly could.

      On one of the trips with Rose to the stream, she let go of his belt and followed him. When she broke her grip, Murdock stopped and turned around quickly.

      “You can see?” he asked.

      “Yes, I can see… a little. Well enough to walk to the stream without stumbling,” she responded as she passed by him on the path.

      “How long have you been able to see?” he asked as he followed her.

      “Today has been the best, but I think I started to be able to see shapes yesterday.”

      They walked the rest of the way in silence.

      “I think today you can wash off the mud. I need to check your cuts,” he said when they reached the stream. Rose entered the water and started washing off the mud that had been covering her wounds. “Don’t scrub hard. Just let the mud dissolve or rub gently.”

      “I’m glad you let me wash off the mud. It was starting to drive me nuts,” she said as she let the mud dissolve.

      “Come over here and let me see your cuts,” Murdock instructed after the mud was gone. He inspected the cuts closely, looking for any sign that they might reopen. He turned her head to the left to check the cut under her eye then turned her around to inspect her back.

      “What are you looking at back there?” Rose asked.

      “Your bruises seem to be getting better, and the cuts have closed nicely.”

      “I have cuts on my back?” Rose asked in shock. “I knew my back was sore, but I figured it was just from the beating.” Then she looked down at her chest. “What the hell is this?’ she screamed trying to rub off the newly healed cuts on her chest. She quickly turned to Murdock. “You need to give it to me straight. Just what were my injuries?” she asked accusingly.

      “You were beaten and raped,” he stated flatly.

      “Yeah, I know that, and I know I have a couple of teeth missing!”

      “You also have words carved into your skin.” Murdock could see Rose’s lip start to quiver.

      “What words?” she asked, her voice indicating her closeness to hysteria.

      “On your chest is carved spy.” Murdock could see her eyes start to well up with tears.

      “And on my back?”

      “On your back is carved slut.” He saw the tears starting to flow down her cheek.

      “And is my face cut as well?” she asked trying to hold back the tears and failing.

      “Yes, it is. You have a cut that runs from your nose to your ear just under your right eye.”

      Rose just sat on the ground and cried. Murdock thought her spirit was broken. He didn’t know what to do.

      “Anything else?” Rose asked between sobs.

      “You also had a broken nose. I reset it best I could when I first found you.”

      Rose started crying again, harder this time.

      “Why didn’t they just slit my throat?” she asked to no one in particular. She was still sitting on the ground, her head in her hands crying.

      Murdock went over to her and gently put an arm around her shoulders. She accepted his comforting while still crying and sobbing. Periodically, she winced, while sobbing, and tried to hold her ribs. After a while, Murdock knelt down in front of her.

      “It’ll be all right,” he said softly, reassuringly.

      “You think so?” she screamed at him. “All my life I did everything I could to preserve my looks, and now I’m just a mess!”

      “I don’t think so,” Murdock said calmly.

      “Shows how much you know,” she snapped and started crying again.

      Murdock was at a loss. He had no idea what to do or say. All he wanted was to say something that would soothe her and get her to stop crying.

      He stood up and went to the stream with the water skin. He had knelt down to fill it when Rose grabbed it out of his hands, shoving him a little as she did. Murdock caught his balance with his hand in the stream.

      “I’ll do that. It’s about all I’m good for,” she yelled, between sobs and tears.

      “You can knock off that kind of talk,” he said sternly as he regained his feet.

      She filled the water skin and turned around to face him.

      “Just look at me, Kevin,” she yelled as she threw the water skin at him.

      Murdock deftly caught the water skin before it hit him in the face and turned around to look her square in the eyes. He stood looking at her face.

      “Yeah, so?” he said after a few seconds.

      “I’m a mess. I’ll have all kinds of scars. It wouldn’t be so bad if I could hide them, but I can’t hide them all!”

      “You look fine to me,” Murdock said, without affectation. He could see the fire in her eyes.

      “I’m just an ugly mess,” Rose screamed.

      “Not to me,” he stated softly.

      She glared at him, and he thought there was murder in her eyes. “Who in the god-damned-hell would want an ugly, scarred-up hag?”

      “Is there an ugly, scarred-up hag around here?” he asked innocently and started to look around. “Hmm… can’t see one, but maybe your eyes are better than mine.”

      Rose didn’t say anything. She didn’t have to. Her hand snapped up to slap his face. He ducked under the slap and caught her around her waist before she lost her balance and fell. In the blink of an eye, he stood behind her, tying up both her arms with his own.

      “Knock it off, Rose,” he commanded quietly in her ear.

      She tried to push backwards to knock him off balance. It didn’t work. The two of them struggled like that for a second or two; Rose could not get the upper hand. Finally, she just slumped and started to cry all over again.

      When he released his grip on her, Rose fell to her knees and buried her face in her hands. Murdock let her be until her sobs grew faint.

      “Are you done?” he asked gently. All she could do was nod an affirmative. “Come on,” he said, offering her a hand up. “Let’s get back before it gets dark.” With Murdock’s assistance, Rose got to her feet, and the two started back toward the cave. Neither said a word all the way back.

      When they returned to the cave, Murdock dumped the gear he was carrying, and Rose headed for her bed.

      “Wait a minute,” he said, stopping her. “I have something for you.” He went to where he had been working on her grass skirt, picked it up, and gave it to her.

      “What’s this?” she asked quietly.

      “I always thought pretty women liked pretty dresses,” Murdock said, looking at her with shock on his face. “Was I wrong?”

      “No, you weren’t wrong,” she said quietly. She hadn’t lifted her face the whole way back.

      “I know it isn’t much, but the store is just too far away to walk. This is the best I could do on such short notice.”

      “All you need now is a pretty lady to give it to,” she said quietly, trying to hand it back to him while still looking at her feet.

      “I just did. I gave it to the prettiest lady I know.” Rose just stood there. “Give it to me, and we’ll see how it fits,” Murdock said quickly. He took the grass skirt and wrapped it around her waist twice and tied it in the front. The grass hung down to just below her knees. Rose stood like a mannequin. Murdock stepped back and looked at her. “Looks good on you!” he said with enthusiasm.

      “Thanks,” Rose said unenthusiastically. She went to her bed and sat down staring into the fire.

      Murdock followed her and started stirring the fire to get it going.

      “Sorry, you didn’t like the dress. I guess my seamstress work needs improvement,” he said after a long pause, his attention on the fire.

      Silence prevailed for a very long time.

      “Kevin?” Rose asked finally. “Did you make this so you wouldn’t have to look at me any longer?”

      “Hell, no! If it were up to me, I’d keep you naked all the time, but what would the neighbors think?” Murdock was trying to be upbeat. Rose chuckled a little.

      “They’d think you live with an ugly woman,” she said, still staring at the fire.

      “Yeah, well, what do they know? And who cares what the neighbors think anyway? Getting hungry?”

      “A little,” she said. Murdock could tell she wasn’t over the shock of her disfigurement.

      The two ate in silence, both sitting and looking into the flames, with Murdock closest to the fire and his back to Rose. After they ate, Rose lay down.

      “Kevin?” Rose asked as Murdock banked the fire for the night.

      “Yes?” he asked without turning around.

      “Would you do me a favor?” she asked quietly.

      “Depends on what it is,” he stated.

      “Would you sleep with me tonight?”

      Murdock was shocked and stood straight up.

      “If you like,” he said as calmly as he could manage.

      “Just lie between me and the fire. I need to be held.”

      Murdock went to the makeshift bed and lay down on his back. Rose lay on her side with her head on his shoulder and her hand on his chest; Murdock put his arm around her shoulder. They lay there quietly for a while.

      “Kevin?”

      “Yes?”

      “Thanks for the dress. It was nice, and I really do appreciate it,” she said.

      “You are most welcome,” he said. They lay silently for a while.

