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Throughout humankind’s history we have managed to survive. As a species, alone or in groups, our history is filled with tales of men and women surviving extreme odds and extreme conditions. 
 Now at some point in our lives we must ask ourselves if perchance we as well might have to face the time when we too could be called to reach deep within our inner most being to survive. I wonder what answer will echo back. Could I, or you survive some unknown extreme circumstance?
 

The following three stories are of survival. I wonder how any of us might do if we were these people, how would we survive?
 

Once again Eden.
Earth was devastated, mankind almost destroyed. Now one man has the key to humanities escape from  final destruction. As he guards the passage to humanities last chance of salvation, in to his life alone, beautiful ,mysterious  woman runs. Is she looking for hope and escape or is she something more sinister? Now he quickly must decide their fate as mankind's last days loom on the horizon. 
 

Frozen Earth.
Three centuries into the new ice age one man leads a lost group of survivors across a frozen world of death and danger. Pursued by an army of raiders and cannibals they struggle through flesh tearing ice storms in hopes of finding a new land. Somehow the pursuers must be stopped. One raven haired woman in the survivor's group may be the key if she wasn't so lost within herself. Struggling with her conscience, she will decide the success or failure of their future.
 

Sandwedge.
On a desolate planet the sole survivor struggles to avoid the creatures that pursue him. Perhaps the very ones that destroyed the first colony 30 years earlier. Perhaps the same ones that killed his father. Now faced with one final life and death situation he must decide not only his fate, but that of the approaching fleet. He must get to the old colony ruins first and that could be a problem on a planet covered with deep sands and the hidden things that live beneath.
 

After you read these stories, ask yourself, could I have done as well? Perhaps better? Or perhaps….
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Once again Eden.


 

Preface.
 


 

Demos came and went. With all of mans technology, it only took a few days for civilization   to end. All of mankind’s wisdom wasn’t enough to stop Demos, nor save mankind’s reign on Earth. All the luck in the world wasn’t enough. Demos came and went and a select few knew it would return.
 

The powerful governments knew of the impending disaster and with confidence boasted among themselves how the combined nuclear arsenal would put a quick end to the approaching doom. They fired their rockets and the night skies lit with tiny white bursts. The asteroids were broken into smaller chunks and the planet killers became a mere deadly rain. The fiery rain ended after a few days, but decades of extreme weather would soon emerge. Living in this new world became a fight rather than a challenge.
 

Cities vanished and most of mankind along with them. Those that survived looked to the military and their bases that survived to hide from the roving gangs and raiders. Eventually all forms of order was lost and every person that survived was on their own. Survival became the only option.
 

The craters caused by apocalypse brought a year of choking dust and cold skies. Then the rains came as moisture from the meteor strikes in the oceans finally began to fall. The second year was almost a year of rain. Craters where once great cities stood, became huge lakes, the choking dust washed into low areas and were covered by the waters forming swamps and bogs. The third year brought long cold and freezing snows, while the fourth year brought warmer weather. Thus began a spiraling cycle of environmental death.
 

Food that had became almost non-existent, started growing once again, until the clouds returned and blocked the sun for years and the rains rarely fell. Man looked up to see the sun, but only saw a shadowy glare. Dust choked the skies, dust storms  blew across the land. Then sun heated the Earth and the water evaporated but rarely fell back as rain. Some said Demos stole some of Earth’s atmosphere and the moisture within along with it. 
 Some of mankind became survivors, the rest, went mad or died. 
 

Through the dwindling ranks of the sane, rumors began to grow. A place called Eden was awaiting any person that could find it. Most were too weak, many had already given up. Yet among the sparse population a few brave souls would venture out to find this place where mankind had left so long ago. 
 People trying to find this legendary place would wander from place to place all the time hoping to find word of Eden’s location. These people became known as travelers. They braved the raiders, gangs and worse in hopes of finding that place of peace, of life, of hope. Ever hoping, ever wandering, their bones fed the few scavengers that survived. 
 Some sought Eden sailing the vast deadly oceans and were never seen again. Others wandered the land forever seeking, forever dying at the hands of those that had no hope, that had become mad…or worse.
 

Then there were the rumors of that terrible thing called Demos. It had been the cause of civilization’s demise, of mankind’s near death. There were those that prophesized Demos would return and finish what it had sown. All that believed fell into despair. 
 

There were but a handful that knew the entire truth. They were the ones that eventually would decide the inevitable. Yet even they slowly vanished from the stories of man. Some said they went ahead to Eden, others said they all had died. 
 The fact was, there was just one of those that knew, who was rumored to have remained. One to determine who was worthy, who was not!  One that vowed to stay when Demos returned. 
 

Eventually even the rumors of this gatekeeper slowly began to fade.
 


 


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 1.


 

AJ arose and readied himself for another day of the game. Once again he would go out into the rubble of his once beautiful city and hunt the intruders that sought Eden by force. And once again he knew he might have to take another life, or lose his. More and more this daily routine was no longer staying the game he had tried making it. 
 

It had been a long time since the deadly Demos rained down destruction upon him and his world. Soon it would be time for Demos to return. AJ just shrugged that fact off as he jumped into the shower and let the cool water rain down upon him, but today it just drizzled.
 

“Damn water pressure is down again!” AJ turned off the shower after only a few minutes and dried off. “If the rain doesn’t come soon….” 
 He tossed the towel onto the floor and dressed. As he passed the faded and cracked mirror AJ paused long enough to take a quick glance at himself. A tall mid-fortyish man that had become slightly weathered over the years. He stared at his well muscled body and flexed his huge arms and grinned at his reflection. 
 A ruggedly handsome man grinned back at him, “Geezzz, guy look at what all these years have done to you.” His gaze scanned his half clad body as he slowly shook his head. “Wouldn’t look bad if it wasn’t for all those damned scars and old bullet wounds.” 
 

The image grinned back at him again and with a wink the mirrored image tossed back at him, “Times getting short AJ, you know you’re going to have to make up your mind.” His eyes lowered as he already knew the truth. He had made up his mind…. Forget Eden, he would stay and face Demos!
 

He frowned at himself in the mirror, then chuckled, “Christ all mighty, I have to stop talking to myself!” He paused a second then stopped as the image shot back, “You’ve got to stop answering yourself idiot!” 
 Time after time AJ wondered if perhaps he might be going mad. Then his vow to protect Eden would bring him back to reality. The one thing AJ never did was go back on his word and mad or not, he wasn’t going to start now!
 

Another hour passed all too quickly as AJ ate, then loaded up his electric 4x4 and headed out into the muted sunlight. He stopped long enough to smell the dusty air, look up into the dust choked sky, then off he drove. After a mile he stopped and jumped out of the small truck.
 

     Up a ladder that had been placed alongside of a two story building he scampered with the long cloth pack slung over his shoulders and back. He quickly moved across the roof keeping low, then jumped over to the roof next door. He ducked through a broken out window, checked a door he had blocked from the lower levels. Once he made sure no one had broken the seal on the door, he scampered up seven more flights of stairs. 
 Once on the roof, he slowly, carefully moved toward the low wall on the edge. Out came the binoculars as AJ scanned the rubble below and then working outward, toward the distance. These were the only two structures still standing in over a mile. Around him only pile upon pile of rubble that once were buildings lay. In the distance he could see what was left of his once beautiful town.
 

“I know that bastard Snake is up to something….” AJ mumbled, “….haven’t seen you or your bunch of animals in a month. What the Hell are you up to?” He finished his scan and scurried back to his 4x4. He looked at the ecru sky squinting to filter out what sun there was. Now and then the dust clouds would allow the sun to show through and the heat would soar. 
 

“Well at least I have a breeze today, that helps!” He stared at the clouds and sighed. Down the stairs he sprinted and jumped back into his truck.
 

“Damn! No rain today…. Again!” He shifted into drive and sped off toward his next destination. “The road looked almost clear to…” AJ swerved around a broken wall in the street. Through the rubble strewn streets he swerved now and then cussing at hitting a brick or something else that would resound with a loud ‘POP’ as it shot out from under his tires.
 

 Just knowing that any sound might draw the attention of someone, out there. Snake could be laying in wait, just like he had been all these years for him. Perhaps he might draw the attention of the ‘Scags’. 
 

