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      The Murdock family watched the pod descend, complete with smoke and fire and roar, as it cut a path through the early morning sky. Murdock, taking his position as Guardian seriously, knew he’d have to investigate and act as a liaison between human and Oomah. After it landed, some distance away, Murdock and Mei Lee herded the kids into the cave from the overlook.

      “Are you going to stay here or head to the cabin?” Murdock asked Mei Lee.

      “I’ll head for the cabin with the kids,” she answered. “Beron is going with you, isn’t he?” Murdock could see the concern for him, both by the question as well as her knitted brows and the worried, questioning look on her face.

      Murdock could read her expressions completely after three years together. “Yes, he is. He seems to be curious.”

      Mei Lee raised an eyebrow and turned to look at Murdock. “Are you serious? That would be a first!”

      “Not really. He was curious about us, when we first arrived,” Murdock replied.

      “I just find it curious that he’s curious,” Mei Lee quipped.

      They both chuckled a little. “All of you behave and mind your mother,” Murdock warned. The children had lined up from eldest to youngest, as was their custom whenever their father left for an extended period of time. He knelt down and kissed their foreheads individually. After which he would look at them as if to burn their images into his memory. The children knew, from long practice, that this ritual was not for their benefit, but for his. Murdock was well aware that there were no guarantees in life. Even though he was well versed in living here, he knew that any accident could be fatal and could befall anyone at any time. He knew it, Mei Lee knew it, and the children knew it.

      When all the children had filed past, Mei Lee came over to say her good-byes. Murdock was still kneeling down, finishing with little Rosa Lea, when Mei Lee came over. He placed his hands on his wife’s swollen belly and kissed it gently. As he did, Mei Lee smiled and stroked his head gently. As he stood, he picked her up. Her arms slid around his neck with practiced ease as her feet left the floor of the cave. They kissed, passionately, as if for the last time.

      “When were you going to head back to the cabin?” Murdock asked, still holding her close, her feet well off the cave floor. I do love holding her this way and she never complains about it, he thought.

      “I don’t know. The kids need to eat first and we have to pack the cart,” she replied, smiling down lovingly at Murdock.

      I’ve done my best to make her happy and I think I’ve succeeded as much as anyone could. “Don’t overdo it,” he said sternly but lovingly. “If they get to be too much, let me know and I’ll cut things short, if I can,” he said, more for the kids’ benefit than Mei Lee’s, as he set her down and started gathering his gear in preparation for leaving. Mei Lee had started herding the kids down to the residential area of the cave. As she got them all going down the tunnel, she turned to see Murdock’s back as he stepped off the edge of the overlook.

      It didn’t take long for Murdock to levitate down the side of the mountain for the two hundred feet to the valley floor. His feet softly touched the ground close to Rose’s tomb. He made it a personal ritual to kiss his fingers and then touch them to Rose’s tomb; a symbolic kiss for one as beloved as she was. When he finished, he turned and walked toward the grounded transport pod, following the trail that paralleled the stream.

      As he walked downstream, Beron walked beside him and this caused Murdock to smile. He hadn’t heard his large, brown friend come up beside him. It didn’t surprise him that Beron just appeared; it was a habit of his. Usually, Murdock could sense when his friend was close by. Of late, though, Beron had taken to just popping up, just as he had in the early days of their relationship. How long had it been? To Murdock, it seemed that Beron had always been his friend and he had always lived here. Five years doesn’t seem right, somehow. It doesn’t seem to be long enough.

      “Old stuff on mind,” Beron flashed after they had been walking for some time.

      “Just remembering,” Murdock replied with a small smile.

      The telepathic communications between Murdock and Beron had improved greatly. Now, it seemed effortless to Murdock, and was more like the rapport he and Mei Lee shared. Telepathic communications between the other Oomah were improving slowly, except for the huge white bear; the name “Nanuk” seemed to pop into his head whenever he thought of him.

      He had spent quite a bit of time in Alaska and Canada, back on Earth, and had picked up that name from one of the local Inuit tribes. The huge white bear had been the bane of his existence for the first couple of years, but was now ranked among his dearest friends and Murdock could communicate with him as easily as he did with Beron. He had ceased to think of the Oomah as “bears”. To him, they all had individual personalities, wants, and desires and weren’t that different from humans. They just looked different.

      “How are young ones? Bridget?” Murdock asked his big friend.

      “Growing,” the answer flashed to Murdock’s mind. He took it as all was well with them and that was always a good thing. An angry or upset Oomah would be bad for all concerned.

      “You cubs grow quick! Any age of understanding?”

      “None yet.”

      As best as he could figure out, the “age of understanding” was that age when kids understood that their actions held consequences and could be held accountable for them. To the Oomah, that depended on the individual, but usually occurred by the age of seven. In humans, it was the age when parents quit covering for their kids’ mistakes or bailing them out. On Earth, Murdock had known some thirty-year-olds that wouldn’t have qualified.

      The pair had walked for some time before they could see the pod in the distance.

      “You sense anyone inside?” Murdock flashed as the pod grew slowly closer. He had tried and could sense nothing.

      “None,” Beron responded.

      “You see pod that carried me land?” In the past five years, this was the first time that the subject had come up.

      “Yes, two darks to know someone inside,” flashed to his mind from Beron who had levitated a fish from the stream and was eating it as he walked.

      Murdock was hoping the same procedures would be in operation; a two day wait, but he couldn’t be sure. He had promised Beron, and Beron’s father, that he would meet the new arrivals to ensure the Oomah’s safety from the humans. After all, it was his responsibility as guardian. It took several more hours of walking before they had arrived at the pod.

      Murdock looked at the pod in awe. It was at least seven times the size of the transport pod he had arrived in and seemed to be a lot thicker at the outer edges. As he inspected the pod, he sent his astral self to the pod he had arrived in, more for judging the distance than anything else. This pod has set down about five miles from the first one, he thought, and that is entirely too close to the Oomah sanctuary, for my tastes.

      “Wrong?” Beron flashed after an extended silence.

      “This too close to the Oomah,” Murdock told his friend. “Better if was further away.”

      “Move,” Beron flashed. He had found a comfortable spot and had lain down to watch.

      “I can’t move this, it’s too big!”

      “Have attempted?”

      “No, but I know it’s just too big!”

      “Can move self?”

      “Yes, but this is different!”

      “Different because you think it!”

      Murdock just looked at Beron. He could have sworn Beron shrugged. He walked around the huge pod looking up at it. Eventually, he made it back to where Beron was reclined and plopped down beside him.

      “Can you move it?” he asked his huge friend after some time.

      “Easy! You do.”

      As he sat there looking at the huge pod, Murdock could not imagine his being able to move it. I know the pod’s proximity to the Oomah is going to cause no end of trouble. I know the occupants will start being curious and start exploring. I know it has to be moved, he thought.

      “Throw doubts far, first! Clear mind!” The flashed thoughts were insistent, but not harsh.

      Murdock thought his friend was right. He had decided that it couldn’t be moved without attempting it and his mind went about proving him right, convincing him of the impossibility of it. As he sat next to his friend, Murdock sat cross-legged on the ground and cleared his mind. He cleared away all of his doubts and concentrated on becoming calm. When he was ready, he attempted to levitate the pod. After several hours, it remained unmoved.

      “Only think object, nothing else. See it move.”

      Murdock resettled and made another attempt after clearing away any doubts and distractions. As he sat there, he opened his eyes just a little and saw the pod floating a few inches off the ground. As he stood, the pod dropped heavily.

      “Did you help?” Murdock asked Beron as he turned to look to his friend.

      “What think?” flashed to his mind as Beron got to his feet and headed off downstream. As Murdock turned to follow his friend, he noticed the pod floating a hundred yards off the ground and in front of them. Murdock, shocked at his own accomplishment, was even more so at Beron’s. As he followed after his friend, he was having a hard time wrapping his mind around Beron’s capabilities and their significance.

      When the pair reached the vicinity of Murdock’s pod, Beron allowed the levitating pod to settle gently to the ground.

      “Where?” flashed to his mind from Beron.

      “I thought further downstream, on the next terrace, at least.”

      “You do!”

      Murdock walked forward a little and made his preparations. He focused as much as he could on the pod and refused to be distracted. In short order, he levitated the pod and started off downstream once more, lifting the pod above the trees. Beron followed and didn’t try to communicate or distract him.

      Murdock had decided to follow the stream rather than the river. He had not been that way for a long time and not for any distance. When he saw the edge of the terrace approaching, he decided to rest a bit and set the pod down gently.

      “Why stop?”

      “I need a little rest and some water,” Murdock explained. He had noticed that it was going to be sundown soon.

      “How manage edge?”

      Murdock was uncertain. He thought about setting the pod down below the edge while he stayed on top of the terrace.

      “Move self with object!”

      Murdock was shocked. That was something he hadn’t considered. If he understood, he would levitate the pod and himself over the edge of the terrace. I have accomplished so much more than I’d ever expected today and I’m starting to be mentally fatigued, he thought.

      “Excuse!” Beron chided.

      Am I making excuses, he questioned. I don’t feel I am. I honestly feel fatigued, but is that, in itself, an excuse? Beron has been pushing me, goading me to push my limits. He doesn’t want me to fail, he thought. He wants me to see what my limits are. To be aware of them and what I can actually do if the need should arise. I have to admit that levitating the pod was a lot easier than I could have imagined. He had been levitating the pod, true enough, but it felt different somehow, than when he levitated himself. Can I really levitate the pod and myself at the same time in a safe transition off the terrace? To be honest, I have no idea.

      Murdock finally got to his feet, levitated the pod, and started for the edge of the terrace. When he was about ten feet from the edge, he lifted himself off the ground while still moving forward and levitating the pod. A few more steps and he, and the pod, were over the edge. A few more and he started to lower himself and the pod with him at a gentle downward angle.