      “Kevin?” she asked softly.

      “Yes?”

      “Did you mean what you said?”

      “About what?”

      “About me not being an ugly hag.”

      “Rose, I know I don’t talk much, but what I say, I mean.” Murdock kissed the top of her head and held her close. “Now, go to sleep, please.”

      Soon they both were asleep.

      Murdock woke up sometime during the night and thought Beron was there. He couldn’t see him or hear him; he just had a feeling.

      “Hello, Beron,” Murdock thought, trying to communicate with the creature.

      “She has much fear,” Beron flashed. “She has much pain!”

      “Can you communicate with her?” Murdock flashed.

      “She not receptive yet. Pain and fear blocking,” Beron responded.

      “I know she’s in pain.” Murdock lay quiet.

      “Care for her you do.” The statement came to Murdock’s thoughts.

      “I guess I do,” Murdock flashed back.

      “Caution! Too much fear and pain! Danger to all!” Beron cautioned.

      “She isn’t a danger to you or your kind. I don’t feel she is a danger to me,” Murdock responded. Rose snuggled a little closer to him as she slept. I think she could be to those who did this to her, though, Murdock thought to himself.

      “Danger to all! Aware you be! Cautious!” Beron repeated.

      Murdock neither heard nor saw Beron leave. He just knew the creature had gone and that he and Rose were alone.

      Murdock looked at Rose sleeping on his shoulder. Neither had moved since they had lain down. He thought about holding her closer, but decided it might cause her pain and wake her up. She slept peacefully, and he was quite content to have her sleep on his shoulder.

      He hadn’t had much luck with women in his past, but now he hoped that would change.

      I do care for her, he finally admitted to himself.

      Murdock woke up a few hours later. Day had not quite broken yet, but the sun would rise soon. He carefully untangled himself from Rose and stirred the fire. Then he heard Rose moving around behind him.

      “We need to do something about getting blankets of some sort,” she said as she moved closer to the fire. “It gets kind of cold this early in the morning.”

      “Not to me,” Murdock said while he added more wood.

      “Well, you have more clothes than I do,” she responded. She picked up the water skin and took a long drink. “And I sure could use some coffee.”

      “Want me to run to the store and buy some?” he asked jokingly.

      “I’d really like that!” she joked back. “And on your way back, stop off at the bakery and bring me some donuts. Not too many, I have to watch my girlish figure!”

      Murdock chuckled and glanced over at her. “You didn’t remove your dress last night! Now, it’s all wrinkled!”

      “I’ll just have to iron it, then.”

      They both laughed.

      “What’s on the agenda for today?” Rose asked.

      “I don’t know about you, but I need to go hunting. I need to try to take a deer,” Murdock told her. He looked over at her and saw her disappointment.

      “How long will you be gone?” she asked quietly.

      “I don’t really know. I need to scout an area first. Could take a day or it could take a week.”

      “How far away is the area you have in mind?”

      “Not far. I could get there in a few hours, probably. The problem lies in the fact that I need to scout the area to see when the deer come through, and it’s too far to check three or four times a day.”

      “Can’t I come with you?” she asked quietly while looking into the flames of the fire.

      Murdock didn’t answer her right away. He could tell by her tone that she really didn’t want to be left alone. He didn’t like the idea of leaving her alone either, but he saw little choice. Besides, he was hoping for information from Beron on the deer and their habits. He had no idea how he would explain Beron to her. In his eyes, Beron was a majestic creature, but Rose might see him as a threat and do something stupid. Beron’s warning during the night jumped to the forefront of his thoughts.

      “If you come with me, you’ll have to follow a few rules,” he said finally.

      “What rules?” she asked.

      “If I tell you to do something, do it immediately and without argument. If you want to discuss it later, we can, but not when I tell you. Can you do that?” he asked.

      “I think so,” she responded.

      “Even though you’re going with me, I need to do the scouting alone. We’ll find a campsite and you’ll stay there.”

      “That sounds fine to me. I just don’t want to be alone for days and days.” Rose’s spirits seemed to lift a little.

      “Besides, if I happen to get lucky, I’m going to need help hauling the deer back here. Maybe it would be a good idea for you to come along. It would be a good opportunity for your first training in survival.”

      “When did you want to leave?” Rose asked.

      “We’ll leave later in the day today. We need to get some things together before we leave, and I want to get to the area and have camp set just before dark.”

      “Good, that will give me an opportunity to finish my dress,” she stated.

      “I thought I did finish it?” Murdock asked.

      “You finished the bottom half. Don’t you think I need a top half to the dress?”

      Murdock just grinned.

      Rose saw the grin and smiled. “Never mind the comment! Take my word for it. I do need a top half.”

      Murdock tried to look innocent. “What? I didn’t say anything,” he said, trying not to laugh.

      “Maybe not, but you were thinking it awfully loud,” she accused. “And thanks for last night. I really needed to feel safe,” she said with gratitude.

      “Not a problem,” Murdock said softly, with a shrug.

      Murdock spent much of the time that day working on the spear he had fashioned. He used his eighteen-inch machete to square off the pointed end and then made a notch to hold Collier’s twelve-inch machete. He then took a small piece of rope and wrapped the end of the spear to tightly hold the machete in place.

      Rose, on the other hand, spent the day fashioning a top piece to her grass skirt that slipped over her head and hung below the waist of the bottom part.

      “What do you think?” she asked Murdock when she had finished it and tried it on.

      “I think you look like a haystack,” he said, looking up from his work on the spear. “Or is it just stacked? I can never remember which,” he said, smiling.

      Rose smiled at his attempt at humor.

      When they had everything that Murdock thought they might need, they set off down the path. Murdock stopped at the stream. They both drank from the water skin, and Murdock refilled it with fresh water.

      “If you see any wild veggies, don’t stop to collect them without letting me know,” he told her while they rested.

      “Okay. So, you’re saying I can stop you when I need to?”

      “We can stop whenever you need to. Just let me know, and I’ll stop. You’re the one determining the pace,” he explained. “I just don’t want to stop and turn around and find you aren’t there. This has to be a team effort.”

      Rose nodded.

      Murdock had in mind to hunt the deer near the end of the bower, but he wanted to make camp closer to the foot of the mountain and as far from the dread feeling area, as he thought of it, as feasible. They reached the end of the bower just before sun-down. Then they backtracked until Murdock found a campsite that he was comfortable with and that provided the necessary cover.

      “We’re here,” Murdock announced finally and started removing some of the gear.

      “Good! I was beginning to wonder if you were ever going to be satisfied with a campsite,” Rose said, as she dropped the gear she was carrying and stretched her muscles.

      “How are you doing?” Murdock asked, making preparations for the campfire.

      “I’m still pretty sore,” she explained, “but I’ll live. I’m not used to all the exercise. Anything I can do to help?”

      “You can gather some dry firewood, but don’t go too far. Just keep your wits about you, and you should be fine.” He watched her as she wandered around looking for wood. He thought she swayed gracefully, like tall grass in a breeze, when she walked.

      “Is this enough wood?” Rose asked as he came to help her with her load.

      “For now. We’ll both go again before it gets too dark,” he replied.

      “Are you hungry?” she asked, dropping the wood close to the fire.

      “Yeah, I am,” he said as he put some of his load of wood on the fire, laying the rest beside it.

      “Here you go.” She produced some of the left-over fish from the night before. She had hidden it under her skirt, tied with a piece of rope.

      “Thanks,” he exclaimed as he accepted it. “That was ingenious of you, but we need to conserve as much rope as we can. No place to buy more.”

      “I didn’t use any of the rope that we brought with us,” she said. “I made it from the excess grass for my top.”

      Murdock was shocked. “Can I see it?” he asked.

      Rose pulled out the rope that she had carried the fish on.