Scags as AJ called them, were people that had reverted back to a near savage life style. They scrounged or killed anything that they stumbled across. At first People called them Mads, but AJ jokingly called them Scoundrels, Cutthroats, And, Goons, it stuck. 
 AJ was alone now and had been for many years. For him, the name Mads no longer applied, they were beyond mad. 
 The Scags pretty much learned to leave AJ alone, they knew what he had done to them as he has been thinning out their ranks for years. After almost twenty two years of killing them off in his city and elsewhere, he had become an expert at killing Scags. 
 Mostly they gave him a wide berth. Not to say they still wouldn’t kill him in a heartbeat if given the chance. Now and then a few might try to ambush him and AJ would leave their corpses to rot in the midday heat. Lately AJ had caught himself getting lax.
 

“What a wonderful world we’ve become since Demos.” He mused. “Nothing but rubble, ruins, death and insanity. Why if it wasn’t for…. SHIT!!!” 
 AJ swerved around an old wrecked car. His truck skidded sideways in the dust street and came to a stop about five feet from the wreck. From a bracket on his dash he ripped his M-16  and quickly put on the silencer.  “Damn should have done this before I left. I am getting lax! If I have to shoot I could draw more attention to myself.” 
 

AJ shot glances in all directions as he screwed on his silencer and made sure it was clear of dust. “Don’t remember that car being here. Thought I cleared this street….” He threw open the truck door. He no sooner climbed out the truck’s door, when two Scags ran toward him screaming. Two more ran from the shadows of another building across the street. 
 AJ dispatched all four. 
 He turned toward his truck and shot another climbing onto the rear bumper. With a bound he was standing on the hood of the truck firing at more Scags as they sprinted from the shadows of the surrounding ruins. He leapt over the roof and into the truck’s bed firing all the way. AJ pulled the empty clip from his weapon and flipped to the other magazine taped to the first clip. Small puffs of smoke and quiet pops came from the M-16’s silencer as Scag after Scag fell upon the street until there were no more.
 

AJ cautiously scanned for more, there were none. Keeping his eyes moving he stooped and collected the spent magazines and empty casings from the truck’s bed and tossed them into a canvas bag. Slowly he gathered up all his spent casings from around the truck, scanning, muttering, “Stupid AJ, stupid. For God’s sake don’t miss any… have to remember to reload these getting short…” The strain got to him as he got back into his truck’s seat and slowly drove along cussing at himself. The Scag yells could bring anymore in the area and he could ill afford to waste more of these bullets.
 

“Damn after all these years I still haven’t learned to stay out of these high ruins and the rubble filled streets!” He swore under his breath.
 

He pulled out away from the more rubble strewn part of the city and down the mostly cleared streets he drove. Now and then giving himself a pat on the back for the years of clean ups he had done. He had insured many safe roads to travel… or to escape on. His morale raised a bit.
 

Finally he arrived at the heart of what was once his home town. Now all that remained of this once thriving city were only a dozen or so partially collapsed buildings scattered throughout the main street area and the town’s high water tower. 
 

AJ looked around to make sure it was clear. His truck turned facing the road and was well hidden beside a shack that stood next to the tower. He was ready for a quick retreat if needed. AJ sprinted out into the open and the few yards over to the tower being careful not to trip. 
 

The water tower was a little over one hundred and fifty feet tall and had only one huge steel enclosed support pedestal for the base instead of the usual legs. It had been newly built and somehow survived untouched when the rest of his city had been demolished. 
 AJ quickly gained access to the tower’s base with a pass of a large magnet. He had installed a magnetic latch to the inside of the heavy steel door and by keeping a large magnet in his truck and placing it on the side of the tower he could slide the bolts that locked the door from the inside, to an unlocked position. Once inside he locked the heavy steel door’s bolts and sighed a huge sigh of relief. 
 

  Up the tall metal stairs he scampered, resting only long enough to catch his breath, then back to the climb. 
 “Damn AJ you’re getting old or out of shape.” He gasped under his breath. A few more pants  and up the stairs he sprinted mumbling to himself all the time, “Have to rig up some sort of elevator to get up.”
 

He finally got to the small room at the top of the round stairs and closed and locked the room’s door with a heavy clang. 
 

Walking over to a set of gauges he tapped one, then another. “Damn, I hate it when I’m right! If I don’t get rain in the next week, the showers are going to be gone and back to water rationing.” AJ sighed and shook his head slowly. “Sure has been a struggle since the aquifers dried up.
 

His mind parted the veils of time as he pondered better times in this harsh world he now lived in. At first there had been only rain. Rain for months at a time which was good as it cleaned the ash away and quelled the many fires. Then came the years of cold and eventually the snows and the Earth froze. 
 After several years the rains came back, but these last few years had been bad rain wise. The aquifers had been replenished for a time but, now it had been the years of the sun, the heat and almost eternal thick hazy sky that dried everything up. The sun would never quite shine through, but the heat was always there. With little rain, he was getting low on the water he so desperately needed.
 

“Christ! Stop your daydreaming and get to the deck!” AJ’s head snapped around to the door to the towers catwalk. “Time to get to work.”
 

AJ walked over to a table that contained a large case and pulled out a huge ten shot .50 caliber rifle with a powerful scope. On the muzzle of the rifle was a monstrous homemade silencer. 
 He slapped a clip into the rifle, pushed a few more into his pockets and walked to a doorway, then up a few more stairs to a small hatch like door on the outer wall of the tower. 
 He opened it and crawled out onto a catwalk that went around the outside of the water tower. 
 AJ had welded a short wall around the entire catwalk over the years and now had the perfect vantage point. Unless someone spotted him with binoculars, he was almost invisible. From this vantage point he had slain many of Snake’s ever growing army of thugs, murderers and rapists, and did so without regret. They never knew what hit them and this terrified Snake himself. AJ could lay down and look through the many peep holes he had made. When he spotted something, he could either shoot through the holes or jump up and fire from anywhere on the catwalk. There were even a few places he could lay and shoot, but AJ stayed away from those when he was tired. Boredom and lack of sleep could prove to be deadly.
 

Large numbers of Scags had also perished from this world by a well placed .50 cal slug. As he scanned the ruins for signs of movement AJ’s mind wandered. The Scags were no more than survivors of Demos’ arrival. Survivors that just couldn’t cope with the ruin and destruction that followed. The entire planet had been devastated and those that crawled out of the ruins fell into the categories of Scags or Normals. The Normals had split into those that survived and those that preyed upon the survivors. 
 

Then there was AJ. He was an ex-military sniper whom at the time had been home on leave when Demos was first noticed. Sadly being noticed was too late for mankind and Earth. Less than a tenth of the world’s population ever knew what hit us. But then it really didn’t matter to those that knew. They figured it was like trying to stop a tsunami with a shovel and by the time of the discovery it was too late even for a shovel. The slapped together plans of man, failed miserably, death and destruction rained down upon Earth, earth quakes like man had never seen shook him to the very core of existence. Mankind all most died, ….civilization did.
 

The ironic thing that always amused AJ in a perverse way was the fact he was home on leave and was pulled off his leave and ordered to California. There he was among a select few to learn of Eden, or at least he was told something of it. After the apocalypse, it took him several years to fight his way back to home as he was told this was where Eden was located. 
 All the time the well hidden project was right under his nose disguised as a new kind of power plant that was being constructed. Through the years after it was built and he had driven by the area many times. Now those heavy concrete buildings were where he made his home.
 

AJ shook his head as his mind wandered back. There had been the lucky ones that were in Eden before Demos. The scientists, the builders and those fortunate to work for Eden went there. That was then, since those years before Demos Eden had prospered, or so AJ was told. After Demos was a completely different story.
 

 Since Armageddon, over the years those that heard about Eden had come seeking it. AJ had put signs up all over the state warning travelers to beware of the gangs and Scags. He welcomed those that came in peace seeking Eden and warned those that came with ill intent they would die. 
 

It was those early years before he knew the entire story about Eden he had just tried to survive to return to his old home town which Eden just happened to be in. He arrived at Eden and met its creator after spending several years on the road. He was new to the project and while never actually seeing Eden, Eden’s creator told him all about it. 
 Now fourteen years later he considered himself Eden’s caretaker. Chance was all that brought AJ and Eden together. It was in his hometown and the brass wanted someone that knew the area well. He was briefed as Demos loomed on the horizon and arrived before AJ could return home. 
 