      He didn’t think about how far up he was. The thought that he was doing the impossible never entered his mind. He found that he was tired, but the fatigue seemed to help him focus on the tasks at hand. It wasn’t long and he was on the ground again and the pod was still floating above him. He proceeded downstream for another mile before setting the pod back on the ground relatively close to the stream that had met his needs so long ago.

      He didn’t need to see Beron to feel his pride; the pride of a teacher for a gifted student. He had decided to spend the night here and located a campsite. He started a fire and as it snapped and crackled, he sat and nibbled on some smoked venison. Beron had caught another fish and was eating quietly while Murdock ate and thought about the day’s accomplishments.
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      Right after Mei Lee saw Murdock leave the overlook ledge, she started missing him. She didn’t, however, let the fact that she didn’t like the periods of absence keep her from her own responsibilities. She did have three kids to care for and another close at hand. She never had to go through childbirth alone and wasn’t about to think about it now. She knew her husband would be there for her, if at all possible.

      After herding all three kids into the residence cave, she made sure they all had some smoked venison and plenty of water. When all the kids’ needs were met, she loaded the cart for the trip home.

      Even though Murdock had originally built the cabin for himself and Rose, Mei Lee still thought of it as her home. She had lived there with Murdock and Rose as their co-wife. She had delivered Chun Hua there. She had helped Rose deliver Andrew there. I have always belonged there, she thought. It is my home.

      Andrew and Chun Hua were helping her with the loading as best they could. When everything was ready, she loaded all three kids onto the cart and levitated it, and herself, down the mountainside from the overlook ledge. Once on the ground, she stopped at Rose’s tomb, as was her ritual whenever she passed this way, and took all three kids over to the stone tomb. As usual, she told Rose all about everything that had happened since the last time she had stopped and shown her all the children, especially her namesake. When the girls were finished, Mei Lee made an effort to explain the whole story of Rose to Andrew. She was attempting to ensure that Andrew knew all about his brave mother through repetition, if nothing else.

      When they were finished at the tomb, Mei Lee levitated the front part of the cart and used her telekinetic power to pull the cart on the trek home. Chun Hua was charged with watching over capricious Rosa Lea, to ensure that she stayed on the cart. Andrew had chosen, of late, to take his job of protecting the womenfolk very seriously.

      Murdock had made his son a spear that was nearly twice as long as Andrew was high. Mei Lee had trained him in its use and now, he had decided to lead the females to the cabin. As she walked, she first felt and then saw Bridget approach.

      “Walk with you?” Bridget flashed, politely. To Mei Lee, their politeness was one of the many endearing traits of the Oomah.

      “Yes. Happy for company,” Mei Lee responded. She had met Beron’s favorite mate a long time ago, with Rose, and they had maintained the relationship even after Rose’s death.

      “Brave one,” Bridget stated with pride, indicating Andrew with a tilt of the head in his direction.

      “Very,” Mei Lee responded with pride in her son. He may not be from my body, but he is, nonetheless, my son, she thought.

      “Soon?” Bridget asked and Mei Lee knew she meant her swollen belly.

      “Yes, soon,” Mei Lee responded as she unconsciously felt her belly through the buckskin dress that Murdock and Rose had made for her. “You?” she asked Bridget.

      “Not soon,” Bridget responded. Mei Lee knew that Bridget had several cubs and was expecting another.

      They walked on for a while and Mei Lee had the impression that there was something that was bothering Bridget.

      “Wrong?” she asked finally. Mei Lee knew Bridget was too polite to burden her, without prompting, with her concerns.

      Through an onslaught of mental images, Bridget managed to communicate to Mei Lee that she was concerned with the new transport pod and its occupants. Were they friendly or murderous? Would they hunt down and kill the Oomah? To Bridget, it was chaos to her once orderly life, and she was having trouble coping with it.

      “Murdock will keep us informed,” Mei Lee said, doing her best to calm her friend’s fears and try to get Bridget to stop worrying so much about things that no one knows the answer to. “If the situation changes, he will tell us. I am certain Murdock will do whatever necessary to protect Oomah.” This seemed to calm Bridget significantly.

      Mei Lee stopped for a quick rest to get some water and see to the kids. Bridget was watching the young humans. After a brief rest, Mei Lee was once again headed home. She had thought that Bridget would have left soon after her fears were dealt with, but she didn’t, and Mei Lee was starting to suspect other motives.

      “Murdock ask you watch over us?” Mei Lee asked her large friend.

      “No,” Bridget responded with a shocked tint to her response. Mei Lee knew the Oomah had never lied to her or Murdock. They may not offer any information, but if asked a direct question they would answer directly and truthfully, or give no answer at all.

      “Beron?” Mei Lee asked. Bridget gave no answer, which to Mei Lee was an answer. “No need you guide me home,” Mei Lee pointed out to Bridget.

      “Like you company. Like you cubs,” Bridget responded excitedly.

      “Like you as well,” Mei Lee responded with a smile. She did like having Bridget with her on her trip home. Her speculation was that since Beron and Murdock had to be gone, Beron had asked Bridget to see to it that Mei Lee and the kids got home safely and watch over them until Murdock got back. If true, Mei Lee was thankful for it. I don’t mind taking care of the kids alone at home, she thought, but I don’t like us out on the trail without Kevin.

      It took Mei Lee the better part of the day to get home from the caves. She and Bridget had engaged in a mental chit-chat, which Mei Lee wasn’t used to and, as a general rule, had no use for. This time, however, she did it to make sure her friend knew that her presence was wanted and appreciated. Mei Lee would not have been so rude as to ignore Bridget. I owe far too much to all the Oomah to ever be rude to any of them.

      After the cart was emptied and stored, Mei Lee herded the kids inside and bid Bridget good night. I know Bridget is outside somewhere keeping watch, she thought. I find it…comforting.

      Shortly after entering the cabin, Mei Lee, with some minimal help from the two eldest, built a fire, fed everyone, and got the kids off to bed. It did take some time to accomplish, considering her condition. Once the kids were asleep, Mei Lee stripped off her buckskin dress and boots and went out to the spa for a hot bath.

      She closed her eyes as the hot water gently caressed her body. The more she relaxed, the more her thoughts turned to Murdock and the circumstances that had led to them being together. She’d stayed with him, after Rose’s death, because of a promise she’d made to Rose — and, to a lesser degree, to help herself in her own time of loss. Murdock and Rose had been there when Tom Collier, her husband, had died protecting Rose. She had initially lived with the couple to give herself and Chun Hua a safe place to live after she was ousted from her leadership position of the first colony. Somewhere along the line, she wasn’t sure exactly when, she had fallen in love with him. Currently, she couldn’t envision a life without him.

      When she finished her bath, she went inside to dry off in front of the fireplace. As she stood in front of the flames, she closed her eyes and let the heat caress her, further relaxing her already abused muscles. The comforting crackle of the fire eased her further by letting her mind know that all was as it should be. Once dry, she climbed into bed and as she lay there, she found that she desperately needed Murdock’s arms around her. I always seem to sleep better when he’s home, she thought. He makes me feel safe.
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      After Murdock had eaten and drank, he lay on his side looking at the fire. He knew Beron was close by, even though he couldn’t see him in the dark, the firelight having robbed him of his night vision. As he lay there, he started to get the barest inkling of a clue that there might be something that Beron wanted to ask. It was like an itch inside his mind. This was the way Beron got him to ask if there was something he wanted. A statement of that nature would grant the over-polite Oomah leave to ask what he wanted to know.

      “Was there something you wanted to ask?” Murdock finally asked, capitulating. Sometimes, it was the only way to scratch that itch.

      Murdock was presented with two mental images of his father. Murdock didn’t understand. One image seemed to zoom out, and the view was on this planet. It looked like him standing on the edge of the terrace, just a few hours ago. The image zoomed back in on his face. The other image zoomed out showing one of the many images from his first sharing session with Beron. He recognized it as his father talking to his uncle in their home. The image zoomed back in on the face.

      “Same. Why?” Beron asked pointedly. A human would have said he was rude, but the Oomah didn’t mince words.

      “Same…age?” Murdock speculated. This was disturbing to him as well. He had no mirror to look at his face every day, so he had no way of seeing what Beron, or anyone else, saw. As best he could figure, he now was the age his father was then, but that didn’t explain why he should look so much like his father. I know sons tend to favor their fathers, but this seems to be more, like we were identical twins, he thought. “Other than that, it is mystery to me.”

      Beron was quiet for a long time. “Mystery. Investigate later.” Murdock knew Beron disliked mysteries. Beron’s world view was that there is always an explanation and he always needed to know what it was.

      As he lay there, he decided to check with Mei Lee and tried to communicate with her telepathically. Their telepathic communication was more than just checking in to see how she was and how the kids were. There were those questions, to be sure, but that wasn’t the extent of their communication. They also exchanged many of the personal things husbands exchange with wives. It was made all the more personal because of the telepathy. What could be more personal than sharing thoughts with someone else? They were still in telepathic contact when they both fell asleep.
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      Murdock awoke at sunup. He managed to get the fire going again to take the chill off as he ate and drank. Beron was still there and was having his own breakfast. As he sat and ate, Murdock was looking at the large pod more closely. The length of the landing struts seems to be the same as the pod that brought me, he thought. It’s roughly the same shape. I see the larger storage compartments on the underside. I wonder what surprises they hold. This pod is just bigger, bigger in circumference, thicker. He was still marveling that he had managed to levitate something this massive and himself, at the same time.

      “No sign inside, yet,” Beron flashed, interrupting his thoughts.

      Murdock got to his feet and decided to explore the area. Since he had never been here before, he needed to know what was around. It was well past dusk when they had arrived, and he was otherwise occupied.