      “I am impressed,” he said as he inspected it closely. “I wondered what we were going to use for rope when what we have runs out.”

      “It was no big deal,” Rose said, smiling. “I did learn to braid as a kid, and this seemed the way to do it.”

      Murdock pulled on the small piece of rope. It appeared very strong.

      “Very good, Rose,” he said as he handed it back to her. “Looks like you’re going to be our little ropemaker.”

      Rose giggled, “I like having a useful skill; one that others will need, even if they don’t realize it yet.”

      Murdock felt good about it, too. At least now she could feel as if she was contributing, which might help her to get over her attack.

      Later, when they both went out to gather wood together, Murdock used the chore as a training tool. He explained to her that he wanted her to walk as softly as she could, avoiding twigs or sticks, and not slipping on anything that would make noise and give away their position. Rose did the best she could. She seemed eager to please Murdock.

      “How did I do, Kevin?” she asked when they had gathered as much wood as they could carry and were heading back to the fire.

      “Not too bad, for someone who has never had to be quiet in the woods,” he answered. He glanced over at her and saw her beaming. “With practice, you could get quite good at it.” She puffed up a little more with pride. “Any walks we take should be an opportunity to practice, if speed isn’t an issue.”

      When they were back at the fire, they both dumped their loads. Rose stood by the fire, grinning. She seemed quite pleased with herself. “That good, huh?” she asked.

      “Who knows, you might replace me as the hunter!” he said, trying hard not to smile.

      “I might,” she exclaimed.

      “Then I can stay home, and you can do all the tramping around in the woods.”

      “Oh, you,” she said as she slapped his upper arm.

      Murdock started laughing, which in turn made her laugh. They both were laughing hard before long. That was when Murdock became aware of the sound of her laughter and found that he liked it; hers wasn’t the kind of laughter that grated on his nerves.

      When they had calmed down, Murdock loaded up the fire with wood and found a comfortable spot to sleep upwind and somewhat close to the fire. Rose got another drink of water and found her own spot. She reclined at an angle to Murdock, and if she stretched out her hand, she could touch his face. They both lay quiet for a while.

      “Kevin?” Rose inquired after lying still for a while, watching the flames.

      “Yes?” he responded without opening his eyes.

      “Did you stare at me when I couldn’t see?” she asked.

      “Every second of every day,” he responded, eyes still shut.

      “You did?” she asked, shocked. She had gotten up on her forearms and lay on her stomach, looking at him.

      “Yup, I spent all my time leering at you with terrible perverted thoughts running through my head!”

      “Oh, you did not,” she stated loudly.

      “Are you sure?” he asked with a smirk. He had opened his eyes just enough to see her expression.

      “Yeah, I’m positive,” she said emphatically. “You said you didn’t before, and you haven’t lied to me yet.”

      “No, I haven’t lied to you… yet. So, you’re saying that I’m such a saintly gentleman that the sight of a naked, helpless, desirable woman had no effect on me?”

      Rose smirked. “Well, saying you’re saintly is a bit of a stretch,” she said as she looked sideways at him. “More like a doctor. I needed one, and you were the closest thing to a real doctor I’m likely to ever see again in my lifetime.”

      “Thanks for the compliment! I’m sure all the other women I used to leer at and lust after would be glad to hear that I’ve changed my evil ways.”

      “How many women?” she asked after a pause.

      “Well, if you lined them all up front to back, the line would go for miles and miles!”

      Rose was silent for a long time, and Murdock tried hard not to laugh.

      “Kevin, why is it I feel a distinctive tug on my leg?” was all she asked.

      They both drifted off to sleep with smiling faces.
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      When quite a number of days had passed and Murdock didn’t show, Whittier, Burns, and Metzger relaxed considerably. In the interim, Whittier had solidified his position by cracking down more on the rest of the group with a series of decrees. One of the first was the establishment of the Ruling Council, a body to determine the future projects and requirements for the colony. The body was mainly staffed by Whittier’s favorites and classified all clothing as “essential resources,” thereby confiscating all of them, and required everyone to keep all water skins filled. The Council also cut all rations in half to help preserve the food for winter. The Ruling Council was, of course, exempt from these decrees.

      Whittier was sitting in the only chair in the pod, absentmindedly twirling and spinning a knife in one hand while a naked Krysia Oblonski slowly massaged his shoulders; Burns and Metzger were talking to Whittier.

      “We’re going to run out of food soon,” Burns stated. “We’re all eating, and nothing else is coming in. I’m open to suggestions.”

      “I think they’re all too fat as it is,” Whittier proclaimed through closed eyes. “If they want to eat, let them find fish or eat grass or dirt or something.”

      “But what about us?” Metzger asked, while leering at Krysia openly.

      “If they find some other food, confiscate it,” Whittier commanded. “If they don’t like it, they can go somewhere else. Let them go to Murdock!”

      “I don’t think this is working,” Burns offered cautiously. “We need fishermen and hunters to get us more food. We need shelters built. What are we going to do about winter? None of us know anything about those things.”

      “I doubt anyone will live past the summer. They’re all too weak.” Whittier stated. “The weak have to make way for the strong. Metzger, I want you to organize a hunting party. Find a deer or something. If you don’t, you could be the one on the roasting spit!”

      “How are we going to do that?” Metzger asked. “I have no idea how to hunt or how to clean an animal!”

      “Don’t bother me with details, Metzger. Just do it. Burns, I want you to get a team together to design and build some sort of shelter.”

      “But —” Burns started to object.

      “You going to give me guff, too, Burns?” Whittier growled loudly, firmly gripping the knife. “It isn’t easy to rule this group. I can’t be expected to know everything. I do know that if people don’t start succeeding in the tasks they’re given, I’ll eliminate them and find someone who can. I want all the food that is prepared to be brought to me first. Then anyone who wants to eat has to ask me for the favor. Same goes for the water. Now!”

      Metzger and Burns hurried out.

      “I think we may have backed the wrong guy,” Burns stated, once they were outside and out of earshot of the pod.

      “You think someone else would have been better?” Metzger asked as he gathered up all the water skins.

      “Murdock did get fish and that other animal that was hanging, all without any help from anyone else,” Burns said, helping to gather the water skins.

      “Don’t let Whittier hear you say that,” Metzger warned. “Ever since the Rose incident, I don’t think we have any choice in the matter.”

      “You and I have no choice, but the rest do,” Burns urged.

      “Give me those,” Metzger commanded. “You go ask around and see who has some skill with hunting or fishing.” He took the water skins into the pod.

      Metzger entered the pod, put the water skins where Whittier could reach them, and turned to leave.

      “One moment, Metzger,” Whittier said. “I noticed you leering at my little toy here.” With his free hand, Whittier guided Krysia around in front of him. Then he started to carve a “W” into her upper left breast. Krysia whimpered a little as Whittier carved. “This is to let you know. Any woman with this mark in this spot,” Whittier pointed to Krysia’s breast and the carved letter, “belongs to me. That means you can’t have her unless I say so. Clear?”

      “Yes, it’s clear,” Metzger responded, anger and frustration tingeing his remarks.

      “You can go now,” Whittier said dismissively.

      Even though Metzger was strangely excited watching Whittier carve on Krysia, he knew deep down that they were all in trouble and that Burns could be right about backing the wrong man. Too late for that now, he thought as he hit the bottom of the ramp.
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      When Murdock woke up, he estimated it to be an hour or so before dawn. He got to his feet, took a drink of water, grabbed his spear, and gathered the other gear he thought he might need. He hesitated when he came to the rope. I better take it, just in case, he thought as he began draping it across his body. Just as he was about to head out, Rose woke up.

      “Heading out already?” she asked, her sleepy eyes barely open.

      “Yes, I am. Sorry, I woke you. Stay by the fire and you’ll be fine. Go back to sleep, if you want. I’ll be back in a few hours,” he said. He gently touched her face and smiled at her.