But return he did, now at times he felt more like the Hellhound at the gates of Hades killing those that were undeserving of entering. The bones of those that died trying to invade laid piled in heaps where AJ had laid them to rest. 
 Now the years lay heavy upon him. Far too much killing, too much worry and the thought of going out every day now became a dreaded chore. Nearly fourteen years of being alone with the exception of the travelers. 
 

Travelers would somehow make it to AJ with hopes of finding Eden. They all came with different versions of what Eden was, yet they were ready to give themselves to whatever the truth was. It had to be better than what they had now. 
 A week or so to make sure they were worthy of Eden, they were allowed to enter. Keeping his vow to Eden’s creator to welcome all that came in peace, AJ did exactly that. Sadly there were those that came under the guise of friend and soon he learned to distinguish between real friends and those that would try to destroy mankind’s last hope. It was these people that would never get to walk down those hidden stairs, it was these people that littered the rubble with their decaying bodies.
 

AJ’s thoughts were once again interrupted by movement as he scanned what was left of the small city . He hefted up the .50 and peered through the scope. 
 

“Damn just another dog.” He watched to see if it might be another roaming pack of dogs that occasionally wandered into town in search of food and in turn became food for Scags or raiders. He considered going out and seeing if he could make a pet out of the dog, but before he could finish the thought he heard a yelp and saw two Scags carrying the dogs body over a pile of rubble.
 

AJ lowered his eyes and mumbled, “My God what have we become! What once we called pet, has now become food.”
 

Movement once again caught his eye and he peered through the scope. The Scags were going over another pile of rubble. At first AJ thought he might follow them to wherever they made their camp and kill the rest, but then he had these two in his sights and he wouldn’t have to move from his perch. 
 There were two small puffs of smoke and two small sounds from the huge weapon that sounded more like ‘Pffft, Pffft. The Scags fell and tumbled down the rubble and out of sight, dropping the poor mutts body as they fell.
 

“Kill my dog will ya!” AJ whispered, “Not in my town!” He paused and lowered his eyes as he whispered, “Sorry Pooch, I was too slow, you might have made a good pet.”
 

The hours passed as they had every other day since his introduction to Eden. Boring, hot and seemingly endless. His eyes hurt from looking through the scope for hours, his body ached from laying on the catwalk. AJ would get up and crawl to another position every ten minutes or so. This way he kept watch on the entire town. It wasn’t the Scags that worried him, it was Snake and his men. Someday he knew they would meet face to face. That is if Snake ever got up the courage to come instead of sending his men to die in his stead. 
 Someday AJ knew one only of them would walk away to live, to survive in this maddened world, while the other lay dead in the dust.
 

Hours drifted by as they had year after year. AJ kept moving, searching as he had vowed, perhaps there would be no more travelers. Perhaps the only ones left were Snake, his men and AJ. There had been no travelers in almost two years.
 

The sun started to sink in the west. It rarely poked though the dust cloud choked sky, but AJ could see where the sun was through the cloudy veil of ecru dust. 
 

“No rain again today.” He bemoaned once again and arose after taking one last look around. He walked through the door into the control room and bolted it shut behind him. He put his rifle into its case and gently closed it. Before he walked down the many stairs, he looked at a long cable and pulley hanging from a steel beam next to the stairs. 
 

“Hmmm… should I take the fast way down?” He mused, then, “Naaaw, I’d just have to reset it tomorrow.” Today he walked down the stairs, maybe tomorrow he would treat himself to a ride.
 

AJ climbed into his truck and headed home. He chuckled as he shook his head, “Home again to that stupid, dull drab, concrete bunker.” He sighed and added in a whisper, “By myself again..”    
 

Ever scanning for danger he turned into the short drive and through the well protected parameter of his ‘home’. He pulled his truck through the bunker’s heavy steel door as it opened and watched the opening until the door shut with a heavy Clunk!”
 

“Another wasted day.” AJ mentally complained to himself, “I wish Demos would come and end my misery!” 
 

He slowly closed the door to the garage area with a sigh. 
 

This day had become just another day and tomorrow would be the same.
 


 



Chapter 2.




A few more days passed and not a sign of Snake or his men. This laid heavy on AJ’s mind, something was up and Snake was planning another round of surprises. A couple of years ago two travelers had made it past Snake’s men and arrived seeking Eden, those were the last AJ had seen. 
 Killing travelers was Snake’s passion. Robbing travelers of their possessions, keeping the women and killing the men that refused to join became the norm. AJ kept trying to think of plans to get the travelers safely to Eden before Snake ended their journeys. The problem was if he should leave town to try to find travelers, Snake might move in, so AJ was stuck into this rut day after day, week after week of watching and protecting. The travelers would have to make it on their own as others had in the past.
 

Each year Snake’s raiders ran out of scattered farms to raid. Each year his men had to move ever outward to find new sources of food. Even leaving the farmer’s families alone so there would be more food later was failing as the water table dried up and the farms died out. Snake was getting desperate and his desperation meant sending more men in to die by AJ’s hand. Eventually AJ knew Snake would have to make an all out raid. Snake had thirty or so men that he knew of, AJ had AJ.
 

Once again AJ laid on the dusty catwalk floor, once again he peered through the scope as his mind wandered, once again he saw…. “Movement!” 
 He raised his head and wiped his eyes, then peered once more through the scope. Nothing!
 

“Man I’m losing it! Why I could have swor…..” A shape came into view sprinting over a pile of rubble. The sun was reflecting off something that caused his vision to see only a shape. From over another pile of rubble fifteen yards behind the runner three Scags ran over the top and toward the traveler. “Christ of all the days for the sun to break through!” 
 

He swung the scope onto the first Scag. AJ squinted and sighted in on the Scag, his finger tightened on the trigger. Suddenly in front of his line of sight appeared the runner.
 

“My God it’s a girl!” He looked again, “No, not a girl, a small woman!” She kept running toward the tower he was perched high upon. Still a good quarter of a mile away the woman kept blocking his shot as she climbed the next rubble strewn pile. She stumbled which was enough time for AJ.
 

“Pffft!” The first Scag tumbled with a hole the size of a quarter in its chest. 
 

As the woman cleared the last pile of bricks that was once a building. AJ got the second Scag square in the head and it too tumbled to the ground making a crash as it fell into a pile of broken glass. The female traveler twisted her head to see how close the Scags were and stumbled. Arms flailing she managed to keep her balance for another ten feet before falling flat on her face.
 

The last Scag was joined by one more and they sprinted toward the woman as she rolled over onto her back. She fumbled at a holster on her side and quickly pulled a small six shot pistol. She pulled the trigger and missed. The Scags kept running in her direction. Closer and closer they got. The woman squeezed off a shot, then another until she emptied her gun. 
 

The Scags slowed and started walking toward her. The woman instinctively kept pulling the trigger on the empty gun. The Scags stopped and grinned an almost toothless grin at her and one pulled out a rusty old knife and licked his lips. She squeezed the trigger one last time knowing full well her gun was empty.
 

The Scags stopped in its tracks and looked at her empty gun. A puzzled look crossed the first ones face. It looked down at its chest as a dark red stain appeared on its raggedy torn shirt. It looked back at the one behind it and saw it fall to the ground. 
 The woman noticed the Scags shirt now squirting blood. It looked at its chest, then her empty pistol, then back to its chest. The last Scag looked as puzzled as the woman was as it too fell backward onto the other Scag. One bullet had killed both Scags.
 

 The traveler managed to pull herself up to her feet. She looked at her empty gun again with a puzzled look on her face, shrugged and tossed it aside. The useless pistol was now just added weight she could ill afford to carry. Still trembling she managed to start running once again toward the tower and the small building next to as they were the only intact structures around.
 

AJ looked down the scope of his .50 to make sure the area was clear, then quickly moved along the catwalk, through the doors and flew down the top stairs grabbing a dangling rope aside the railing as he passed. 
 Going down was easy as he had installed a counterweighted rope. He grasped the rope and down he went almost to the bottom. Swinging over to the railing of the last set of stairs. He stumbled down them taking them three or four at a time and nearly falling. AJ managed to reach the bottom and burst through the door about the time the woman rounded the corner of the tiny shack that stood next to the tower.
 

As AJ swung the door open, the startled woman fell backward with a shriek. She held her hand over her mouth in shock at AJ standing there in the doorway with an equally startled look on his face.
 

“Holy Shit! Even through all that dirt your beautiful.” AJ stopped and looked bewildered,     “Christ! Did I just say that out loud?” 
 