      Deer scat. Tuft of hair that looks like deer. Hoofprints everywhere, he thought as he wandered around. He checked the creek. Lots of fish, but how many occupants were in this pod? There was something nagging at his memory. Something he should remember. Each successive pod will increase your population by a factor of ten, the thought finally came to him. It was what the short briefing had said aboard the pod when he first woke up. Two Hundred people, he thought. I’m not sure the stream can support that many. There might be enough fish for a change of diet, but not as a major food source, not for two hundred, anyway. As he looked around, he could see the top of the terrace. With his back to the stream, looking toward the river, he could see the slightly rolling hills. Some of the hills might be able to hide an approach, but without going there, he wasn’t sure.

      Murdock crossed the stream and found that there were few trees past the stream. There was, however, a steep cliff-face. It appeared to be lower than the terrace edge, but not by much. The little bit of exploration he’d done had disclosed no immediate or easy access to the top of the cliff.

      “Restrictions?” Murdock flashed Beron telepathically, trying to ascertain any restrictions Beron wanted for the new humans.

      “None, this place,” Beron responded. He did, however, send an image to Murdock that some distance up the cliff-face and away from the steam, the “dread area”, as Murdock referred to it, did extend this far downstream and further.

      “Easy way up?” Murdock asked. Even though he had failed to locate an easy path up the cliff-face, that didn’t mean there wasn’t one. He still had the stinging memory of his failure to locate the cleverly concealed entrance to the residential area of the cave many years ago.

      “Walk? no,” Beron responded.

      That eased Murdock’s mind. He did want a way to keep an eye on the newcomers without them knowing they were being observed. He was periodically trying, but failing, to get any sign that anyone was moving inside the pod yet. Beron hadn’t gotten any, either, Murdock found after checking with him. As he looked up the cliff face, he decided to levitate up to see what was up there. As he did so, with Beron close behind, he noticed how high the cliff face was and that the tops of the trees failed to reach the top of the cliff and the top of the cliff overhung the treetops of the closer trees.

      As he settled lightly on the ground, he looked over the edge and could plainly see the top of the pod as well as the tops of the trees. He could not, however, see the ground by the pod’s edge closest to the stream; the angle was wrong. Murdock turned from the edge and surveyed the plain. It, too, had gently rolling hills and a good number of trees in the distance. He didn’t, however, see any source of water.

      “Sign inside,” Beron told him as he continued to look around.

      “Share?” he asked Beron as he sat on the ground. He immediately started to feel the effects of entering the semi-dream state that facilitated the meshing of individual minds; Murdock referred to it as the “sharing state” and had shared with Beron, and others, many times in the past five years.

      While in the sharing state, Murdock freely discussed with Beron a course of action. He needed to know what tools were at his disposal and how a ban, on being above the pod, could be enforced. Murdock had the idea of something to act as an alarm for trespassers breaching the ban. He was then introduced to the smaller black Oomah.

      They looked similar to ursus americanus, but with some nuanced differences. Murdock did remember seeing a couple of them at the annual ceremonies, but they were less sociable, preferring to keep to themselves. They had agreed to act as an alarm system, since most of their kind wandered the entire area and were aware of all the comings and goings. They had seen Murdock levitating the pod and were quite impressed, even though he had not seen them. All Murdock needed to do was to inform them as to the extent of the boundaries and they would inform him if someone violated it. They also understood that none of their kind was to endanger themselves.

      A few seconds later, as the sharing state ended, Beron informed Murdock that there was an increase in activity at the pod. Murdock could sense it as well and he set off toward the first pod landing to find a concealed place to levitate down to the level of the newly landed pod.

      Upon landing, he set off toward the larger pod. As agreed, Beron would watch from the cliff above. I’m not expecting any trouble, he thought, but I know it will happen eventually. Especially, as these newcomers get more comfortable with their surroundings. He could see the first few newcomers exit the pod as he approached.
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      As Ben Palmer walked down the ramp of the transport pod, his mind was still swimming. The quick briefing, the meager meal, the waking up inside a transport pod; he felt he needed time to process all the facts. As he looked around in the bright light, he saw what looked to be a man walking toward him. As the man got closer, Ben could make out a few details. I don’t recognize him, he thought, but hell, I couldn’t recognize any of the rest of the group. He did notice, however, that he was dressed in buckskins. The man kept getting closer and Ben could make out that he was carrying something in his hand. Ben heard more people on the ramp.

      “Look, someone is coming,” a distinctively female voice exclaimed.

      “Who is it?” a man asked.

      “Is it our welcoming committee?” another man asked.

      “I don’t know,” Ben said, shading his eyes from the bright sunlight with his hands. “Keep everyone back until we figure out who this Jasper is.” Ben wasn’t the leader; he was just the closest person to the approaching man, and he had been the first one out of the pod.

      It wasn’t long before the man stopped just outside the shadow of the pod. Ben was wary of this stranger. He seems dangerous, somehow.

      “May I approach?” the stranger asked curtly.

      “Come ahead,” Ben commanded cautiously. As the stranger approached, Ben backed away to keep his distance until he could see the man clearly. “That’s far enough,” Ben commanded after the man had taken a dozen more steps.

      “I know you have lots of questions,” the stranger was saying, “and I may be able to answer some of them for you, but first you all need to stay close to the transport pod. Don’t let anyone go wandering off. There is good water over there,” the man indicated the stream to his right. “Once everyone is awake and aware, I’ll have a few announcements to make to everyone.”

      “And who are you to be telling us anything?” Ben asked brusquely.

      “First, I’m not telling you anything. I’m just…strongly suggesting,” the stranger said. “Secondly, you’re on a dangerous planet and none of you have been outside the ship longer than five minutes. I’m Murdock and I’ve lived here for five years. If you take my…suggestions, you might be able to live longer than today. But all of you are free to do as you please.”

      Everyone stared as Murdock turned and walked away.
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      Murdock didn’t go far. He returned to his campsite and sat by the fire; watching the others while they milled about. He saw them talking among themselves and staring at him.

      “Who does he think he is? Trying to tell us what to do!” he heard a few of them say. I’ve been here before, Murdock thought and chuckled to himself.

      “I don’t trust him!” he heard the man who had granted his request to come toward the pod. “Something inside me says he’s dangerous!”

      Murdock chuckled again to himself. He had removed his bow and quiver of arrows and laid them on the ground next to his spear. After drinking some more water, Murdock decided to recline on the grass.

      “He doesn’t look dangerous to me,” he heard someone from the shadows of the pod. “He just looks anachronistic, rough, and uncivilized!”

      As he lay there listening, he heard a dozen of them heading to the stream. “Where’s the pump? Is there a cup? Aren’t there bugs in the water? How are we supposed to get the water?” Murdock was smiling openly at what he heard.

      “How’s it going?” Mei Lee flashed.

      “They’re as ignorant as the first pod,” Murdock responded, shaking his head and grinning. “It’s quite entertaining.”

      “You be careful. There are a good many more of them than the first pod.”

      “How sweet of you to worry,” Murdock responded softly and smiled, “but these…these people, and I use the term loosely, are no threat to me. They’re more of a threat to each other. From what I’ve seen so far, they’re well on their way to total destruction.”

      “How so?”

      “They’re all out for themselves. No teamwork. No concern for the next hour, let alone the next thirty days.”

      “How are we supposed to get water?” a woman asked standing a few feet from him. It had startled him that she managed to get that close without him noticing. I’m getting too complacent, he chided himself. I need to be more aware.

      “There are several ways,” he responded coolly, “only one of which is to suck it up by putting your face into the water.”

      “What? That’s so…uncivilized and unsanitary. You really should have cups for visitors.”

      “This ain’t no damned resort, lady,” Murdock scolded through clenched teeth. He was quite angry at the woman’s arrogance. “If you can’t figure out how to get water out of the stream, there’s a cliff about twenty miles that way.” Murdock pointed downstream. “Go throw yourself off it before you do some real damage!”

      “How rude!” She stomped off toward the pod in an obvious huff.

      He sat up and looked to the sun. He judged it was late morning. He dug out a piece of the smoked venison and started nibbling. As he did so, he glanced over toward the pod and saw that most of the people were outside. As he finished the small piece he was nibbling on, Murdock took up the spear and got to his feet. He walked purposefully to the edge of the shadow of the pod.

      “Attention,” he yelled in his best commanding tone. “Attention. Can I have your attention?” A few people were meandering toward him. “I need to have everyone’s attention for a few minutes!” More and more of them were heading toward him. “Quiet, please! I need everyone’s attention!” He waited for the majority to stop talking and pay attention. They all seemed to be very slow in responding. Once it was somewhat quiet, Murdock cleared his throat.

      “First, I have a couple of announcements. The boundaries are the terrace edge,” he pointed upstream to the terrace, “and the cliff,” he pointed to the cliff across the stream. There was a deep rumble coming from the crowd as they murmured their displeasure. “Anyone caught breaking those boundaries will be dealt with severely!”

      A big man stepped forward slightly and Murdock recognized him as the one he had talked to first. “Who the hell do you think you are?” the man asked in a bellowing tone that everyone heard. “You can’t tell us what to do! We go where we want! We don’t answer to a petty dictator!” Several members in the crowd yelled their backing of the man’s speech.

      “I’m sorry,” Murdock yelled back to be heard over the murmuring crowd and smiling sarcastically, “if I gave you the impression that this is a discussion or a negotiation. It isn’t! Your petty dictators are in your midst right now. They just haven’t made themselves known, yet, but they will, sooner or later, they always do. Let me be crystal clear. When I said dealt with severely, I meant dead. The only exceptions are by my orders. No one has more authority in this matter than I. You’re free to utilize the land downstream from the terrace ridge. That should be sufficient for anyone!