      Murdock didn’t take long to find the bower and an ambush position. He picked a spot by a tree with the wind blowing from the direction he expected the deer to come and waited, spear ready. While he waited, his mind worked on all the little details that he would have to attend to if he managed to harvest a deer. A part of his consciousness was always focused on the task at hand, but the majority of his mind thought what it wanted. I’m a little worried about Rose, he thought. I’m sure she’ll be alright. She’s more capable than she thinks and I do enjoy her company. He had found the hike from the cave to be pleasant, even though he had intentionally walked slowly so she could keep up.

      I’m more than a little worried about winter. How cold is it going to get and how much snow? Is game going to be available?

      He had already planned to move to the lower parts of the cave, where it was warmer, when the weather turned cold. He could store the wood and meat in the salt mine. The dry air would help speed the curing rate for the wood and preserve the meat by drying it somewhat. The hard part is going to be properly tanning the hides, he thought. I have no idea how to make barrels or buckets, and I wish I did.

      His attention snapped back to the present when he felt the vibrations of hooves through his feet. Dawn had just broken, and the deer were coming down the path that led across the dread feeling area. They were in a panic, as they had been before. His pulse quickened at the sound of hoof beats approaching. The animals were running with the small breeze that gently blew this morning, so with luck, if they didn’t see him, they wouldn’t know he was there until it was too late for one of them.

      Murdock saw the herd coming toward him and noticed that their pace had slowed somewhat. He timed his spring to take the deer that was behind the leader and jumped into the path with his spear at the ready. When he entered the path, his target was startled and tried to skid to a halt, but the creature was too slow. Murdock had dropped the butt end of the spear onto the path with the point aimed at the chest. The deer, pressed forward by momentum as well as the rest of the herd, skidded directly into his spearhead, which sank deep into the center of the animal’s chest. Then the spear, unable to take the stress, snapped in half, leaving the business end hanging from the animal’s chest.

      Meanwhile, Murdock had quickly darted across the path to avoid being trampled by the herd. He watched as his target ran off down the path with part of his spear still in its chest.

      Shaking from the massive amount of adrenalin flowing through him, he tried to calm himself.

      Now the hard part began. He had to wait before he could track his prey, but he didn’t want to wait too long, or his prey would be dinner for another animal. After calming down quite a bit, he walked over to the spot at which the deer had run into his spear and found a massive spill of blood and a good blood trail leading down the path. Murdock began following the blood trail, careful not to come up on the animal before it had a chance to bleed out. He didn’t want to startle it any more than he already had. Fear would give the animal more adrenalin and thus more strength to run farther.

      As he followed the trail, his thoughts began. That was lucky. Lucky I’d found the right place for an ambush. Lucky I hit the target the first try. Lucky I didn’t get trampled.

      Soon Murdock came upon the body of his prey. It had run about five hundred yards before it had calmed down. Then it lay down and bled to death. The animal was a little off the main trail, and as Murdock looked around, he thought he saw smoke off in the direction of the mountain.

      “Rose,” Murdock yelled as loud as he could. “Follow my voice!” He listened for a while and heard nothing, so he repeated the call. While he listened for a response, he unwound the rope he had tied across his chest and threw one end over a tree branch, tying the other end around the neck of the deer, close to its head. He repeated his call for Rose and pulled on the other end of the rope with all his weight and strength. When he could no longer pull on the rope, he tied it to the trunk of the tree.

      There’s no way I’m going to get this animal hung without help. He still hadn’t heard anything to indicate that Rose had heard him. As he walked around the animal, he could see the end of his spear, battered and broken, but the machete tied to the end had stayed in the chest and done its deadly work. Murdock pulled it out slowly, noticing that the blade had lain flat and slid between the ribs. More luck, on his part. The spear had either just missed or slid slightly off center of the animal’s sternum, probably piercing the lungs or the heart. After withdrawing the machete and stowing it, Murdock stood looking at the animal.

      “I’m sorry,” he said to the dead animal. “We need to eat and clothe ourselves, and you’re helping to ensure we survive.”

      Just then, Rose came upon him from the direction of the smoke.

      “Who were you talking to?” she asked. She had just cleared a little rise and now saw the huge deer partially hung in a tree. Her mouth fell open, and she looked at Murdock. “Oh, my God,” she exclaimed. “That is a big deer!”

      “It certainly is! And it’s not even the biggest one of the herd,” he said.

      “Damn!” she said with great admiration. “You got a deer!”

      “I did! Now, we have to get it hung and dress it out. It won’t be easy, but I think if we both work at it, we’ll get it done.”

      They spent the next hour hanging the deer. They both pulled on the rope as hard as they could to get the animal’s head as high as possible. When they could pull no more, Murdock began skinning and gutting the animal, spilling its intestines and vital organs on the ground and pulling as much of the hide as he could down closer to the ground. Then they both pulled on the rope again. Alternating this way, they managed to get the animal’s hind feet off the ground, barely.

      Murdock and Rose were both worn out by the time they got the deer hung. Two piles lay close to the hind legs. One pile consisted of the hide, and the other consisted of the deer’s entrails. They took a breather and drank some water while Murdock inspected the heart and the surrounding arteries. The heart was intact, but the machete had severed the main artery.

      “I couldn’t get luckier than that,” he exclaimed, as he took a long drink of water. “That’s as close to a heart shot as you can get.”

      Rose was overwhelmed by the sheer size of the animal and the work necessary just to get this far.

      “Do you have your machete on you?” he asked Rose.

      “Yes, I have the one you gave me when we left the cave. Why do you ask?”

      “Someone has to stay here and guard the carcass while the other runs for more water. We have to get as much blood washed out of it as we can,” he explained. “Since I can run farther than you can and know where the water is, you can stand guard.”

      “What am I guarding against?” she asked.

      “Other animals may try to get at the carcass; the smell of the blood is sure to draw them in. You have to stop them any way you can. Did you bring any rope with you?”

      “Some, yes.”

      “I’m going to have to make a travois to haul the beast back to the cave after I quarter it. That’s the plan, anyway. Are you okay with it?”

      “Umm… how long will it take you to get more water?” She was nervous about staying here alone with bait hanging.

      Murdock cut a small tree and in short order had a spear made for Rose to use.

      “If anything comes around, stand your ground and stab at it with this,” he said, handing her the crude spear. “It should change their minds about a free lunch! The water is that way,” he said, indicating the path the deer had taken. “It shouldn’t take me more than a few minutes to get there and back. Fifteen minutes, tops.”

      “Okay. I guess I can do that, but hurry back, please? I feel like I may be the free lunch. I’ve never had to fight off animals before, and the thought of it scares me,” she explained.

      “It scares the hell out of me every time I have to do it as well. I’ll hurry. Try to think of it as defending your meals for the next few months, as well as a new dress. Maybe that will help give you courage,” he told her, trying to bolster her confidence. Then he smiled at her and took off at a fast trot in the direction he had indicated.

      Murdock moved as fast as he could toward the river he had found days earlier. Soon, he reached the river, where he filled the water skin, and then began running back.

      Then he heard a scream. He ran faster toward Rose and the deer. As he approached the scene, he saw two dead wolves. One had been speared through its mouth, and the other’s head lay at an odd angle. Rose, machete drawn and bloodied, was trying to fight off the rest of the pack as they circled. Murdock picked up a heavy rock and stopped long enough to use his improvised sling.

      The lead animal caught the heavy rock at the jaw joint and dropped. The rest turned in his direction. Murdock continued running toward them with both machetes drawn. The remaining members of the pack, seeing another antagonist entering the fray, wanted no part of it and gave up, running off out of sight.

      “Are you okay?” Murdock asked, breathless after the long run. He inspected Rose as best he could while trying to catch his breath.