“Yes you did and thanks I guess, for the complement.” The woman smiled, “I’m guessing I have you to thank for killing those savages, I figured that empty gun of mind didn’t.”
 

“Savages? OH Christ, you mean the Scags.”
 

“Scags?”
 

AJ walked slowly over and extended his hand and the woman grasped it as he pulled her to her feet. “Yeah, I call them Scags. They’re people that basically went mad when Demos came and went. They couldn’t accept the fact that the world as we knew it was gone and they went mad or crazy, whatever.” Chuckling AJ told her of his acronym as she chuckled lightly as she was still unsure of AJ or his motives, she kept a wary eye upon him.
 

“Makes sense I guess. My name is Ari, short for Aribella. Aribella Maradi. What’s yours?”
 

“Oh sorry Ari, folks call me AJ, ever since I was a kid.”
 

Ari smiled warmly and replied, “Well AJ am I ever glad to meet you. I’ve been on the road for six weeks now since raiders hit the farm we’d been living on.” She stepped to him and gave AJ a huge hug.
 

“We’d thought we were alone, that we were the only ones left.”
 

We’d?” AJ asked. 
 

“Oh sorry. When all Hell broke loose twenty-two years ago my folks tried heading for some place called Eden that daddy heard about. We made it about fifty miles from here and from what I remember our car broke down. We stumbled across this farm and just kind of stayed there. I grew up there.” She smiled again and added, “Wasn’t easy for a twelve year old city girl to all of a sudden start living on a farm. But at least we had food and were alive. The old couple that took us in were so kind…..” Ari stopped in mid sentence.
 

AJ had led Ari around the shack to his 4x4.
 

“My God does that thing actually run?”
 

“Well it did this morning when I drove it here.” AJ chuckled as he opened the door for Ari. She got in and slowly looked around. She slid her finger across the dashboard and made an impression in the dust on the dash.
 

AJ grinned and replied to her next comment before she said it. “Sorry about the dust. Too hot to roll up the windows and the dust is terrible with no rain in so long.”
 

“I didn’t say a word AJ. Besides this sure the Hell beats walking like I have been since the tire blew out on the bicycle.”
 

“Bicycle, you rode fifty miles on a bicycle? Through the raider areas? Through the Scags?”
 

“Oh goodness no AJ, the tire blew a good thirty miles from here.” Ari laughed, “The bike had to be sixty years old I’m glad it lasted that long. I had to walk most of the way, that’s why it’s taken me so long to get here to Eden.”
 

“You think this Eden you’re looking for is here?”
 

“My daddy’s map shows it here and I saw some old dusty signs pointing this way. When I saw the tower in the middle of town….” Ari’s eyes lowered, “…I hoped maybe the tower was the entrance to Eden.”
 

AJ tried not to laugh as he knew Ari felt bad enough already. “Nope, I’m sorry Ari. All the tower is, is my water supply and that’s about gone and if it doesn’t rain soon, I’ll have to start rationing it.”
 

“You mean you actually have a water supply?”
 

AJ laughed, “If you count an old water tower that I cut the roof off of with a cutting torch, then laid plastic over to catch what little dew there is. When it rains it falls through some tiny holes in the middle. The hard part is getting the dust out of the water.”
 

“Clever AJ.” Ari smiled as she told him of the farms water supply. “We had to hand pump water from the ground for years, but the last few years Mr. Elms ripped the top off our water tower and kind of did the same thing. Then a few years ago the water in the well dried up and the tower didn’t supply enough to keep growing things.”
 

AJ kept glanced over at this ravishing beauty and scolded himself for taking his eyes off the road. She wore only tiny tight shorts and although her legs were dirty and dusty, he could see how shapely they were. Her tight tee shirt made no mistake she wore no bra as every little bump he hit her shirt made sure to point it out.
 

“CHRIST!” AJ swerved as he avoided a large chunk of wall. “I gotta watch the road and not your…”
 

Ari half heard his mutterings, “Did you say something AJ?”
 

“Just I need to watch the road closer…. And stop talking to myself out loud” He grinned as he watched the road ahead instead of this ravishing beauty.
 

They made polite chatter as AJ drove through the partially cleared streets. Eventually he pulled up to a drive and turned into it.
 

Ari looked puzzled. “A car wash the sign says.  You live in a car wash?” She looked around, “With all those buildings still standing, you live in a car wash.” She tried not to laugh, because he did save her life after all.
 

AJ pulled up to the rear door of the building and twisted around to face Ari. She saw he was deadly serious.
 

“Ari, please don’t take this the wrong way, but I don’t know who you are. You say you are from the south fifty miles from here, but I have no way to verify that. For all I know you could be one of Snake’s women trying to sneak in to town and lead him to me.”
 

Ari started to say something but AJ kept speaking.
 

“This car wash is really something an old professor friend of mine built. It’s an electronic pulse generator. I bring everyone that comes here through it.”
 

AJ pushed a button and the door opened and he drove into the building. Ari could hear the hum of a large generator. He stopped and turned the motor off, then pushed a button on a panel next to his truck. The truck began to move as the door closed behind them. He nodded at the huge arch in front of them as Ari’s hair started to feel strange.
 

“My truck’s systems and other important items are shielded, but if you’re wearing any locating devices, they’ll be fried!”
 

“Hmmm…”Ari mumbled and pointed to her tight pullover and even tighter, skimpy shorts, “…and just where do you think I could hide a tracking radio or whatever that thing you said is?”
 

Suddenly she let out a squeal, “My God what the …” Her hair stood on end as they passed through the arch, then haphazardly fell back into place as they came out the other end.
 

AJ roared with laughter, “And that makes you clear of trackers…” He chuckled, “…and in need of a comb.”
 

Ari moved his rear view mirror and straightened her hair and noticing how much dirt she had gotten on her face made a feeble attempt to wipe it off her face.
 

“Oh crap! I’m a mess!”
 

“You look pretty damned good from here.”
 

She smiled warmly, “Well you never can tell who you might meet. I want to look good for all your friends or whoever we’re going to meet in Eden.”
 

“Friends? Meet? Eden?” AJ turned to Ari, “Ari, I’m alone here. There are no friends, no family. Just me and the Scags and I try to avoid the latter.”
 

“You… you’re alone? How long have you been alone?”
 

“Not counting the occasional traveler like yourself…. Thirteen, no, fourteen years now.”
 

Ari reached out her hand and gently laid it on AJ’s knee. “My God AJ, fourteen years? There’s no one else in town?”
 

“Not a soul Ari. Just me and the Scags and sometimes I wonder how close I am to becoming one of them. Oh and this gang leader named Snake. He’s afraid of me, but now and then sends some of his men in to get me.” 
 

He felt a gently squeeze on his knee and glanced over to see tears forming in Ari’s eyes. “Oh AJ I’m so sorry. Even back at the farm now and then some stranger would arrive and tell tales of this place and how the raiders and gangs were being held off. How Eden was protected and anyone trying to force their way into Eden was killed. We all thought there was a small army here.”
 

AJ roared with laughter as the truck came to a stop and the power that ran the arch dropped and the high whine became silent. The door in front of them opened and AJ started the truck and pulled out once again into the dim dust sunlight.
 

As the huge door closed behind them AJ looked to the west.
 

“Suns going down… will be dark soon. Now I know you don’t have any trackers on you, we can go to my place.”
 

Ari smiled at AJ and teased, “I I haven’t slept in so long, sure hope it’s safe. ….” She swiped a finger across his dash once more and chided, “….and it has to be cleaner than this dash.”
 

AJ grinned and gunned the accelerator and the truck leapt to life. Through the streets and collapsed structures, onward they drove until the truck turned into a large fenced in drive. One gate opened and as they pulled in, the one gate closed and the next one opened. Down a short drive, they stopped again and another gate opened.
 

“Whatever you do Ari, don’t sleep walk.” He pointed to the fence that ran as far as Ari could see as it vanished around behind some other buildings. “It carries enough electricity to quick fry an Elephant….” AJ grinned, “…or a Snake and any friends he might have with him. Each section has its own power supply and a backup.” 
 

As they turned a corner AJ pointed up to a huge structure, then another further away on a hill. “Wind turbines. That’s where I get most of my power.”
 

Ari smiled, then looked puzzled, “Most? You said most of you power.”
 

AJ turned and winked, “That my pretty, is all I’ll say. At least for now. I don’t give all my secrets away on the first date.”
 