      “Second, anyone with the following skill set, come over to my left. Doctors, nurses, paramedics, or anyone with any medical training,” a few started meandering over to his left. “Hunters, fishermen, outdoorsmen of any kind,” a few more meandered. “Butchers, woodworkers, potters,” two more started for the group that had already been called out.

      “Third, you’ll need to cajole, appoint, elect, or draft a spokesman, or spokespersons. I want to deal only with someone, or a group of no more than three, who speaks for everyone. That’s all, for now!” Murdock turned to the few that had queued up to his left and motioned them to follow him as he walked over to his campsite.

      “I want the fishermen and hunters first,” he said loud enough for the small group to hear. Three men approached. “That stream has fish in it, but there may not be enough to feed everyone fish every day. That way,” he pointed toward the river, “about twenty or twenty-five miles, is a river with more and bigger fish in it. The fish on this planet are very rich and will stretch further than you’d think. If you look around, there’s plenty of deer sign. The animals here are a lot larger than you think they should be. You don’t want to waste anything. You’re going to have to brain-tan hides for clothing and other uses. Like the fish, the venison is quite rich and will go further than you’d initially expect.” He handed a couple of them some of his smoked venison and they sniffed and tasted gingerly. Only one thought it was good. The other two handed theirs back. “You two are going to get mighty hungry!”

      “How big are the deer?” asked the one who appreciated the venison.

      “They run, roughly, the size of an elk. One of your first jobs should be to teach basic woods-craft to as many as you can. If you see any bears, go the other way. You’re not to touch, harass, hunt, shoot, or molest any bears in any way at any time. To do so will exact a swift and severe retaliation. When you unload the storage bins, make sure you get a good inventory. I want to know what you have for weapons.” He had stopped talking to them and taken a drink. They knew he was finished with them.

      “Medical personnel?” he asked, and three people came forward. “What kind of practice did you have?” he asked the first man.

      “Paramedic,” the man said.

      “You?” Murdock went to the next person, a female.

      “G.P.,” she said haughtily. His eyes widened with interest.

      “You?” he asked the last person, another female.

      “Practical Nurse,” she answered.

      “We’re sorely lacking in medical personnel and medical facilities, so you three are going to be worth your weight in gold, so to speak. I will personally see to it that you have housing and are fed well. I’ll also get the others to contribute. When I’m finished with the rest, Doctor, I want to talk to you privately. When the storage bins are emptied, you three should take charge of any and all medical equipment and drugs. Anyone gives you any grief, you tell them to take it up with me.” All three went back to the pod with a smile.

      “The rest of you need to find people familiar with certain skills. All woodworkers, farmers, and potters. Anyone with those types of skills is what you need. Ignore lawyers and politicians, they’re useless. When you get around to emptying the storage bins, make sure the craftsmen take charge of their tools, if any, and I want to be notified immediately.” The rest left when it was evident that he was finished talking to them.

      After everyone had left him, Murdock was trying to figure a way to get the doctor to the cabin to examine Mei Lee and be available when she went into labor. As he sat there, he heard the others having the discussion of selecting spokespersons. Murdock got that déjà vu feeling again.

      It took several hours for the others to elect three spokespersons. It shouldn’t have taken that long, he thought. It isn’t that complicated. That’s what happens when you get a bunch of people together to make a decision. I knew I should have just picked three and let the rest choose from them. Murdock had noticed that it was getting to be rather late in the day, so he invited the doctor over to his campfire while he caught, cleaned, and cooked a couple of fish. By the time they were eating, it was already quite dark.

      In the course of their dinner conversation, he had found out that the doctor, Irene Harris, would first talk to the practical nurse to see if her skills, experience, and judgment were what they should be. If she were found lacking, the doctor agreed to examine his wife.

      “And how were you going to pay for my services?” she asked. They had been sitting across from each other and their faces were lit by the campfire. As soon as she spoke the words, Murdock’s pleasant expression turned cloudy.

      “What did you have in mind?” he asked cautiously.

      “Gold, silver, any precious metals, precious gems,” she said in an offhand manner as she continued to eat.

      Murdock said nothing for some time. He just sat there looking into the flames. “Will those things keep you warm in the winter? Will they fill your belly when you’re hungry?” he asked finally. She could hardly hear his questions; he spoke so softly.

      “I could buy those things with whatever passes for money here.”

      “Housing and food aren’t worth anything then?” Murdock asked.

      “They are, but they don’t come close to the remuneration my skills will require. I am the only doctor, after all!”

      Murdock sat there quietly looking at the doctor’s expression. He could tell she was serious as she was looking quite pleased with herself.

      “Well, then, Doctor, I’ll be sure to remember that before you examine any of my family. Should you run across me when you’re hungry, I’ll be glad to remind you to pay cash!” Murdock stood his anger apparent by his expression. The Doctor stood reflexively and turned to run as he grabbed her by the back of her collar. His other hand grabbed her clothing at her Gluteus Maximus. “You have officially worn out any and all welcomes!” he said sternly through clenched teeth. Murdock then tossed her about thirty feet. He stood there watching her as she landed with a satisfying thud and seeing her get up slowly before he returned to his campfire.

      After the doctor left, Murdock had some difficulty getting to sleep. I’m tired of dealing with these people, he thought. I want to head home. He had been worried about Mei Lee, as he knew she was close to delivering. He did make telepathic contact with her and maintained it until he went to sleep.

      Murdock woke up the next morning at daybreak, as he usually did. He had eaten his breakfast and was waiting for some time when the others finally got around to showing signs of life. He picked up his bow, quiver, and spear and walked, with purpose, into the shadow of the transport.

      “Those selected as representatives will come to my campfire as soon as possible,” he commanded and then walked back to his camp to wait impatiently.

      He didn’t have to wait long before the practical nurse was heading his direction. Murdock watched as she approached.

      “Excuse me, sir?” she asked as she stood in front of him.

      “Yes?” he said sternly, impatiently, looking down at her.

      “Doctor Harris told us what happened last night. I would like to apologize for her actions.”

      “Why are you apologizing for her?”

      “She is a Doctor!”

      “Is that an excuse?” Murdock asked bitingly. He saw the woman back up a step.

      “No, sir, she’s used to giving orders and having them obeyed. She’s used to being in demand and being able to call the shots,” the woman explained.

      “So?” he responded brusquely becoming more impatient.

      “I’m telling you this because there’s trouble coming your way. Doctor Harris isn’t used to being treated the way you treated her and has stirred up the others to do something about it.”

      “What do you know of her treatment?”

      “I didn’t see it, so I don’t know what happened, but she did say that you attacked her.”

      Murdock started chuckling a little. “Is that what she said?”

      “Yes, sir, she did.”

      “She considers getting a bum’s rush an attack? Wonder what she considers a punch in the face?” Murdock noticed that there were three people heading toward him. “I take it you aren’t part of the elected delegation.”

      “No, sir, I’m not. I just thought you should be warned.” The woman turned to leave.

      “You don’t need to leave,” Murdock said placing his hand gently on her shoulder to stop her retreat. “Stick around and enjoy the fun. Just stand behind me a little.”

      The woman moved to comply as the other three came over to him.

      “What’s she doing here?” Ben Palmer asked roughly. “She wasn’t elected!”

      Murdock stood looking at the three with a slight grin on his face. “I’d like to know who taught you your manners,” Murdock asked.

      “Nobody,” Palmer responded dourly.

      “Apparently,” Murdock quipped. “Maybe someone should have!”

      “You better watch yourself, mister. I’m in no mood to put up with you or your mouth,” Palmer warned.

      “Really?” Murdock stood there looking at Palmer with a grin. “I’m sorry if I gave you the impression that you were someone to fear or respect. That was a totally erroneous assumption on your part. I’m neither concerned with your mood or you, for that matter.” Murdock stood there with a grin and head cocked a little to the left.

      Palmer drew his fist back, having had enough, and stepped forward punching where Murdock was. Faster than Palmer, or anyone, could see, Murdock moved out of the way of the ineffectual punch and gave Palmer a quick tap to the back of his head as he passed, sending the bigger man sprawling to the ground.

      Palmer rolled over, his face red with anger. He scrambled to his feet and rushed headlong toward Murdock, attempting to grab the man. Again, he felt the butt of the spear on the back of his head. This time he went sprawling into the stream, face first. Palmer rolled over and backed out of the water, looking at Murdock. Murdock spun the spear several times, in a figure eight pattern, left, right, and in front of himself before stopping it and striking a fighting stance. The shocked expression on Palmer’s face made it apparent that he had finally realized he was vastly outmatched.

      “Now then, shall we begin?” Murdock asked as he stood straight, asking calmly of the others who had stood there watching with gaping mouths. It took a few ticks before the others realized they had been spoken to.

      “The people of the transport pod demand that you return them to Earth,” a woman stated with a whiny voice.

      Murdock looked at her. She appeared to be about five foot six with blonde hair and blue eyes. “And you are?” he asked politely.

      “Phylicia Cunningham,” she responded sharply, dismissively. She acted as if he should have known who she was.

      “Well, Phylicia was it? I don’t care what the others demand. You’re all mistaken if you think I’m here to do anything for any of you. I am here to suggest strongly what you should be doing and give you some direction as to how to do it. If you don’t want to follow my suggestions, that is up to you. If you want to survive, you’ll do as I suggest. If not, well, it won’t concern me too much to let you all starve, or worse. There are only a few things that are required of you by me. I’ve already stated those requirements. I called this meeting to demonstrate to you that I’m not one to be trifled with.”

      “All you’ve demonstrated is that you’re a bully,” Phylicia responded hotly.

      “You saw that I was attacked first and did little to protect myself? What would you have me do? Stand still and let Palmer hit me?”

      “We saw you attack Mister Palmer, who is unarmed, with that…that weapon,” Phylicia continued.