      “I’m okay. None of them bit me,” she said, though her hands shook terribly and her voice trembled as she talked.

      “Damn, woman! You sure did give ‘em hell,” Murdock exclaimed, still breathless.

      “Well, I asked them nicely to leave. It really got my blood up when they refused!”

      Murdock laughed. Rose started laughing, too. When they had both calmed down, Murdock inspected the wolf carcasses. Each was bigger than any wolf he had ever heard of. The first one to attack had gotten a mouthful of Rose’s spear, dying when the point entered his chest cavity via his mouth. The second one had attacked when she had the eighteen-inch machete out; she had almost decapitated him. The skull of the one he had hit with the rock was crushed. At some point, the wolves had eaten or dragged off the deer intestines, and they had dragged the hide a short distance from where he had left it.

      “Not a bad day’s work, if I do say so myself,” he told Rose after inspecting the wolves.

      “Did I do okay?” she asked.

      “You sure did! Couldn’t have done better myself,” he exclaimed with great pride.

      “They got the guts. I didn’t know if you wanted them or not, but when they tried for the hide and the carcass, I got really mad,” she explained.

      Murdock smiled broadly and handed Rose the water skin. “Getting the intestines is probably what slowed the wolves down. Take some water and pour the rest inside the deer carcass. I’ll make the travois to haul the meat and skins back to the cave.”

      When Murdock had built the travois, he quartered the deer carcass and put the quarters and the hide on it. Then he skinned the wolf carcasses and put the pelts on the travois with the deerskin. He left the carcasses where they lay. Then they both grabbed a pole on either side and began dragging the travois, stopping at their campsite only to rest and load it with their gear.
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      Murdock figured the haul to the cave would take at least twice as long as it had to get to the campsite. “After we’ve rested, we’ll be going back the way we came,” he explained. “With any luck, we should make it halfway home before dark.” He pointed back the way they had come. “The stream is that way.”

      “This is a lot of hard work,” Rose exclaimed, looking at the travois loaded with meat, skins, and gear.

      “Nothing worth the effort is ever easy,” Murdock said.

      “Why did you skin the wolves?” Rose asked.

      “Winter will be hard. Gloves and warm boots will come in handy. Besides, they’re your trophies.” Murdock could see Rose’s pride and confidence in the way she carried herself and the way she looked at the wolf pelts.

      “Rose?” he asked, as he got to his feet and took his position on one of the travois poles.

      “Yes, Kevin?” Rose followed his lead, taking up her position on the other pole.

      “I’m very proud of you! You did extremely well today. Better than most people I have known on their first time out,” he told her, looking her straight in the eye so she could see his sincerity.

      “I think we make a good team,” she responded, smiling with pride at him as they both started hauling the travois toward home.

      Several hours later, Murdock decided that they had gone far enough for the day. Sun-down was coming; he had to get a fire going, and both he and Rose were exhausted and famished from their exertions.

      As he got the fire going, he marveled that Rose was doing her part without being told every little thing to do. He had feared he would have to lead her by the hand when he had met her the first day after landing here. Now, he thought she was quite impressive.

      Rose, who had been picking up firewood, had returned with the first load. After dumping that by the fire, she was off to gather more. Murdock threw some wood on the fire and cut a couple of good-sized chunks of venison from the deer carcass. He was starting to cook them when she returned with her second load.

      “Sorry, we haven’t got any water, but at least we don’t have to eat fish for a while,” he said to her.

      “I don’t mean to sound ungrateful, but I was getting a little tired of fish,” she said, as she placed the load of wood close to the fire. “How far do you think we have to go?”

      “We should be at the stream, or close to it, by about midday tomorrow,” Murdock told her. “Why don’t you sit and take a load off?”

      “My legs are too stiff to sit on the ground,” she said.

      “So, sit on the travois,” he said.

      She sat on the deer pelt covering the deer meat and exhaled loudly.

      “Feels really good to sit on something other than rocks or the ground,” she said. She patted the deer meat. “This is quite a haul!”

      “Yes, it is! It’s too much, though.”

      “How were you going to get all this back by yourself?” she asked.

      “The same way we are, except I wouldn’t have been able to take all of it and it would have taken me a lot longer.” Murdock sat next to Rose on the travois.

      “What do you mean, it’s too much?” she asked.

      “We have no way of refrigerating all this meat,” Murdock explained. “We’ll salt and smoke as much as we can, but about a third is going to rot before we can eat it all.”

      “Then why are we hauling this much home?” she asked.

      “I’m hoping to get it home and take the choicest cuts for us. The rest I hope to trade for tools we’ll need,” he explained.

      “Trade?” she questioned, her voice pitched higher than normal. Murdock could tell Rose was upset. “You’re going to trade with Whittier and that pack of bottom feeders?”

      “We don’t have a lot of choices,” he explained. “We’re going to need saws, tarpaulins, more rope, and more water skins if we’re going to survive.”

      “You’re going to trust them to trade fairly with us?” she asked incredulously.

      “No, but I am counting on a few things that will work in our favor.”

      “Like what?”

      “I won’t deal with Whittier at all. I’ll work it so that everyone will see what we have, and they’ll do the trading, without regard for Whittier or his wants. I can’t see him, or his thugs, fighting everyone.”

      “Kevin?” Rose asked somewhat calmly.

      “Yes?”

      “What is this I shit you’re talking?” Her calm voice and the smirk on her face didn’t ally with the venom of her words. “I helped dress and defend the deer. I’m helping haul it back home. I do have a say in this!”

      Murdock looked at her, startled. He hadn’t figured on her wanting a say. He had assumed she would just go along with whatever he decided.

      “Besides, you’re going to need someone to watch your back with those two-legged snakes!” she continued. “You said this was a team effort, and now you want to cut me out of the team?”

      Murdock got up to turn the meat and to think. “That isn’t what I’m trying to do, Rose,” he said, as he walked over to face her.

      “Then start explaining,” she said, crossing her arms over her chest with a defiant look. “I’m all ears!”

      “My plan is to set up a campfire and start cooking some of the meat so that the wind will carry the smell to the transport pod. I’m counting on everyone being tired of the bland oatmeal they’ve been eating. They’ll come to me salivating, wanting the meat. It’s then that I’ll trade the meat for the tools and supplies we need. Whittier and his thugs won’t be able to control all of them, not with hunger driving them.”

      Murdock was pretty proud of his plan. But when he looked at Rose, who sat swinging her legs, he saw that his explanation wasn’t good enough for her.

      “Sounds good, except for one minor detail,” she said with arms still crossed and legs still swinging.

      “What detail?” he asked.

      “How are you going to defend yourself against an entire group bent on revenge?” she asked, tilting her head to one side.

      “What the hell are you talking about?” he asked.

      “The night you rescued me, did you cover up all the evidence?” she baited him.

      “Umm… no, I didn’t. I was more concerned about preserving your life.”

      “And I’m truly thankful you did, but knowing Whittier, what do you think he did with the evidence that you failed to cover up?” she asked. Murdock remained silent while he turned the meat again. “If I know Whittier,” Rose continued, “he’s made you out to be the worst kind of criminal. A terrorist who preys on defenseless women, raping and pillaging and taking what you want with no regard for human life.”

      “But that isn’t how it happened,” Murdock protested.

      “I know that,” Rose exclaimed. “Kevin, if you have a flaw, it’s that you don’t understand politics. You think truth and justice go hand-in-hand when, in fact, they seldom do.” Murdock looked at her, confused. “Whittier has probably told everyone that you abducted me while they were trying to reason with you. I’m sure he told them how he, Burns, and Metzger walked up on you in the act of raping and beating me and they, concerned for my safety, tried to get you to stop before you killed me. He probably said something to the effect that you told them to leave and they complied, to get you to spare my life, but when they had waited long enough and gone back, all they found was a bloody tree and my clothes.”