“Date, AJ?” Ari blushed, “Ohhh… date, sorry I’m a bit slow AJ. You have to remember I was only twelve when the world ended…er…you know what I mean. I’ve been living at the farm since. My daddy and the old couple and I were all that were there. I don’t know about dating. Now my daddy and the old couple are dead…..”
 

She looked over and smiled, “….I know you were trying to make a joke, but AJ I’m afraid I’m not very smart about funny things and dating and just about everything outside of farming.” Ari half heartedly added, “They had a wind generator too, much smaller though, but it powered the artificial light we needed to grow food towards the end.”
 

Ari shook her head slowly and added, “I still remember some things of the times before my twelfth birthday, but not a lot. You see my mother died shortly after we arrived at the farm. She had been hurt during the meteor showers that rained down on us. Father didn’t think she’d make it as far as she did, but I think she wanted to see her little Ari grow up. So she could teach her little girl woman things. ”
 

“That’s ok Ari, I’m sorry it’s just nice to have someone to talk to. I’ll try not to joke around too much I know things must feel pretty serious to you. Especially with you losing all your friends and family.”
 

Ari smiled weakly as she thought about the farm, the old couple that took them in and her dad. She looked over to AJ who was pulling up to a large concrete building with one large steel door in it. He was really nice looking she thought. Ari hadn’t completely let AJ’s muscular body go unnoticed. She chuckled to herself as it dawned on her that his is the first man that she had met in this town and that she was now imagining staying with him. Her daydreams were cut short as the heavy steel door slammed shut.
 

The lights came on and she could see they were in a large garage that held many other vehicles and other contraptions she didn’t recognize. They got out and AJ led her to another steel door and as he was pushing buttons of the lock she giggled. 
 

“Well one thing’s for sure. You sure take safety serious. Very serious.”
 

AJ smiled slightly as the door opened. “I have no one to watch my back, no one to shout an alarm. No one to protect except for the occasional traveler.” 
 He grinned at her, “Guess I figured if nothing else I deserve a good night’s sleep.” He waved his arm around the garage space, “This bunker was build to protect the guards of Eden, now me. It has six foot thick concrete walls and the steel garage door you just came through is a good seven inches thick. I have filtered air, underground water storage and sewage….” AJ turned and grinned at Ari, “Well water if there was any left in the water table. Power from the turbines and another source that’s underground….” He paused, “…and it’s all for lonely old me.  
 

Ari put her hand on AJ’s arm and smiled, “I’m sorry AJ I keep forgetting you’re alone. It must be so…..”
 

“Lonely? Yeah it is.” He motioned for her to enter, then he brought up the rear and closed the door that separated the garage from the living quarters.
 

 Ari frowned where AJ couldn’t see her as again it crossed her mind how utterly naive she was and how she just seemed to blurt out the wrong thing. And for some unknown reason since meeting AJ, she was now making a fool out of herself even more.
 

“AJ I am so sorry. I’m afraid my social skills aren’t very good. Mrs. Elms was a school teacher at a small school near their farm before the end of everything. She taught me with the many books she had up in the attic. She and father made sure my schooling was complete, but no one taught me social skills.”
 

“Mrs. Elms? I’m guessing that was one of the couple that took you and your dad in?”
 

“Oh God AJ, there I go again. I’m afraid I just don’t know how to carry on a conversation with someone. I just think you know everything I’m talking about.” Ari frowned and made a quiet growling sound, “It’s so frustrating not knowing how to talk to anyone new.”
 

AJ smiled and gently touched Ari’s hand, “I’ll overlook your lack of social graces if you overlook mine.”
 

Ari smiled warmly and stuck out her hand and shook AJ’s, “It’s a deal!” 
 


 


 



Chapter 3.




“AJ, my God that dinner was fantastic! And the food, things I haven’t seen since my childhood. Not to mention that wonderful desert.” Ari leaned toward AJ who was sitting across from her. “Then there was the hot shower and my beautiful room, who could have thought such wonders existed in this old concrete building or bunker, whatever you called it.”  
 

“That’s the whole idea Ari. All anyone sees is a complex of old ruined buildings. Sure the wind turbine is there, but anyone tried to enter they get electrocuted, the rest just think it’s been running since….” AJ smiled, “Well that’s why I made it look like it’s real old. With the old polluted lake behind me no one comes near the turbines, because just touching the water would kill them.”
 

“Kill?”
 

“There used to be a big chemical complex on the other side of the lake, Demos took care of that real quick and all the chemicals dumped into the lake. So if by some chance you thought about going swimming…. Don’t!” AJ laughed, “Not that there’s much water in the lake, it’s more of a bog now and the turbines sit near the middle.”
 

Ari thought for a few seconds and asked, “AJ, this Demos everyone talks about, what was it? Daddy mentioned he heard something about it just before everything ended….”
 

“Demos Ari, well it isn’t a was, it is… well still around.”
 

“My father heard some sort of warning, but then all Hell broke loose. My mother was injured and died later, my little sister, all dead. I remember the Earth shaking like an earthquake. We never had earthquakes in Ohio that I remember. It wasn’t until we found the farm that Mister Elms told us of Demos. He said something that it was a meteor or something.”
 

AJ smiled at Ari and reached over to gently touch her hand. “It must have been so hard for you losing so many family members so close together.”
 

Ari laid her hand upon AJ’s and smiled back. “It was, but daddy took good care of me and keeps me safe.”
 

“Keeps you safe you sound like he’s still alive.”
 

“Oh, I meant kept me safe AJ…. I thought I said kept.”
 

AJ was smiling but something seemed strange. Perhaps it was the strain of being alone or maybe she was unsure of his intentions. Yet she acted like she felt safe and she acted like she liked him. He shrugged it off even though she at times looked uneasy as if she was unsure of something. His thoughts snapped back to the conversation as Ari once again asked about…
 

“Demos? Remember I asked you about Demos?”
 

“Oh sorry!” AJ quipped as his thoughts focused, “Demos, ahh, well Ari, Demos was a moon that circled around the planet Mars. When we were pulled out of our missions and briefed the scientists had come to the conclusion that Demos had been knocked out of its orbit by some other large object, something the scientists called a dark planet. No one had time to examine anything else because by the time it was spotted it was heading toward Earth. They said as it came through the asteroid belt it drew some asteroids along with it. Well guess I should have said a lot of asteroids.”
 

“A moon hit us?”
 

AJ smiled, “No Ari, not Demos…. Well at least not all of it. You see the nations that had rockets launched a few long range ones and tried to blow it off course by detonating nuclear bombs in front of it. Once it got close enough all nations fired everything they had at Demos. Some hit, some didn’t, but we did manage to knock it off course.”
 

Ari looked puzzled, “Ok it didn’t hit us then what did? I remember seeing huge fireballs in the sky before the earth shook, before the rain of fire fell on us.”
 

“It was some of the asteroids that Demos pulled from the asteroid belt and parts of Demos. I seem to remember something like we blew up a fifth of Demos before knocking it off course.”
 

“So Demos is passed by and the earth instead of being destroyed is just…. What, totally trashed, civilization wiped out…. What? This was better than dying?” Ari looked at AJ who had lowered his head. He sat back in his chair and slowly shook his head. “I’m sorry AJ, it’s just there’s so little left.”
 

“Demos isn’t gone. Just before the meteor strikes came, the scientists recomputed its course.” He leaned toward Ari once again and looked her in the eyes.
 

“Ari, Demos was scheduled to return and hit the Earth twenty-two years later. You see it took a wide elliptical orbit around the sun and….”
 

  Ari snapped upright in her chair. “Twenty-two years? That would make it….”
 

“This year Ari, in about two months….maybe less.”
 

“….and the Earth will shake again like last time?”
 

AJ looked down once again and in a low sad voice replied, “Not this time Ari. This time  Earth will die! They said it would most likely hit land somewhere here in the U.S. and the direct impact would crack the planet wide open because this time it would hit the Earth dead on, not a glancing blow like it would have the first time.” He smiled weakly, “Even the glancing blow would have destroyed the Earth, or so I was told.”
 

Tears filled Ari’s eyes. She put her hands over her face and quietly began to sob. “So all this. This trying to survive was all for nothing? I wish I would have died with my mother and sister.”
 