      Murdock dropped the spear. “Would you like Palmer to try again? Do you think he would fare any better?” Murdock looked to the others. He did lock his gaze on Palmer for a second. Palmer looked away as Murdock locked eyes with him. “No? Glad we got that settled. Now then, I think we should start over with introductions all ‘round and let’s see if we can demonstrate, for those without manners. Let’s start with…you.” Murdock indicated the brunette practical nurse, which offended Ms. Cunningham no end, which pleased Murdock no end.

      “Annie Cooper, sir,” the brunette responded with a little curtsy. The curtsy made points with Murdock. He had thought no one knew what a curtsy was.

      “Ben Palmer,” Palmer said when Murdock had indicated him. The little brunette walked over and slapped Palmer’s upper arm. “Sir,” Palmer added.

      “Phylicia Cunningham, of the Cape Cod Cunninghams,” Phylicia responded haughtily.

      “Declan Griffen, sir,” the tallish man responded with a shallow bow. Murdock’s heart began pounding. Was he related to Rose? He tried to contain himself.

      “I am Murdock,” Murdock said indicating himself by touching his chest with his right palm and then extending his right arm and bowing slightly. “Now, isn’t that better than fighting or making demands? But, honestly, Phyl! You need to drop the arrogance. No one cares anymore for such nonsense, at least, they shouldn’t.” Murdock waited for someone to say something. “Good. We all know the restrictions. Everyone should be clear on the restrictions and I’ll hold you all responsible for anyone who doesn’t know them. I told the outdoorsmen to leave the bears alone and so should everyone. Don’t feed them. Don’t hunt them. Basically, if you see a bear, go the other way. I think that should pretty well cover everything. Do you have any questions?”

      They all started to ask something at the same time, except Griffen. Murdock held up his hands until all were quiet.

      “You have a question, Griffen?” Murdock asked. That brought several attempts to dominate the conversation by the others. “Everyone should open a can of ‘Shut the Hell Up’ and wait your turn!” He waited for quiet before indicating Griffen.

      “How many survived from the first pod?” he asked politely.

      “Two, my wife and I. Next?” Murdock saw Palmer trying to be noticed. “Mister Palmer?”

      “Who gave you the right to tell us what to do?” Palmer asked with venom.

      “Sorry, I’m a trifle deaf in that ear. Speak louder next time. Next?” Palmer was not happy with being put off. Murdock saw Phylicia and recognized her.

      “The others have demanded that you stand trial,” Phylicia stated with arrogance.

      “This is a time for questions, not demands. Next?” No one else had a question, or if they did, they kept it to themselves. “Glad we had this meeting. It would seem that we have worked out everything. Only one more thing remains. When I show up here again, only those I send for or the three that the rest have selected will be allowed to approach. You’re all dismissed.” Murdock watched as the others began leaving. He stopped Annie Cooper from leaving.

      “Phylicia wasn’t joking about having you stand trial,” she said once the others were out of earshot. “Everyone has been asking about the first pod. It was obvious that you were on it and everyone expected to be met by most of the people. To now be told that you and your wife are all that’s left,” Annie shook her head slightly, “let’s say it isn’t going to be good.”

      “Why is that? They just want to hold someone responsible for the misfortunes, or stupidity, of others. I, for one, refuse to accept responsibility for other people’s stupidity. I told them and they refused to listen. What more can be said?”

      “There is a probability that someone on this pod is related to someone on the first pod,” Annie offered. “They are going to want answers.”

      I’d say it’s a certainty, Murdock thought. “Would you be interested in helping with my wife’s delivery?” Murdock asked, changing the subject.

      “Sure, but I don’t know what I can do. You should really have the doctor look at her.”

      “The doctor is more concerned with lining her own pockets than caring for patients. I have no use for someone like that.” Murdock made no effort to hide his disgust for Doctor Harris.

      “That is what she said last night. She did say that you and yours would come around to her way of thinking sooner or later.”

      “Not likely,” Murdock responded loudly. “We’ve gotten along for the last five years without a doctor, so we can get along without her!”

      “So, what do you expect from me?” she asked after a pause.

      “I expect confidentiality, professionalism, and honesty,” Murdock responded somewhat calmly. “For that, I will pay for your services with food and housing.”

      “That seems reasonable to me,” Annie said honestly.

      “It didn’t seem reasonable to Doctor Harris,” Murdock sneered. “Everyone in this transport pod needs to realize that this is not a safe place. You can die in a second, if you aren’t careful.”

      “Oh, I believe you,” Annie responded. “I feel like we have been dropped in the middle of nowhere!”

      “A word of advice, don’t get involved with the political machinations that are sure to show themselves.”

      “What do you mean?” Annie asked innocently. “Am I not to have a political opinion?”

      “You can, just keep it out of your medical practice. I’d guess that two of those three elected officials will do their best to consolidate their perceived power. Most people don’t realize that politicians only have power because the masses turn it over to them. What the masses don’t realize is that the vast majority of politicians only serve themselves.”

      “That seems to be a rather negative outlook,” Annie said with a shocked look.

      “Not negative, just realistic. If any of the others give you too much grief, just remember that they need you more than you need them. Would you ask Griffen to come to talk to me?”

      “Of course,” Annie said, sensing that her discussion with Murdock was at an end, for the time being. “When did you want me to look at your wife?”

      “I’ll be heading home early tomorrow. Be ready to leave about daybreak.”

      “Okay. I’ll see you tomorrow, then.”

      Murdock watched as Annie Cooper returned to the transport pod. He figured that she would be given a very thorough interrogation by the leaders. He caught and cleaned a fish and sat on the ground while it cooked.

      “Rose’s relative was in the pod,” Murdock flashed to Mei Lee.

      “I didn’t know Rose had any relatives,” Mei Lee responded. “She never said anything to me.”

      “She told me once that she had two brothers and a sister, but I think she didn’t want to think about them,” Murdock added.

      “Probably because she resigned herself to never seeing them again,” Mei Lee responded.

      As Murdock watched over the cooking fish, and while he was telepathically communicating with Mei Lee, he saw Declan Griffen making his way to the campfire.

      “Sit, sit,” Murdock said while smiling at the younger man. He was taller than Murdock and, when he filled out again, would probably outweigh him by quite a bit.

      “What did you want to see me about?” Griffen asked as he sat across the fire from Murdock. “Shouldn’t the other elected delegates be here?”

      “No, this is something personal. I’m not trying to pry, but your last name is familiar to me.”

      Griffen’s eyes narrowed suspiciously: “You don’t look familiar to me, sir. How would my name be familiar?”

      “Did you have a sister?” Murdock asked.

      “Two of them, actually,” Declan responded.

      Murdock could see the man tense and become more suspicious.

      “Was one of them named Rose?” Murdock asked as he adjusted the fish on the fire.

      “Rosa Lea, but she prefers Rose. How do you know all this?”

      “Sorry to say this, but I have some bad news for you. Your sister was on the first transport pod,” Murdock said as quickly and as softly as he could manage. He could feel himself choking up at the thought of her.

      It didn’t take Declan long to add two and two together. He stood when he calculated and then recalculated and still didn’t like the answer. “She’s dead, then?” he asked.

      “Please, sit,” Murdock insisted. “Yes, she is,” he said softly. “She was my wife.”

      Declan sat again. “How did she die?” he managed after some time.

      “Murdered,” Murdock said softly. “She was protecting an innocent.”

      “Sounds like her,” Declan said sadly. Murdock could see tears starting to well in the younger man’s eyes. “Is she buried somewhere that I can visit?” he asked after a long pause.

      “She is entombed, yes, and I will take you to her, if you wish. She and I had a son, your nephew, Andrew.” A tear ran down Murdock’s cheek.

      “Was she happy?” Declan asked after a few seconds.

      “She often said that she was never as happy as she was here,” Murdock said quietly.

      “That’s all anyone can ask. Which one of the people in the first pod murdered her?” Declan asked.

      “A man named Whittier.”

      “He’s dead then?”

      “Very!”

      “Did you kill him?”

      “I wasn’t close enough to do it. I would have without hesitation.”

      “I believe you, Murdock.”

      The two men sat quietly for a few minutes. Each was lost in his own thoughts and memories.

      “Hungry?” Murdock asked finally, offering the younger man some of the fish. Declan took some and was absentmindedly nibbling on it while watching the flames.

      Both men ate in silence. After a while, Murdock offered Declan his waterskin.

      “Was that all you wanted?” Declan asked quietly after eating.

      “I don’t know who else might be related to someone on the first pod, so I would suggest keeping the information private.” The younger man nodded that he understood. “Let me know when you’re ready and I’ll take you to see your sister’s tomb.” Again, Declan nodded.

      Murdock watched as the younger man walked slowly back to the transport pod.
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      “What did he want?” Phylicia Cunningham asked Declan angrily as he slowly walked back under the shadow of the transport pod.

      “It was just some personal information,” Declan responded coldly.

      “It must have been something bad to upset you so visibly. What did he demand of us now?” she pressed.

      “He made no demands. If you don’t mind, I’d prefer not to talk about it.”

      “Need I remind you that all three of us agreed to disclose everything that Murdock has to say, to keep the elected council informed,” Phylicia responded sternly, poking her finger into his chest for emphasis.

      “You don’t need to remind me. I said it was personal, now leave me alone,” Declan snapped back.

      Phylicia stopped and stood there with her mouth open, staring at him in disbelief.
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      Phylicia Cunningham, of the Cape Cod Cunninghams, was not used to being put off in any way. Quite the contrary, she was used to constantly getting her way. If someone were reticent to tell her something, she’d always had her ways of getting the information she wanted. Some would have labeled her spoiled, but to Phylicia, she wasn’t; rather, she was justly rewarded. True, she had grown up in luxury and privilege, but she deserved that. Her parents had made no demands on her for anything and never inquired what she was doing, even though they had to bail her out of jail more than a few times. Despite her tender years she had been well-versed in the judicial and the drug and alcohol rehabilitation systems, but had never seen the inside of a cell, thanks to the best lawyers, and judges, money could buy.