      Murdock thought about it for a while. Apparently, she had thought out this scenario quite thoroughly. “If what you say is true, how do we convince them otherwise?” he asked.

      “We can’t,” she stated.

      “But if you go with me and tell them what happened —”

      “What good would that do?” Rose asked as she got to her feet and walked toward the fire. “Whittier will tell them that you raped me, beat me, took me prisoner, and now, suffering from Stockholm syndrome, I am defending you.”

      “But you can tell them I didn’t rape you or beat you,” Murdock pointed out.

      “Honestly, I can’t say who raped and beat me. I was knocked out, remember?”

      Murdock was truly at a loss. Rose looked at him from by the fire.

      “But I didn’t do anything to you! I just tried to help you,” he pleaded.

      “I know that… now,” she said emphatically, touching the side of his face softly with her hand. “Since I’ve been conscious, you’ve treated me with nothing but respect, concern, and caring. As far as I know, you haven’t taken advantage of me in any way and have done nothing but try to help. But I know you better than the rest do. They’ll assume the worst in other people, and most of it is justified.” Rose dropped her hand and turned toward the fire.

      Murdock hadn’t thought of it that way and was galled that individuals like Whittier, Burns, and Metzger could get away with what they did. As he finished cooking the meat, he tried to figure a way to get what they needed.

      “Soup’s on,” he said, handing a skewer of meat to Rose. He picked one up for himself and started eating and thinking. There has to be a way to get what we need from Whittier, he thought.

      “Smells wonderful,” Rose said, accepting the meat and sniffing it. “Tastes great,” she said around a mouthful.

      They both ate in silence. Murdock tried to plan how to get what they needed.

      “You can sleep on the travois,” he told Rose after they had eaten. “It’ll be more comfortable for you than the ground.”

      “What are you going to do?” she asked as she reclined on the travois.

      “Someone needs to stand watch, and I need time to think,” he said.

      “Well, you need to rest, too. You worked harder than I did today, and you’ll probably do so again tomorrow. What good will you be if you’re too exhausted?” she asked.

      He conceded her point. “Okay, I’ll take the first watch,” he said. “I’ll wake you in a couple of hours.”

      “You better,” she warned as she got comfortable and went to sleep.

      Murdock spent the next several hours stewing in his own juices. He knew deep down that Rose was right. Trying to negotiate with Whittier or anyone from the transport pod was a dangerous proposition at best. Taking Rose’s lead, Murdock recalled all he could about the successful politicians in history, but came to the conclusion that none of them remained in power through anything good they did. They kept their power and position because they made others feel safe. They lost their positions only when the majority of the people didn’t feel safe any longer.

      He remembered what he’d read about the Old West in America; a lot of innocent people died because a majority of the people considered them guilty. Guilty people often would go free because those prosecuting them didn’t prove that they were guilty, or because of some deal made on their behalf.

      And he remembered what his father had once told him; Son, might don’t make right, but political might is always right, because of the majority. And his uncle used to tell him that if he wanted justice, he had better be willing to pay for it. He did want some kind of justice for Rose and all the others that would suffer at the hands of Whittier and his cronies, but he knew that justice was subjective and if they wanted it, they would have to take it. He couldn’t give it to them.

      After a few hours, Murdock got up and paced the area to help keep him awake. Though his mind may have been racing, his body was done in. As he walked past Rose sleeping on the travois, he marveled at her. A few weeks — or was it days? — ago, she had been a victim. Now, she was a seasoned warrior — against wolves, anyway. He considered her quite a striking woman. Sure, she was tall, taller than most men liked, but that didn’t matter to him. Based on what he had observed so far, he thought she had a good heart but wasn’t squeamish about doing what was necessary. That was what mattered most. I wonder if my mother was like that? He suspected that she must have been. His father used to refer to some things from the softer side of his nature as his being “just like your mother.”

      As he stood watching Rose, he gently removed the stray hairs that had fallen onto Rose’s face. She looked so peaceful and absolutely beautiful lying there asleep in the firelight. Without realizing it, he smiled at her.

      “You always stare at sleeping women?” Rose asked without opening her eyes.

      “Not usually, only the sleeping beauties,” he quipped.

      “My turn to take a watch?” she asked, smiling at his comment.

      “No, you can sleep a while longer.”

      Rose got up and tried to smooth out her mussed hair.

      “How can I, when I know someone is watching me?” she joked. “You need to sleep, so it’s my turn to watch.”

      “Only if you insist,” he said.

      “I do,” she said, getting up. “Take my spot. It’s already warmed up.”

      Rose got off the travois and walked over to the fire. Murdock lay down in her spot on the travois.

      “If you hear anything or get too sleepy, don’t hesitate to wake me,” he told her as he settled into her warm spot.

      “I won’t,” she said. Then, after a short pause, she asked, “Can I ask you something?”

      “Sure,” he said, lifting up on one elbow to look at her.

      “Which were you more concerned about today with the wolves, me or the deer?”

      Murdock thought before answering.

      “I was worried about the dear,” he said as he closed his eyes, smirking. “You need to figure out if the variety was two-legged or four-legged.”

      Rose walked over to him and grabbed a handful of hair and pulled.

      “You and your damned word games are very frustrating,” she said through clenched teeth. “Can’t you give me a straight answer just once?” she asked, releasing his hair.

      “I could,” he said as he rolled over and turned his back on her, “but where’s the fun in that?”

      Rose moved around the travois to face him.

      “I want to know, damn it,” she yelled in frustration. Her nose almost touched his.

      Murdock opened his eyes, kissed her nose, and then closed his eyes again.

      All he said before he fell asleep was, “You already know the answer.”
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      Murdock woke up well past dawn. Rose sat on the ground tending the fire. “Why didn’t you wake me earlier?” he asked, as he tried to get the kinks worked out of his abused muscles.

      Rose shrugged without looking at him. “You needed all the sleep you could get,” she responded flatly.

      “Have you eaten anything this morning?” he asked as he came over to the fire.

      “No, I was waiting for you,” she said, avoiding his gaze.

      “You could’ve eaten,” he told her. She just shrugged. Murdock picked up a piece of the leftover meat and started chewing on it. He offered some to Rose, who refused. “What’s the problem?” he asked finally.

      “You don’t really want to know,” Rose stated.

      “If I didn’t want to know, I wouldn’t have asked. Something is bothering you, so spill it!” He watched her for a few seconds, but she didn’t say anything; she seemed to be working up the courage to speak her mind. After a little while, she looked up at him sideways. She had been crying, but he had no clue why. All he could do was to wait.

      “I told you yesterday that I thought we made a good team,” she started finally, “and you made no effort to respond one way or the other.”

      “Sorry, I didn’t think I needed to respond. To me, you were stating the obvious.” Murdock shrugged while chewing on the piece of meat.

      “So, you think we do make a good team?” she asked.

      “Of course,” he responded.

      “As your teammate, I have this nagging feeling that you’re going to do something extremely stupid,” she yelled.

      “Like what?”

      “Like get killed,” she said with venom. “And over nothing more than a few tools that you think we need!”

      Murdock didn’t know what to say. “What do you mean?” he asked after a lengthy pause.

      “I have this feeling that you’re going to go ahead with that stupid idea of yours to trade some of this meat for tools.”

      “I was thinking about it —” he began, but Rose interrupted him.

      “You know, since I’ve been with you, you have acted like you care for me. You flirt with me constantly and say all manner of sweet things that I know aren’t true.”

      “How do you know they aren’t true?” he asked indignantly.