AJ got up and walked around the table and knelt beside Ari, he grasped her hands and gently pulled them from her face and smiled warmly at her. “Now that’s a terrible thing to say. Why I would have never met you and had the privilege of talking to such a wonderful person. When you…”
 

Ari tore her hands from AJ’s and leapt to her feet. She ran over to the door and tried desperately to jerk it open. When the door failed to budge, she burst into tears and laid her head on the wall.
 

“Ari?” AJ shouted over to her, “I wasn’t trying to seduce you or hurt you. I’m sorry if I gave you that impression.”
 

Ari spun around and with tears streaming down her face, slowly walked over to the still kneeling AJ. She knelt down in front of him and reached out and gently touched his face. “Oh AJ, no, it wasn’t that. Honestly, it’s just me! You’ve been wonderful to me since we met.” She gently kissed him on the cheek and leaned back in shock. She put her hands over her mouth and gasped.
 

“Ari? What did I do now? I…”
 

Ari placed a finger over AJ’s lips to silence him, “It wasn’t you AJ” Ari looked downward, “It’s just…. Just…”
 

“What?”
 

“I never kissed anyone other than my daddy before and here I almost…” Her face reddened.
 

“Ari.” AJ chuckled, “That was hardly a kiss that anyone would blush over.”
 

“It wasn’t that I kissed you it was what I was thinking when I did….. OH GOD! I can’t believe I just said…” She tried to rise, but AJ grasped her hand and smiled.
 

“Don’t be ashamed Ari, you’ve just been under a lot of pressure trying to survive and…..”
 

Ari threw her arms around AJ’s neck and kissed him deeply. At first AJ resisted, but soon was under this lovely creatures spell. They stayed there on the floor kissing furiously for several minutes before AJ gently pushed her back. Ari tried to kiss him again, but AJ jumped to his feet and stepped back as Ari’s face reddened once more.
 

“I’m not a good kisser I know, I’m sorry.”
 

AJ staggered backward a bit more as he grinned sheepishly at her. “It’s not that you aren’t a good kisser Ari, it’s just that you kiss too damned well.”
 

Puzzled she rose to her feet, placed her hands on her hips and frowned at AJ. “Then why the Hell did you push me away?” She stepped toward him gently touching her lips, “Besides it felt so good, and it made me feel…. Strange.” She looked down, “In places I never….” She blushed again. “Oh My God! Tell me I didn’t say that!”
 

She spun around and ran to the room AJ had given to her to stay in.
 

AJ caught her as she got even to the door and slowly turned her around.
 

“Ari, look, you’re a beautiful woman and have a damned nice body, but if you’ve been living with just your dad and that old couple you told me about, well, there are some things you probably haven’t…. er…. Might not know about…. Ahh…I can’t take advantage of…”
 

A frown crossed Ari’s face as she replied. “Ok mister know it all! I know about sex! Mister Elms had hundreds of old magazines and books about sex. I saw pictures, I read what men and women do. How they do it and the many ways there are to do it. I’ve never been with a man but I’m not a virgin. You just take me for……” 
 Her face reddened, tears formed once more in her eyes. “Oh God, I’m so sorry, I mean I didn’t mean to say all that either.” 
 

Ari burst into loud sobs and turned away from AJ. He reached out and touched her arm and quietly whispered, “It’s ok Ari. I understand.” 
 AJ paused and smiled sheepishly at Ari, “Look, you’re unsure how to act with me, I’ve been so alone for so long, I say what I’m thinking aloud and… Aw crap Ari, let’s just accept the fact neither of us know what to say or how to talk to another person and try to be ok with it, if we say the wrong things, ok?” 
 AJ grinned, “ I’m crude after being alone so long, so try not to take me the wrong way.” Let’s just forget everything since dinner and start anew tomorrow morning.” He smiled warmly, “I’ll even let you fix me breakfast. How’s that?”
 

The tears stopped flowing and a weak smile ensued as Ari looked up at AJ. She reached out and lightly touched his face. “Forget everything? No AJ, I’ll never forget how kind you are. How sweet you’ve been to me.” 
 

AJ smiled again, but Ari quickly cupped his face and stood on her toes. She kissed him quickly on the lips and stepped backward toward her door. “Thank you for being so nice AJ and not taking advantage of me.” 
 

She kept backing and smiling until she backed into the door jam with a thud. She spun and closed the door as AJ tried to stifle his chuckle. From behind the door he heard Ari’s trembling voice mutter, “Stupid, stupid, you klutz. Christ just back into the damned door you idiot! Ooohh!”
 

AJ grinned but held back any loud laughter. Ari had embarrassed herself enough and he didn’t want her to feel any worse than she did. He turned and walked to his room that was directly across the hall from Ari’s. He touched his lips and shook his head as he muttered to himself, “AJ, that was probably the hardest thing you’ve had to do in years.” He smiled and whispered softly, “But she is a damned good kisser and man it’s been a long time….. You did good! I’m proud of you….” He looked down at the bulge in his pants and added, “You dipshit take a cold shower before you burst. What the Hell is the matter with you?”
 

He turned and glanced at Ari’s closed door, smiled and shook his head as he entered his room and slowly closed his door and headed toward the shower. Low water or not, he needed a cold shower.
 

Ari was a beautiful woman, seductive and sexy in a natural way. Yet there was something AJ couldn’t put his finger on. Something she wasn’t telling him. Perhaps once she got to know him better. 
 

He smiled looking back at the day’s events as he stepped into the shower. The hot spray eased the sore muscles of laying for hours on the catwalk, then the cold to shock him out of the primitive lust he had discovered. He pondered meeting this lovely creature. Her long red hair, her skimpy clothes, the way her breasts had moved under her tight pullover in the truck….. “Christ AJ, it’s been way too long!!” 
 AJ grasped the showers temperature control and turned it to ‘Cold’. A frozen gasp escaped his lips, then a huge sigh! Then his final thought before he jumped from the shower shivering…..
 

“She trusts you. Behave yourself, you pervert! She’s way too .. too…” 
 

AJ looked in the mirror, “Trusting…. “ He sighed, “…and too good for you.”
 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 4.




Morning came and went as the two slept in. AJ finally snapped awake to a loud clatter of metal and a muffled bout of cussing.
 

“Coffee? I smell coffee!” He jumped to his feet and ran to the shower. As he stepped out something else hit him. He stopped and sniffed. Bacon and eggs, guess she found the eggs in the Fridge.” He sniffed again, “Pancakes?”
 

AJ tossed on his clothes and quickly walked to the kitchen area. As he turned into the doorway, there was Ari cooking away, the room filled with delicious scents.
 

“I forgot to mention I’m a damned good cook!” She spoke back over her shoulder without turning her head.
 

“Sure smells good and…..Damnnnn…” His eyes focused on Ari. AJ’s eyes began at the floor and worked up her body in amazement.
 

“I found this dress in the closet and hope you don’t mind that I put it on, my clothes are pretty ratty you know.”
 

AJ stumbled for words as he stared at this vision before him. 
 

“The panties all fit, but the bra’s are way too small, so I can’t use them.” Ari spun around and the hem swirled up around her thighs briefly, her ample round breasts wiggled teasingly and strained at the buttons of the dress, the buttons that were still fastened except the top two.
 

“You like?”
 

“Uh-huh.” Was all the staring AJ could manage to spit out as Ari spun back around and started plating food.
 

“I didn’t know what you liked so I fixed a little of everything for us. What we don’t eat now we can reheat later.” Ari spun around again and once again the already short loose flowing skirt of the dress floated up teasingly as she walked over to the table. She placed the plates down with the others and walked over to her chair.
 

AJ almost tripped as he hurried over to pull out her chair.
 

Ari smiled and fluttered her eyelashes and smiled. “Isn’t that sweet, but then again you are sweet.” She winced and frowned.
 

“Read that in one of your books eh?”
 

“That obvious is it?”
 

AJ chuckled, “Yeah a bit. How about you be yourself. Ok? So quit trying to be the pretty little homemaker and go put on something you’re comfortable in.” He say down next to her and picked up a fork. “Everything looks so good I don’t know where to start.”
 

Ari smiled and chirped, “Well just dig in and you said be myself, so I’ll be myself!” She grinned and added, “I happen to like girly things and although I will never guess how you got all the female things, I like using make-up, perfume and other things women like.” Sadness passed and left as she mentioned the fact that she had been so long without using make-up.
 

“Your make-up if fine Ari. You’re quite lovely with or without.”
 