      Even though they had only been revived for a couple of days, Phylicia had wasted no time in cultivating a couple of the other women who were willing to do her bidding for the pleasure of her company. Seeing one of them, she gave a predetermined signal and the young woman joined her.

      “Kimberly, follow that man,” she commanded.

      “Declan?” the black-haired ditz asked.

      “Yes, I want to know everything you can get out of him.”

      “How am I supposed to do that?”

      Kimberly’s questioning was getting on Phylicia’s nerves. “I don’t care. Sleep with him, if you have to,” she said tensely but quietly.

      Ben Palmer, seeing Phylicia whispering intently with Kimberly, came over to Phylicia.

      “What are you cooking up now?” he whispered while he grabbed her wrist to keep her close.

      “Declan had a meeting with Murdock,” she said tensely, but quietly.

      “Yeah, I knew that, so what?”

      “He just returned and doesn’t want to talk about it.”

      Palmer’s left eyebrow raised in interest: “Do you want me to get the information out of him?” Palmer asked with too much enthusiasm.

      “No, you brute, I’ve sent Kimberly to get it from him. If she fails, then I may consider you and your means as necessary. Until then, let go of me,” Palmer quickly released her wrist.

      “People going out to talk to Murdock privately is going to be a big problem in a hurry,” Palmer said overloud.

      “Keep your voice down, imbecile. I know. Did you find out what Annie Cooper and Murdock talked about?”

      “No, she said nothing.”

      “Well, it can’t be helped that this place is so open,” Phylicia whispered. “We need a meeting room for the council where we can talk openly. Maybe you could come up with something?”

      “I’ll see what I can come up with,” Palmer said with a grin.

      Don’t strain anything, Phylicia thought. “You do that and let me know.” She continued to look around and found her other confederate, Heather Stevens, with Roy White, the paramedic. She gave a little sign and Heather came over to her.

      “Did you find out anything about the meeting between Murdock and Annie Cooper?” Phylicia asked the other woman conspiratorially.

      “Nothing yet,” Heather said quietly.

      “Well, stay close to the medicos and report to me immediately if you hear anything.” The woman nodded and returned to the side of the young man.

      Phylicia continued to walk around under the transport pod. When she saw Ben Palmer again, she called him over to her.

      “Did you find the storage compartments, yet?” she asked the big man when he was standing beside her.

      “Not yet. They’re hidden pretty good,” the big man responded.

      Phylicia looked to find the ramp, to orient herself, then looked up. There was an obvious panel above them.

      “Is that one?” she asked sarcastically while pointing up at the panel.

      “I dunno. I’ll check,” Palmer said. He called for a few of the smaller men to come over. He indicated the panel that Phylicia had pointed out and the men immediately found the latch and opened the panel.

      “We found one of the storage compartments, sir,” one of the men reported.

      I’m surrounded by geniuses, Phylicia thought to herself, frustrated.

      While a couple of men cleared people out from under the opened panel, others were emptying the contents of the compartment onto the ground. When one was emptied, they found another and began emptying its contents. This process continued until all the storage compartments had been opened and emptied.

      “I want all this stuff inventoried, categorized, and stored in a secure place,” Palmer told his workers.

      They all began sorting and categorizing all the contents by use.
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      While Murdock had been making preparations to head home, the sun had gone down. After stoking the fire, Murdock stretched out on the soft grass to sleep a little before the long trek home.

      “Home soon?” Beron flashed.

      “Yes, home tomorrow,” Murdock responded. “We having company.” Murdock pictured the practical nurse in his mind.

      “Why?” responded Beron.

      “Mei Lee soon have cub. Less worried if human healer looks at her.” Murdock often did his best to explain things to Beron, who, in turn, did his best to understand his, often incomprehensible, human friends.

      “Shouldn’t someone ask me if I want to be inspected?” Mei Lee chimed into the telepathic conversation and it made Murdock smile.

      “I would feel better if the practical nurse looked at you,” Murdock explained, trying to smooth any of his wife’s ruffled feathers.

      “I thought you were bringing the doctor?” Mei Lee asked testily.

      “The doctor needs to be re-educated. She brought her modern ideas to our backward world,” Murdock explained.

      “I happen to like our backward world,” Mei Lee added.

      “As do I,” Murdock responded.

      “Show me what has been happening,” Mei Lee requested.

      Murdock relaxed and, with Beron’s help, entered the sharing state with Mei Lee over the distance that separated them. It only took a few seconds to show Mei Lee everything that was said and done over the last couple of days. Beron, who had also been watching, added his perspective to the situation.

      “You certainly have a way with people,” Mei Lee good-naturedly chided her husband.

      “It’s a gift,” he chuckled.

      Murdock broke the telepathic link to his wife, leaving her chuckling, with the promise to reconnect before he went to sleep.

      “Can I telepathically connect with someone specific in the pod?” Murdock asked Beron.

      “Difficult. Much practice,” Beron responded after a small pause.

      “But it can be done?” Murdock asked, but it was more of a statement than a question. He got an affirmative from Beron.

      While Murdock was thinking about the approach to connecting to Annie Cooper, he decided to astrally project himself to look around the underside of the pod. It seemed to take no effort and he was able to see and hear everything that was going on. He saw a nice-sized pile of supplies, but saw no modern weapons. I’m most worried about firearms, he thought. In my opinion, firearms would destroy all the Oomah.

      The supplies did contain numerous crop seeds and starts. He did see some equipment that caused him some immediate concern. He didn’t identify all the equipment, but he did recognize some metal smelting equipment. He made a vow to himself to do what he could to dissuade the manufacture of firearms.

      As he continued to look around, he overheard Palmer giving orders to an underling. The man appeared to be guarding the supplies.

      “We have reason to believe that Annie Cooper is planning on leaving the pod soon for an extended period of time. We don’t want that to happen. We don’t want her hurt, but we don’t want her to leave either,” Palmer was whispering to his confederate. The man was nodding that he understood the instructions. “If these instructions aren’t followed, you will be held responsible.” Palmer gripped the man’s trapezius muscle in the hollow between muscle and collar bone. The man’s knees buckled in pain.

      “Okay, I’ll do it,” the man said quietly through clenched teeth, in obvious pain.

      “Glad we understand each other,” Palmer said, clapping the man’s shoulder as he walked away.

      As Murdock pulled back his astral self, he was trying to figure a way out for Annie that would afford her the most leeway.

      “Before I met you, I had disturbing dreams,” Murdock asked Beron telepathically. “Were they from you?”

      “You unknown element, most apologies,” the large bear responded.

      “It’s okay, I just want to know if it was you,” Murdock pressed and received an affirmative from Beron.

      “Plan?” Beron asked telepathically.

      Murdock quickly showed Beron the conversation he had overheard. “Human healer needs go where needed when needed without restriction. Can Palmer be made fear restricting her?”

      “May not. Did not for you,” Beron responded. “Will take many participating.”
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      As Ben Palmer was getting ready to sleep, Phylicia Cunningham came to see him. Everyone slept in the pod, in various corners and wherever they could. By setting several guards around the supplies, he did manage to get a little privacy, but it amounted to no more than just a few feet of separation from the others.

      “Haven’t found out anything on the Griffen issue,” Phylicia whispered close to his ear. “Not yet, anyway.” Palmer nodded. “Did you tell the guards to prevent Annie Cooper from leaving?” Phylicia asked, still whispering in his ear. Again, Palmer nodded. “Keep doing a good job and I might keep you around,” Phylicia whispered as she got up to leave.

      Palmer watched Phylicia leave to find her own sleeping spot. He made a mental note, as he was waiting for sleep, to see what would be involved in building houses. He needed his own private housing. He deserved it; he was an elected delegate. All the delegates needed their own offices and their own houses. He felt himself drifting off to sleep, thinking of Palmerville and all the buildings.

      He knew he was asleep and walking dirt streets lined with log cabins. All the cabins were similar, and he could see some of the people entering them. He could see the transport pod close by as he walked. Suddenly, he couldn’t breathe, and he tried to call out for help, but his voice was silent. He could see Annie Cooper trying to get to him, but she was being held under the transport pod by several guards. It didn’t take long before he was lying face down on the ground looking at Annie, who was desperately trying to get to him, but still being restrained. He saw others walk by without helping him, but he couldn’t see who they were. Just when he felt that he was about to die, he woke up with a start, gasping for air.

      Ben Palmer was used to nightmares and knew he had just been wakened by one. What he couldn’t get over was how real it felt. His chest still hurt from not breathing. That had to be from him actually holding his breath while in the dream. He rolled over and tried to go back to sleep, but fear of the dream wouldn’t let him. No matter how hard he tried, he just couldn’t get back to sleep. After an hour of tossing and turning, Palmer got up and went down to where the supplies were stored and guarded.

      “Has Annie Cooper tried to leave?” he quietly asked the first guard he came to.

      “No, sir!” the guard responded quietly.

      Palmer paced the immediate area before going for a walk around the perimeter of the transport pod. As he walked, he could see the glow of Murdock’s fire and could see what he thought was an outline of a man; he assumed it was Murdock. As he walked on the opposite side, he had a sudden image from his dream of the cabins and the dirt street. The shock of the flashback was enough to drop Palmer to one knee and cause his chest to ache again. When he had recovered sufficiently, he went to the guards.

      “You’re not to restrict any of the medicos’ travels,” he said to the guard captain.

      “But your orders were —,” the guard captain argued.

      “I said no restrictions on any of the medicos,” Palmer said forcefully while grabbing a fistful of the man’s shirt. “Understand?”

      “Um…yes, sir,” the guard captain responded clearly out of fear.