      “Shut the hell up when I’m talking,” she blasted. “I’ve had a long time to think this out, and I’m going to have my say!” Murdock put up his hands in surrender. “Like I was saying, you’ve got me thinking that maybe you do care about me, and then I hear about some harebrained scheme you’ve cooked up. I’ve known people like Whittier and that bunch all my life and had to contend with them, but I’ve never known anyone who has been as nice to me or respected me as you have. Now, I get to stand by and watch it all just go away.”

      Tears had started running down Rose’s cheeks again, and she wouldn’t look up at him. “Kevin, please don’t go through with this trading scheme you’ve cooked up. If you want me to get on my knees and beg, I will, but you need to think about what losing you would mean for me. I’d either be alone out here with no way of surviving, or I’d be forced to return to that… that… group of back-stabbing, scum-sucking, power-hungry, lowlife individuals who think they can abuse anyone and everyone and no one can stop them. Neither is an option that I find particularly appealing. I know that bunch a lot better than you do! I wouldn’t trust any of them as far as you could throw them. I know their type! I’m not one for wanton violence, but they are for killing… nothing more! There isn’t a single person at that transport pod that is worth redeeming.”

      “I don’t think it’s for either of us to judge who is worthy of redemption,” Murdock stated after she had wound down some. “First of all, I don’t say anything to you that I don’t believe to be true. You may not think they are true, but who are you to tell me what I think or how I view things?”

      Rose started to protest, and Murdock gently covered her mouth with his hand. “It’s my turn, now. Second, you were right about the trade deal. I was thinking about it, but before I woke you last night, I had already come to the conclusion that you were right. There’s no way to work a trade deal with that bunch. I mentioned it to you because you’re my partner, and I wanted your input. We’re in this together, so in my opinion, you had a say in matters that would make things a little easier and a little more comfortable for you.” With that, he released her and started to walk away from the fire.

      Murdock hadn’t gotten very far when he heard running behind him. He turned just as Rose jumped and hit him, full force. Unprepared, he caught her whole weight, which drove him to the ground on his back. Rose sat on his stomach with both her hands around his throat.

      “You asshole! I ought to wring your neck,” she yelled at him, her face inches away from his.

      “What did I do now?” he asked.

      “You made me waste a perfectly good cry on nothing! Do you know how depressing the dawn is when you’ve been crying all night? I put a lot on the line with that little speech of mine, and for what?” she yelled. And then, surprising him all the more, she kissed him and then leaned back, smiling down at him.

      “You know, you’re cute when you’re angry,” he said with a smile. Rose smiled back and started to giggle. “At least I got you to stop crying,” he said, giggling back. Rose kissed him again, and he kissed her back.

      “Are we going to press on toward home, or are we going to stay here all day?” he asked after the kiss. “You know, I do have to apologize!”

      “For what?” Rose asked, smiling down at him.

      “Your nose is a little crooked,” Murdock said as he ran his finger down the bridge of her nose. “Sorry I didn’t do a better job of setting it.”

      “Well, then, you’ll just have to deal with it. You’re the one who has to look at it, not me,” Rose quipped. They both chuckled and got off the ground.

      “You weren’t joking with me, were you?” Rose asked as they walked toward the fire.

      “About what?” he asked.

      Rose promptly slapped his upper arm. “About your trade-deal with Whittier, of course,” she yelled.

      “No, I wasn’t joking. You were right. Whittier can’t be trusted at all, so any idea I had will have to wait until he leaves or dies.”

      Rose started bouncing with glee and smiled broadly.

      “I’m very glad to hear that,” she said enthusiastically as she kissed his cheek, her arms around his neck.

      “So, what are we doing? Are we going to rest here another day or head for home?” Murdock asked as they reached the fire.

      “I am in dire need of water,” Rose said, “so I guess we head for home.”

      “I agree,” Murdock said.
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      They stopped again a little after midday. Working together, Murdock and Rose managed to get a fire going with enough wood to last a while. Then he picked up the water skin.

      “Where are you going?” Rose asked.

      “We need water, badly,” he said, looking in the direction they had been heading. “I can’t drag the travois any farther, and neither can you, so I was going to go get some water.”

      “How long will it take you?” she asked.

      “Not long. It can’t be that far to the stream.”

      “Okay,” she said. “I’ll stay here and guard the meat and make us something to eat. Just don’t be gone long, please? Staying out here alone still bothers me.”

      “I will,” he said, giving her a peck on the cheek as he left.

      Three hours later Murdock returned. When Rose saw him approaching, she ran to him and threw her arms around his neck.

      “Wonder what kind of reception I would have gotten if I’d been gone a day?” he joked.

      The next day, after several hours of dragging the travois, they managed to reach the stream at the foot of the mountain. They both headed for the water. Murdock stopped at the bank and lay down to drink his fill. Rose filled the water skin, took a long drink, and refilled it again. Then both Rose and Murdock got into the water. Murdock had taken off his buckskins, laying them on the bank. Rose had removed her grass skirt, laying that on the bank on top of his buckskins. Once in the water, both lay back and let the cool water run over them for a long time.

      When they were done bathing, Murdock inspected Rose’s cuts. Some looked to him as if they may have parted a little, but none were bleeding.

      “You need to watch the rough horseplay for a while yet,” he told Rose after his inspection.

      “Why?” she asked as she finished getting dressed.

      “Some of the cuts look like they tried to reopen,” he told her.

      “That could’ve been from all the strenuous work we’ve been doing lately. Besides, you like rough horseplay,” she told him, while smiling at him.

      Murdock had just finished dressing and was inspecting the scar on her face. “That may be true, but you need to be more careful for a couple more days.” Murdock’s smile faded. “How’s your vision?”

      “Fine, why? What’s wrong?” she asked, panic starting to creep into her voice.

      “Cover one eye at a time, and tell me how your vision is,” he told her.

      She covered one eye then the other.

      “Vision is fine in both eyes,” she told him. “Why did you ask?”

      “The cut on your face must have severed some nerves or muscles. Your lower lid is drooping a little,” he told her cautiously.

      “What?” she asked shrilly. “So, not only do I have a scar, but a droopy eye and a crooked nose? How can you stand to look at me?” she asked, with a little more panic in her voice. “I must look hideous!”

      Murdock pulled her close and hugged her tight.

      “Not to me, you don’t!” he said emphatically.

      Rose hugged him back and cried a little.

      “Would you tell me if I was hideous?” she asked through the tears.

      “If you looked hideous to me, then I might tell you, but that is a mighty big if!”

      Rose seemed to accept his word for it. “Well, then, I won’t worry about it until such time as you make a mirror for me,” she told him, trying to smile and turn her face away from his gaze.

      Murdock firmly grasped her chin and kissed her right eye first, then her left eye. “I’m not joking,” he said seriously while looking squarely at her.

      “I know you’re not,” she said, holding back her tears. Then she changed the subject. “So, do we make camp here tonight or try to get up to the cave?”

      “It’s up to you. The cave is a lot safer, but it is a long climb up that path. Are you up to it?” he asked.

      “I am if you are… shorty!” she said playfully.

      “Shorty?” he asked as he resumed his position on the travois. “You need to remember that dynamite comes in small packages!”

      “Yeah, it does,” Rose responded. “But I’m the explosive one!”

      Several hours of hard dragging later, the pair and the travois, were inside the cave. Murdock and Rose went to the bed of grass, collapsed from exhaustion, and were asleep in minutes.

      The two of them slept until after sun-up the next day. Murdock woke first and did so with a start. He hadn’t slept that hard in years. He got up, drank some water, and then checked the firewood status. There’s enough wood to get the fire going, but we’re going to need more before too long, he thought. He walked up to Rose, who still slept, and laid the water skin beside her before walking down the path to get more wood to start a fire and make them something to eat.

      The walk down the path was long and tedious, and his leg muscles protested all the way down and back, though Murdock expected the pain after the workout he had. But as he dragged himself into the cave, he came to a quick stop, and his mouth dropped open. Beron sat in his usual spot in the cave, looking at Rose. Rose was awake, unarmed, and looked petrified.