Ari smiled and got up to get AJ some coffee. In doing so she leaned forward and he noticed she had left her top buttons undone. He could see cleavage. It had been years since he saw…CLEAVAGE! It hit him what he was staring at! He choked on the mouthful of pancakes he was trying to swallow when she leaned his way.
 

Ari turned and slapped AJ’s back as he caught his breath. Ari mused, “Poor AJ something didn’t agree with you?”
 

He swallowed hard and gasped out without thinking, “No they’re fine…. 
 

“They’re?”
 

“Uhh, the pancakes I mean.”
 

“That’s what I thought you meant silly, what did you think I thought.”
 

AJ swallowed hard and blushed, “Yeah that was it…. Pancakes.” He rolled his eyes and when she couldn’t see mouthed the words ‘That was stupid AJ’ and slapped his forehead with his hand.
 

The rest of breakfast went fine as both of the two strangers got to know one another. Every now and then AJ caught himself thinking that Ari was holding something back. Something she wasn’t telling him. Finally he figured that perhaps it was something Ari did not care to remember. Perhaps something she’d just as soon forget. 
 

She had told him raiders had raided the small farm they had been living at and killed everyone but her. She had been out in the fields when they came and she hid like she had been told. From her hiding place in the cornfield she saw the old couple that had sheltered them shot down and driven over by the trucks the raiders came in. She saw her father shot in the back as he tried to lead them in the direction away from the field she was hidden in.
 

“I buried them and hunted for daddy, but they dragged his body away.” She sobbed, “They had heads mounted on their trucks.” She grasped AJ’s hand and gasped, “I don’t want to think of my daddy’s head that way.”
 

AJ placed his hand on Ari’s and smiled. I’m sure they didn’t. Her answer surprised him.
 

“Maybe not yet…” She paused, “…I hope not, I couldn’t live with myself.”
 

AJ thought it would be best if he let it drop. This was something she hid, was truly unsettling to Ari and she’d been through enough.
 

Not much was said as the morning meal was finished and they washed the dishes. Ari seemed sad, but every time AJ asked her what was making her seem sad, she just shrugged it off by giving him one of her warm smiles. It was the silence afterward that worried AJ. 
 

As the days passed Ari became a puzzle to AJ. At times she would be so carefree, then as they would start having a good time, she would get distant again. She had started going for morning runs around the compound where it was safe behind the high solid walls where prying eyes could not see her and outside the walls were the electrified fences. 
 The runs became longer and longer. Each time she would come back exhausted and it looked as if she had been crying. Each day turned into the same. 
 AJ would ask her what the matter was or if she had been crying. Each day she would give him a half smile and say no. AJ knew she was running many laps around the large enclosed complex. She appeared to be running until the physical pain outweighed the emotional pain.
 

It was the third week Ari got out of the shower and as she dried off the tears began to flow. Sobbing she dropped to her knees as her slender body shook with fear and doubt. AJ was walking down the hall and heard her sobs and rapped gently at her door.
 

“Ari? Are you ok in there?”
 

A trembling sob and reply resounded as Ari could no longer hold back some of the strain of her problematic life. “NO AJ, I’M NOT!” she sobbed.
 

“Are you decent?” A worried AJ shouted through the door.
 

A slight chuckle and a sniffle replied, “I’ll never be decent AJ, but yes, you may come in.”
 

As AJ entered Ari was just getting to her feet, her body still wrapped in a towel, she threw her arms around AJ’s neck and sniffled, then whispered. “What is all this for AJ? We’re all going to die when Demos returns, there’s no Eden, why are we still going…. Living?”
 

AJ stroked her wet hair and smiled as he grasped her shoulders and gently moved her to arms length. “Ari, I never said Eden didn’t exist. I said there was no Eden here.” He looked into her eyes straining to see if any of this was getting through to her.
 

“You were new, I didn’t know you Ari. How could I chance telling you that the entrance to Eden was in this town somewhere. You might have still betrayed me.” 
 AJ smiled, “After all you were just a pretty face. You still might have been working for Snake or some other faction I didn’t know about.”
 

Ari buried her face into AJ’s chest and started crying. He held her for a while trying to sooth her gently swaying until her sobs slowed.
 

“Ari… I”
 

Ari pulled back and looked at AJ strangely as if she wanted him to finish what he was saying, yet at the same time fearing that he might say what she so desperately wanted to hear. AJ seeing this strange look decided to fore go any further talking. Something was with Ari and he was at a loss for the first time in years. AJ didn’t know what to do!
 

He turned to leave and felt Ari’s hand reach out and grasp his arm.
 

“AJ, I don’t care anymore if Eden exists or not. Demos is going to end everything and….” She looked downward as her voice trailed off momentarily. 
 

“And?”
 

“…and I don’t want to let my life end without knowing what love is.” Ari looked up and into AJ’s eyes aware he had not grasped what she had said.
 

“AJ, I can’t think of anyone more gently, more caring to give my love to. Please don’t turn away from me…. I think I’m in love with you.”
 

AJ’s mouth dropped open and a dumbfounded look crossed his face. Once again confusion as how to handle this situation. His mind ran faster than his speech as he stammered, “Ari, uh, well… Oh shit, I haven’t been with a woman in years.” He stopped and thought a second and corrected himself, “…Oh Hell you’d better make that in at least a decade.”
 

Ari nestled her head into AJ’s chest and giggled, “Decades? Well at least you know what love is. I’ve never been with a man, I’ve never wanted one…..” She slowly looked up into his deep blue eyes and cooed, “….until now.”
 

Ari’s arms went from around AJ’s back up and around his neck, she stood upon her toes as she pulled his lips down to meet hers. Her warm breath intertwined with his as their lips parted and met. A long passionate kiss, the heavy breathing, their bodies pressed against one another. Passion like neither had felt, welled up within as Ari pulled her towel off and tossed it to the floor she reached and grasped AJ’s shirt and ripped the buttons off as their naked chests pressed warmly together. AJ scooped Ari into his arms and even as their lips were still pressed against one another, he carried her into his bedroom and laid her upon the bed. 
 

Ari stretched as AJ finished undressing, she made no attempt to cover her nakedness, he was going to be her lover and she would hide nothing from him. As AJ prepared to get into the bed Ari gasped! “NO!” and fled from the room the tears streaming from her eyes once again.
 

AJ heard her door slam. He stood there with his pants still wrapped around his ankles staring blankly at her door. He pulled his pants up and walked out into the hall and as he turned he could hear her sobs. “I can’t… I can’t tell him…” Ari cried, “I love him and it would hurt him…”
 

As AJ walked away down the hall he never heard her final words…. 
 

“Oh God what have I done? I love him so much.”
 

Ari pulled the sheet over her naked body as she sat on her bed. From the bedside she saw her reflection in the mirror. She grimaced and stared at the reflection as if it was someone she didn’t know. “I hate you for what you are doing…. I hate you for the way you’re acting… For loving AJ.”
 

Ari flung herself backward and stared at the dark ceiling as tears flowed. She was now going to force herself to make up her mind. To come clean with the man she professed she loved. All that raced through her thoughts was “You’re going to have to tell him. No more lies.”
 

Ari arose from the bed and stood facing herself in the mirror. She frowned at the deceitful woman she saw, then she smiled at the woman in love that was showing through. She turned as a tear trickled down her cheek. A determined look crossed her face and she stamped her bare foot on the carpeted floor as she gasped one last strong breath.
 

“Now or never Ari, you’ve got to tell him.”
 

She headed towards the door.
 

“I’ll leave if he wants!” She paused and tried to smile but failed, “If he forgives me, I’ll be his until we die together when Demos returns, but if we are together, at least he’ll want me because I told the truth!”
 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 5.




AJ sat on the large sofa in the area he had made as his living room. He looked around the room still trying to figure out what had just happened. He leaned back and laid his head back on the rear of the sofa. His eyes slowly closed. So much had happened, so many feelings he hadn’t felt in years and now his wonderful, confusing woman had stumbled into his life. He drifted off as he dreamed of Ari. Even in his dreams he could smell her hair, feel her warm touch…. 
 

‘Feel her touch!’ AJ’s eyes popped open as he felt a hand on his arm. Ari sat there beside him, still wrapped in her sheet. Her tear soaked face trying to smile and failing miserably. Her hand lay upon his arm she leaned toward him.
 

“AJ, First I want to tell you I love you. No thinking, I know I do. These last few weeks you’ve been everything I ever dreamed a man could be…. And I think you love me as well at least a little.” This time she did manage a slight smile.
 