      “See that my orders are followed, or I’ll replace you with someone who can,” Palmer bellowed as he headed back inside the transport pod.
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      When daybreak came, Murdock had already been awake for an hour. He had built up his fire to get the morning chill off, eaten some of his smoked venison, drank plenty of water, and let the fire burn down to just smoldering coals. When he glanced over toward the transport pod, he saw Annie Cooper talking to one of the guards and then walk over to his campsite.

      “Is everything okay?” Murdock asked with a slight smile when she arrived.

      “Sure. The guard just wanted to know if I knew when I’d be back,” she responded. “I told him I didn’t know how long I would be gone and that was that. How far are we going?”

      “It will take us many hours to get there,” Murdock said as he dumped the remaining water of his waterskin onto the hot coals, causing a loud hissing sound and lots of steam. The steam drifted toward the transport pod obscuring the guards’ view. “Close your eyes, please, and keep them closed.” When he saw that she was complying, he levitated himself and Annie straight up the cliff face and a little distance back from the edge so no one could see what happened. “You can open your eyes, now.”
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      When Annie Cooper opened her eyes, she quickly looked around and saw no transport pod.

      “What happened to the transport pod?” she asked with a touch of panic in her voice.

      “Magic,” Murdock said with a little chuckle as he turned to lead the way toward his home.

      The pair walked for, what seemed to Annie, a long time before Murdock turned toward the stream. They were already well past being seen from the transport pod. Annie had no idea where they were or what direction they were traveling. Murdock stopped at the stream to refill his waterskin and drink his fill. When he was finished, he offered the waterskin to Annie and she drank heavily as well. When she finished, she handed the waterskin back to Murdock who promptly refilled it.

      “Hungry?” Murdock asked offering her some smoked venison in his open hand. Not knowing what it was, Annie gingerly picked out a piece and took a small sample bite.

      “That’s pretty good,” she said with relish. “What is it?”

      “Smoked venison,” Murdock said as he popped a piece into his mouth and started chewing it. “It’s good for traveling or when you just want a little something,” Murdock said while chewing.

      “It’s quite good,” Annie said while chewing. Obviously, table manners don’t apply while walking in the wild, she thought.

      Murdock suddenly leaped over the stream and was heading on. Annie looked down at the stream and hesitated for a second. She saw Murdock going on without her, so she tried to leap the stream much the way she had seen Murdock do and was surprised that she managed to get across the stream without getting her feet wet. She didn’t know why. Maybe it was the exercise or the fresh air, but the leap seemed to be easier than she would have originally thought. By trotting a little, she managed to catch up to Murdock in short order.

      “That was easy,” she said with pride as she caught up to him.

      “You may want to stop talking when out here,” Murdock said to her quietly. “It’s wild out here and there are plenty of creatures that would like a freshly revived, weakened human for a snack. It would be best not to advertise our presence.”
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      It was close to midday when Phylicia finally made her rounds of the transport pod. It was nice to see the people hustling around doing whatever they were doing. It reminded her of the big cities that were now long gone, and the remembering helped to keep the slight bit of melancholy from setting in.

      “Did the Cooper woman try to leave?” Phylicia asked the first guard she came to.

      “No, ma’am,” the guard responded, “she didn’t try, she left.”

      “What!” Phylicia screamed in a high-pitched voice. “Who permitted that?” she asked, miffed, while looking around for Palmer.

      “Mister Palmer told us, in the middle of the night, to allow the medicos to go where they will,” the guard said with a straight face.

      Phylicia stared at the guard while he talked and saw no sign of deception on his face. She did her best to try to smile and speak calmly and sweetly. “Okay. Could you be a dear and direct me to Mister Palmer?” She batted her eyes a little at the guard.

      The guard said nothing more but did point the general direction that he had last seen Palmer.

      Phylicia returned to her meandering with a smile pasted on her face. Palmer, you son-of-a-bitch! I am going to ream you good when I find you. We had agreed to not allow Cooper to leave and you went behind my back. No one does that to me, she thought.

      Kimberly Grey and Heather Stevens saw Phylicia wandering around doing an impromptu, unhurried inspection. They both fell into line on her slightly behind and slightly to the left and right, so the three women formed a wedge as they moved through the crowd.

      “Declan! How are you this fine morning? We really need to have a meeting about building a meeting hall, or some such,” Phylicia said sweetly to Griffen when she ran across him in her search for Palmer. “Since we’re here, we should work on getting things more…civilized. More organized. Let me discuss it with Palmer. We’ll get back to you, okay?” Once Griffen agreed to the later discussion, she moved on.

      Finally, Phylicia saw Palmer ahead of her and guided her steps, slowly but with determination, to intercept him. As she came up behind him, she hooked and entwined his right arm with her own left arm.

      “Benjamin,” she greeted him quietly and sweetly. “I should really slit your throat,” she said emphatically but quietly while she dug her fingers into his semi-flaccid bicep, all the while maintaining her smile for the rest of the people.

      “I had no choice,” Ben Palmer retorted while trying, but failing, to free his arm.

      “No choice?” Phylicia questioned sweetly, maintaining her smile and her grip. “Everyone has a choice and your choice was to stab me in the back.”

      “No, I had no choice,” Palmer maintained. “I had a nightmare about the medicos being restricted and I woke up unable to breathe, so I had to let her go!” His voice was on the verge of panic.

      “You let her go because of a nightmare?” Phylicia asked incredulously.
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      Annie became silent after his chiding. Murdock was correct and she had forgotten that she was in the wild. They walked for quite some time before Murdock stopped and knelt down. He took out the waterskin and handed it to Annie, who drank deeply. She hadn’t noticed until she stopped that she had been sweating profusely. As she handed the waterskin back to Murdock, he held a finger to his lips and then pointed ahead of them. She raised herself up a little to look over a slight rise and saw a small herd of deer. To her, they looked to be a hundred yards away, but even at that distance, they were huge. She did notice that the slight breeze was in her face and that none of the deer seemed to know that they were there.

      “Ready?” Murdock asked quietly. Annie nodded that she was sufficiently rested to continue on.

      They both stood, scaring the deer as they did, and continued on their way. Annie noticed that Murdock maintained a good pace that would cover ground quickly. By the time she saw the river, she knew they had traveled a long distance, and this brought her to the realization that she was done in.

      “I need a long rest,” she told Murdock, breathlessly and quietly, as she tried to find a place to sit.

      “It’d be better to walk off the fatigue,” Murdock whispered to her. “If you sit, you may cramp up. It’s midday so resting here for a quick lunch will be fine. See if you can find some dry wood.”

      As she wandered around looking for wood, she saw Murdock go to the river and spear a large fish. He seemed to make it all look easy. He has been doing it for at least five years, dummy, she chided herself. By the time she returned with a small load of wood, Murdock had the fish cleaned and on cooking sticks. She dropped the wood and he handed her the fish. As she watched, he expertly set the wood, kindling first, and started to use the back edge of a knife on a flint. A few sparks into something soft that he had in his pocket and the sticks were smoking. Murdock blew on the embers a few times and the sticks were supporting a flame. He took the fish from her and placed them for cooking.

      “You make it all seem so easy,” she said with awe.

      “I have been living this way for a long time,” he said with a smirk.

      “Five years is a long time,” she responded.

      “I’ve been doing it a lot longer than five years,” Murdock said with a chuckle, “closer to twenty years.”

      “You lived this way on Earth? Before coming here?” she asked in disbelief.

      “Yup.”

      “From what I saw yesterday, you also seem to be a martial arts expert as well.”

      “Some would say that. I know at least one who wouldn’t.”

      “Really? Who?”

      “My sensei. Last time I saw him I was eighteen and he was eighty. At eighty he could defeat me as easily as I did Palmer.”

      Annie watched him intently as he tended the fish while it cooked and tended the fire. She noticed the flame was low and very hot. The fish seemed to cook in no time. “Dig in!” he said when the fish were finished. They both took out bits with their fingers and ate them, relishing every bite . Annie hadn’t thought she would be as hungry as she was. More than once she saw him watching her.

      “When was the last time you ate?” he asked finally.

      “I don’t know, maybe yesterday morning?” she said between bites of fish.

      “What did you eat?” he asked suspiciously. “I happen to know that the supplies were found late yesterday afternoon and I don’t recall you eating anything except the little bit of venison I gave you today.” Murdock took some more fish and popped it into his mouth. “I don’t appreciate being lied to,” he said quietly.

      Annie hung her head a little. “Sorry, I didn’t want to impose on you any more than I needed to.”

      “I said I would feed you. Did you think I wouldn’t?” he asked.

      “No, I just wanted to do the job before getting paid for it,” she said quietly.

      “I’ve had enough,” Murdock stated as he got to his feet and wiped his hand on his pants leg. “Eat as much as you want. It won’t keep and we’ll be at my home late tonight or early tomorrow. You’ll need it to keep up your strength.” Murdock walked over to the river and filled the waterskin and drank.

      Annie ate as much as she could of the fish. Between the two of them, they managed to eat almost all of it. When she finished, she went to the river and washed her hands and mouth in the cold water. Murdock dumped the contents of the waterskin on the fire causing more steam and hiss. He refilled the waterskin and dumped the contents again on the fire. When he was sure that the fire was out, Murdock filled the waterskin again and handed it to Annie, who drank deeply.

      “Are you ready to continue?” Murdock asked while he topped off the waterskin and secured it.

      Annie gave a nod and the pair set out again. The pace seemed slower to Annie, but it did seem to pick up the longer they went. Before long, Annie was close to trotting just to keep up. After a few more hours, Murdock called for a rest close to a well-traveled part of the riverbank. Both were sweating profusely, and Murdock removed his shirt to let the light breeze cool him faster. Annie was watching him closely, without being obvious, and noticed that he was extremely well muscled and did have a few scars to indicate the dues he had already paid. Annie had gone to the river and dipped some water with her hand and rubbed it through her hair to cool herself. While she did so, she drank some.