      “Umm… Kevin, can you help me?” she pleaded quietly, her voice trembling.

      “Rose, it’s okay,” Murdock told her calmly but firmly. “This is a friend of mine. His name is Beron.”

      “Sorry, Beron, you must have startled her,” Murdock flashed.

      “You have a bear for a friend?” Rose asked in disbelief. “And just when were you going to tell me about him?”

      “Female very scared,” Beron flashed.

      “I was going to as soon as we got up here to the cave. You owe him a debt of gratitude,” Murdock told her. “He’s the reason I got you here as quick as I did the night I found you.”

      “We went hunting. Just got back yesterday afternoon,” Murdock flashed to Beron.

      “I am grateful, but how do I make a bear understand?” she asked in a terror-filled voice.

      “Just talk to him like you would to me. He’ll understand,” Murdock told her.

      “We know where you been and what you doing.” Beron flashed to Murdock.

      “How is that possible?” she asked incredulously.

      “He’s… telepathic,” Murdock told her.

      “Of course! A telepathic bear! Why not?” Rose responded, with even more incredulity.

      “Female was much better when sleep. Much fear when awake!” Beron flashed.

      “He won’t hurt you, Rose,” Murdock told her as he walked up to Beron and put his hand on him. “Just try to calm down and trust me!”
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      Rose took quite a number of deep breaths trying to calm herself and to get her courage up. “I want to thank you for your part in my rescue, Beron,” she finally said to Beron. “It was much appreciated!”

      Beron flashed an image to Rose that she could only interpret as you’re welcome. Her face betrayed her shock even more.

      Murdock went up to Rose and put an arm around her shoulder.

      “It’s okay!” he told her reassuringly. “He’s a friend. Trust me!”

      Rose looked at Murdock, shocked, and then at Beron. Murdock’s presence beside her had a significant calming effect on her.

      “So, what does Beron want?” she asked Murdock with tension in her voice.

      “I don’t know. Why don’t you ask him?” Murdock rubbed her shoulder gently with his hand.

      “What can we do for you, Beron?” Rose asked, slowly calming down.

      “Share,” Beron flashed to Rose.

      “What does he mean by share?” Rose asked Murdock.

      Murdock explained to Rose as quickly and concisely as he could what Beron meant and told her about the times he had shared with Beron. Rose nodded understanding as Murdock explained.

      “Will you be in my mind with him?” she asked Murdock.

      “If you want me to be,” Murdock told her.

      Rose breathed deeply again. Between the deep breathing and Murdock’s touching her, she was surprisingly calm, at least under the circumstances.

      “Okay. I’m game,” she said after a few more deep breaths, “but only if you’re there, too!”
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      Both Rose and Murdock seemed to go to sleep immediately, entering a dreamlike state. For the next couple of hours, Rose experienced everything that had happened to Murdock from his perspective since the landing. Murdock, in turn, experienced everything that had happened to Rose from her perspective since the landing. Then they both experienced and saw what Beron wanted to show them about him and his kind.

      Murdock already knew some of what he saw from previous sharing sessions with Beron. Some of what he saw from Rose’s perspective differed only slightly from his recollections; some he didn’t know at all. Her attack, and the events leading to it, was a complete blank.

      Before breaking the mental connection between the three of them, Beron chose to replay a small portion of things from Murdock’s perspective for Rose. She saw her own face; as she watched, she saw the scar on her face, disappear and the droopy eyelid return to normal. She looked just as she had before Murdock was expelled. After several replays of the same scene, she ventured a question to Beron.

      “Is that how he sees me?” she asked Beron in the trance-like state. Beron responded affirmatively. Rose was shocked. “But what about my scars and deformities?” she asked in disbelief. By way of an answer, Beron caused the scene to pull out. At first, she saw all the cuts and bruises, but as she watched, they all disappeared. Rose was speechless.

      “Gift to you,” Beron flashed to her.

      Murdock came around to consciousness not long after the mental connection was broken. During the sharing, Murdock felt Beron’s disappointment at not being asked to go along on the hunt.

      “We have too much meat. Would you or your kind want the excess?” he flashed. He was careful to make it clear that the meat was raw so as not to offend Beron.

      Beron’s response was affirmative and came with much appreciation for his generosity.

      Murdock went down to the travois and uncovered all the deer meat. He separated the meat he and Rose had eaten from, as well as one other quarter.

      “These are for you,” he flashed, indicating the other two quarters. Beron then pushed Murdock aside, gently but firmly, and they both waited. After a moment, two of Beron’s kind entered the cave, and the deer-quarters that Murdock had indicated as Beron’s disappeared in a flurry of flashed “thank you” and “very generous.” After these others had left, Beron nodded slightly to Murdock and left as well.

      Rose, still in shock from Beron’s presence, the sharing, and what she saw in the dream-state, was aware of what Murdock had done and approved. She estimated that Murdock had given only slightly more than their excess. That seemed to make the neighbors happy, so she considered it a good diplomatic move on his part.

      “I saw something that disturbed me,” Rose said to Murdock, when Beron and his kin had left and they were, once again, alone.

      “What bothered you?” Murdock asked as he started the fire for their dinner.

      “First, is it possible to lie during the sharing?” she asked.

      “I don’t know. You’d have to ask Beron. I think it is, but it would defeat the purpose. Beron uses the sharing to see into your heart as much as your mind. So, to lie to him during a sharing would be lying to yourself. But that’s just my take on it,” Murdock explained.

      Rose had moved next to Murdock and turned him around to face her.

      “I think I saw what I look like through your eyes,” she said softly. “Did I? And don’t play any of your bullshit word games. I want to know straight up.”

      “What did you see?” he asked her in his most serious voice.

      “It was like looking into a mirror and seeing all my scars and defects disappear. Did I see what I thought I saw?” she asked.

      “Yes, you’re correct,” he answered, blushing.

      She threw her arms around his neck and held him close.

      “I don’t know if you’re crazy or delusional, or maybe I’m the one who’s crazy. I don’t know, and I don’t care,” she whispered into his ear.

      Murdock held her close, not knowing what else to do or say.

      “You sweet, lovely man!” she said into his neck. “Just hold me, you sweet, lovely man!”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Whenever Tom Collier thought about this new life, he came to the conclusion that only his location had changed. It had taken no time at all for him to go from being on the inside with Whittier to being on the outside. Before coming here, Collier had been just another big guy. He was nobody special by most definitions. He knew he wasn’t the brightest crayon in the box, but he wasn’t entirely stupid, either.

      After Murdock had put the fear of God into him and Whittier and Metzger had rescued him, Collier was beaten, mocked, and reviled by Burns and the other two on a regular basis. Most days, he thought he would have been better off if Murdock had killed him. At least he would have gone out on top, or, at the very least, a lot higher than he was used to.

      No one else seemed to care what had happened to him that day. Some would say that Murdock had been unduly cruel. He didn’t think so. Collier thought he’d needed it to wake up and see what was going on. The real cruelty came when his friends rescued him.

      To escape the ridicule, Collier often walked off to the stream. He was always careful not to cross it, but he did walk upstream and downstream along the bank. He had found a nice area further downstream that no one else cared about. He had all the water he could need, but he wasn’t allowed any weapons or water skins.

      He would often disappear from the pod area for days. When he was hungry enough, he would show up and get his ration. No one else noticed when he was there and when he wasn’t. Everyone else was too busy trying to survive Whittier’s reign of terror.

      When the confiscatory decree came down, Collier had been walking back to the pod from his hiding place. Seeing that everyone going for water was naked, he had hidden all his clothes before returning. He’d need them; he wasn’t going to just hand them over to Whittier and crew.

      I wish I would’ve left with Murdock, instead of hunting him, he thought.
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