      “Don’t drink too much,” Murdock warned. “You don’t want the water sloshing in your belly. We do have some distance to go, yet,” he said as he put his shirt back on and rehung all the gear on his person. “Could you find your way back to the transport pod from here?”

      Annie looked around a little. “I think the transport pod is that way,” she said pointing mostly downriver and a little away from it.

      “That’s pretty close,” Murdock responded warily. “Now you know why I required confidentiality. Don’t want to get woke up in the night with a knife in my ribs.”

      “I would never divulge where you live,” Annie said somewhat offended. “I promised confidentiality and I keep my promises.”

      “That’s the only reason you’ve made it this far,” Murdock responded brusquely. Annie took the comment as a compliment to her and her professionalism.

      “If someone refused to divulge to you how something was done, would you try to find out on your own?” Murdock asked with a sideways glance.

      Annie frowned a bit. “If there’s something that I’m not supposed to know, or you’re not comfortable with me knowing, then don’t tell me. If it isn’t required for medical treatment, then I’m fine with not knowing,” she said after a slight delay to formulate her answer.

      Murdock walked over to her and, while facing her, extended his lower arms so they were parallel to the ground. “Stand on my feet and hold onto my arms,” he said after he was in position. Annie complied without thinking about it. “Close your eyes and keep them closed until I tell you otherwise.” Annie complied and closed her eyes. Murdock then levitated them across the river and upstream a short distance so she wouldn’t know that they had crossed the river. “Okay, open your eyes and stand on the ground.” Annie complied and looked around to orient herself.

      Without saying anything else, Murdock indicated that she should follow, and they were off again. As it was starting to get dark, Annie was beginning to be very fatigued. She had been walking and trotting further and for a longer duration than she ever had before. She could feel some leg cramps beginning in her tortured legs and she had been breathing very hard for the last hour. Finally, she called for a stop when she could go no further.

      “We’re close,” Murdock said as he handed her the waterskin. “Can you last another hour?”

      “No, I can’t,” Annie responded after having a little water. “I’m done in. I’m sorry, but I can’t go another step.”

      “You lasted longer than I thought you would, so there’s no need to apologize.” Murdock looked around a little, trying to judge the distance remaining. “We’re at a delicate point. We’re close to the house, an hour maybe, and it’s getting dark. It’ll get dark quickly.”

      “Please, stop beating all around that poor bush,” Annie said trying to lighten the mood, “and just spit it out.”

      Murdock looked at her stoically. “There’s a way to get you to the house, but it’s one of those things that you shouldn’t see or even know about.”

      “So, I should close my eyes and not peek?” she asked sarcastically.

      “If I had a hood, I’d put it on you,” Murdock said without smiling. Annie knew he was serious with a single look at his face. “I don’t think you can keep your eyes closed for that amount of time, so let’s classify it as doctor-patient confidentiality.”

      “Agreed,” Annie responded enthusiastically.

      Murdock began handing her the bow, quiver, spear, and waterskin. “Put them on as I had them.” Annie complied as best she could. “Now, jump on my back, like a piggy-back ride.” Again, she complied. Murdock shifted her weight a bit. “Hold on!” When he felt her tighten her grip on his shoulders, he started off at a slow trot and then picked up speed.

      Annie had no idea how fast Murdock was traveling while carrying her. She could feel the breeze on her face, from the speed of their passage, but it was too dark to have any visible reference to judge velocity. She couldn’t see any path to follow and didn’t know how he knew where to step. Fifteen or twenty minutes later, Murdock stopped in the yard of a cabin and let go of her legs.

      “We’re here,” he pronounced after she was on the ground.

      The light from inside the cabin did very little to light the yard area, but it did increase a little when the door was opened.

      “Come,” Murdock said as he hustled Annie into the cabin. “This is Mei Lee, my wife,” Murdock said beginning the introductions. “This is Annie Cooper, the nurse.”

      Annie made a quick glance around the cabin and then at Mei Lee. “How do you do,” she said, extending her hand.

      “Pregnant,” Mei Lee replied with a grin as she took the other woman’s hand lightly and shook it femininely. They both chuckled. “I hope my husband didn’t put too much of a demand on you during the trip here? He does tend to forget that others don’t possess his…gifts.”

      “No, the trip was strenuous but not overly so,” Annie responded cordially.

      “I’m sure you’re very tired, anything in particular you require?” Mei Lee asked.

      “I’m a little afraid to ask how you bathe. I’m in need of a bath, or something, but am not looking forward to jumping into the ice-cold river, especially at night,” Annie asked sheepishly.

      Mei Lee looked to Murdock, who nodded slightly. “I think we could manage something,” Mei Lee stated as she motioned for Annie to follow her outside.

      Both women went out the back door and Mei Lee followed a well-worn path to the side of the cabin away from the river. Annie could feel the moisture in the air change.

      “Will this suffice?” Mei Lee asked as she knelt down and dipped some of the hot water out with her hand and dumped it back into the spa.

      Annie’s mouth was agape in surprise. “Yes, it will do nicely,” she said finally after recovering from her initial shock and surprise. “Thank you!”

      “We’ve never had any issues with critters, so you should be okay,” Mei Lee said as she turned to leave.

      “How do I find the cabin again?” Annie asked nervously as she couldn’t see the cabin.

      “I’ll come out and retrieve you,” Mei Lee said comfortingly.

      Annie quickly took off her clothes and slowly lowered herself into the luxurious hot water. As she settled herself and relaxed, she found herself thinking about everything that had happened since she was revived. The trip here had been strenuous, but not overly so, she thought. Murdock had done plenty of things to reduce the stress of the situation. The biggest shock, so far, was finding that Murdock and his wife were pleasant and hospitable, and finding a spa this far out in the wilderness. All of it was more than anyone could possibly imagine. From what I saw at the meeting, Murdock is more than capable of handling himself and dealing with whatever threats he comes across.

      “How is your bath?” Mei Lee asked quietly.

      Annie was startled and jumped a little. She hadn’t heard the woman approach at all. “It’s great! Do you have any soap?” she answered breathlessly.

      “No, we have no need for it. We depend on game and having soap would alert the game to our presence. Besides, we prefer the natural scent.”

      “That makes sense,” Annie answered.

      “My husband needs to bathe as well. I’m not trying to rush you, just making you aware.”

      Annie could see that Mei Lee tended to speak quietly. She thought it was more of a cultural thing than anything else. “I’m finished,” Annie said as she got out of the spa and began dressing. When she finished dressing, Mei Lee led her back to the cabin.

      “How was your bath?” Murdock asked.

      “Heavenly!” Annie responded enthusiastically. “How does it work?”

      “Volcanically heated rocks transfer heat to the water that comes in, continually, close to the bottom of the pool,” Murdock explained. “The water overflows the pool, replacing the water that is dragged out by anyone getting out. The heat and the constant replacement keep the water clean.” Murdock had gotten to his feet. “I’m going to take a bath. Mei Lee will give you some venison and get your hammock slung.”

      “Is this your first?” Annie asked Mei Lee after Murdock had left for his bath.

      “Hardly! This is my third,” Mei Lee answered as she rubbed her swollen belly.

      “How many were left behind on Earth?” Annie asked innocently.

      “None. I delivered them all here and they’re all sleeping in the loft. The youngest is one year old and Chun Hua, my eldest, is four years old.”

      “Oh, so there are just the two kids here,” Annie stated.

      “No, I have two, three with this one. Murdock has one, a son, from his first wife.”

      “Did you know his first wife?” Annie asked innocently.

      “Of course, Kevin knew my first husband, who died shortly after I became pregnant.”

      “Did Murdock know this Kevin who was your first husband?”

      Mei Lee started laughing. During her laughter, Murdock walked in, still wet from his bath.

      “Did I miss something entertaining?” he asked innocently.

      “Did you know this Kevin who was Mei Lee’s first husband?” Annie asked Murdock.

      Now, it was Murdock’s turn to laugh uproariously. Annie just looked from one to the other and was very confused.

      “I guess I don’t understand,” Annie said finally in frustration.

      “I think you’re confused,” Murdock said through chuckles. “I don’t like it to be generally known, but I’m Kevin. Mei Lee’s first husband was Thomas, Thomas Collier.”

      Annie started chuckling after she finally understood what she had said.

      “I guess I did make a mistake!”

      They all sat, once they had their laughter under control, and nibbled on venison that Mei Lee had set out for them.

      “What did you think of the meeting with the elected delegates?” Murdock asked while chewing.

      “It went a little better than I expected,” Annie commented. “It did surprise me that Palmer would attack you as he did.”

      “I wasn’t surprised. I knew he would,” Murdock said.

      “I knew Phylicia would say what she did, but how did you know Palmer would attack you?” Annie asked.

      “We had a few words before the meeting when I made the announcements. He saw me as his rival. He attacked to demonstrate that he thought he was in charge.”

      “Well, he is, to some degree,” Annie added.

      “No, he isn’t,” Murdock stated. “I’d say Phylicia is in charge. If she isn’t totally, she does tell Palmer what to do.”

      Annie sat back to think about what Murdock had said. All three adults sat in silence for some time.

      “I’m tired and going to bed,” Murdock said after a short while.

      “I think we all need to turn in,” Mei Lee said. She had slung a hammock for Annie while Annie was bathing and took her to it. It took Annie a few tries, but she finally figured it out and settled in. Mei Lee joined her husband in their hammock and snuggled into him.

      “What do you think of her?” Murdock flashed.

      “She does need to learn to listen, but she does seem to be competent,” Mei Lee responded.

      “I like her,” Murdock responded. “She’s a lot tougher than you’d think and she’s polite and well-mannered.”
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