AJ started to speak, but Ari gently placed one of her fingers softly upon his lips. Tears started to well up in her eyes once again.
 

“I’ve fallen deeply in love with the man I’m betraying.” She turned away from AJ in disgust. “I hate what I’ve become, yet I couldn’t help myself because I love my daddy too.”
 

AJ frowned and still somewhat confused, reached over and slowly turned her around. “You said your dad was dead.”
 

“That bastard Snake has him!” She burst into tears of relief, finally she was coming clean and confessing to AJ. “I lied to you AJ, Snake’s men raided our farm and killed the Elms couple that had sheltered us all those years. He pulled up just as his men were about to rape me in front of my daddy….” 
 

She burst into tears again as AJ pulled her to his shoulder and tried to comfort her.
 

“Oh AJ, Snake said he would kill my daddy if I didn’t come here and find out about Eden and how to gain entrance to it. Every day on my morning runs I’d talk over the wall to one of his men. I kept telling them you wouldn’t say anything about Eden…. That you didn’t trust me enough yet.” 
 Ari looked up at AJ through her tears stained eyes, “I never told them you’d mentioned Eden… I kept stalling. This morning his man threw one of daddy’s fingers over the wall and said another would be tossed over the wall every day I didn’t get any information.” 
 Ari’s body jerked with the violent sobbing, “I… I was suppose to….seduce you.. to save my daddy.”
 

She looked up to AJ, “Oh AJ…I couldn’t betray you and now….daddy’s going to…”
 

Emotion now overwhelmed Ari’s sobbing turned to uncontrollable crying. Her body wracked with tremors as she violently gasped for air among the sobs. Total hysterics had overcome her. She could see no way out. Her father would die, because she couldn’t betray the man she had fallen in love with.
 

After a few minutes AJ gently pushed Ari to arms length and looked warmly at her.
 

“Ari I have fallen in love with you and I don’t hold you responsible for your actions. That Snake is a bastard alright and this has gone on long enough. Everyone wants to see Eden? Well let’s just go see Eden. What does it matter anymore?”
 

Ari’s sobs stopped and she looked at AJ in disbelief. “AJ? But you’ve protected Eden for so many years. Almost a decade and a half you said…I…”
 

AJ was now the one that put his finger to Ari’s lips to quite her. “Ari, I want you to go out there and open the gate….” AJ smiled, “…I’m assuming Snake’s guys are watching for a signal?”
 

Ari nodded.
 

“Good! Tell Snake’s man, I’m tired of all this bullshit and he and his men can see Eden for themselves. Tell him, no tricks just the facts, then he can decide for himself if he wants to go.” AJ reached out and lightly touched Ari’s arm, “Ari you know your dad is most likely dead don’t you.”
 

Ari looked at AJ and nodded weakly. “The finger looked old and the ring was covered in old dried blood.” She looked up at AJ and added, “But I have to hope…maybe…he’s still alive…I hope.”
 

AJ smiled softly and gave her arm a gentle squeeze, “Me too Ari, me too.” He looked at her and grinned slightly.
 

“Then you go dry your eyes and for God’s sake, wear something other than that damned sheet.” AJ pulled her up to her feet and spun her around and gently slapped her on her rear.
 

“Now get going, you’ve got your dad to try and save.”
 

Ari turned and smiled weakly at AJ.
 

“Thanks AJ.”
 

“For what?”
 

“For believing my daddy is alive when we both know he probably isn’t.”
 

She vanished into the hall.
 

Within a short time Ari returned dressed in jeans and a pullover. She was ready to face whatever fate would cast in her direction. She looked at AJ suspecting that he was right and her daddy was dead already. Her hopes ran rampant trying to convince her otherwise. Ari smiled briefly at AJ, kissed him gently on the lips then went out the door without a word. Everything had been said. AJ followed behind until they got to the gates that protected the compound.
 

As AJ opened the gates and Ari walked slowly out and across the street that passed the short drive up to the compound. She stepped carefully over some piles of debris and over to a small shack she knew two of Snake’s men were hiding Her mind logically figured AJ thought if there was a chance her dad was alive, then why not show Snake Eden? Everyone was going to die when Demos returned so if her daddy was alive at least she would get to see him again and spend her last weeks with AJ and her father.
 

Ari called to the two raiders from outside the shack and the door swung open with such force it almost ripped off the squeaky hinges.
 

“Are you crazy bitch? Yelling like that you’ll likely bring that damned sniper down on us!”
 

Ari just grinned and twisted around to point at AJ leaning on his gate. AJ waved. Both raiders dove back inside so fast they stumbled over each other and tumbled to the floor in a heap. 
 

Ari roared with laughter. “Wow! You all are terrified of AJ aren’t you?” She continued to laugh as the two raiders picked themselves off the floor and one of them peeked out in the direction of AJ. AJ waved again.
 

The confused thug gave a weak frightened wave back and looked at Ari.
 

“Oh come on out you big sissies he isn’t going to hurt you.”
 

“He…He’s not?” The biggest of the two asked from safe inside the shack as he peeked out from under the first man’s arm.
 

Ari stared at the two, then sternly spoke, “AJ said for you to tell Snake he’ll tell him all about Eden and show him the entrance. Be here tomorrow morning at 8:00 and tell him he’d better have my daddy with him.” Ari looked at the two dumbfounded men, then shouted, “NOW GO!”
 

The two raiders scrambled out of the shack and ran out of sight weaving and ducking all the time as Ari walked back toward AJ.
 

“Looks like they not only fear you AJ, but don’t seem to trust you either.” She chuckled.
 

“I’ve given them cause enough. Hell Snake doesn’t even venture into the towns city limits anymore….” AJ laughed, “….he knows he’d be my first shot.”
 

Ari walked up to AJ any laid her head upon his chest and looked up at him. “If he’s that afraid of you, do you think he’ll show tomorrow morning?”
 

“Oh he’ll show up alright. He’ll bring all of his men and he’ll be early.” AJ put his arm around Ari as they started back up the short drive and through the gates. “Eden’s draw is too much for him not to. He’s transfixed on Eden. He’ll be here, he has no choice, he’s obsessed with going to Eden.” AJ laughed as the last gate slammed shut and locked. “Eden is Snake’s madness, he couldn’t stay away if he tried!”
 

The two locked the gates and the bunkers door as the rest of the day and evening went along without much mention of the next day’s upcoming events. Dinner was eaten and even some occasional chuckles were set free. Ari still hoped for the best and that made her feel happier than she had been in a long time. She refused to allow the evening be spoiled by what she feared most.
 

AJ on  the other hand was in good humor and made Ari smile. She loved him so very much and never once did she doubt her feelings. The evening grew later and the two sat on the sofa holding each other. They talked about each other and their life before they had met. They kissed warmly, yet when passion raised too much, AJ would get up and walk around the room. After the third time Ari had had enough.
 

“Ok, out with it! Every time we…” She fumbled for the right words as this was all new to her, “…get excited you get up and walk around. Is it something I’m doing?”
 

“No Ari you’re fine.”
 

 “Then it’s something I’m not doing?”
 

AJ stopped and grinned at her, “Oh no Ari, it’s definitely not something you aren’t doing. Hell it’s because you’re doing everything right I have to get up and away… uhh, before, er… that is before something happens.”
 

Ari jumped to her feet and put her hands on her hips and glared at AJ. “Why the Hell do you think I’ve been doing all those things to you AJ? I want that ‘something’ to happen!”
 

She walked toward AJ as her voice softened. “AJ, my body is feeling like it never has before. There are things I’m feeling that I know can’t be bad.” She reached out and touched his arm softly, “ I want you to make these feelings, make my body…. me…” She kissed him softly on the lips, “….make me feel what it’s like to be a woman.”
 

AJ felt her hot breath on his ear as she kissed him gently on the neck. Her hands sliding over his body. Her breathing increased. Ari could barely contain herself as AJ kissed her, caressed her and nibbled gently on her ear.
 

“Christ all mighty!” AJ quickly pushed Ari to arms length and looked into her eyes. “Ari I’ve come to love you over this short time, I won’t deny that. I couldn’t deny it if I tried” 
 He smiled warmly at her, “Ari it’s just that I’m a good ten years older than you and I haven’t been with a woman for a long time. Well, it’s just I want you to be really sure about this.”
 

Ari started to move closer and say something, but AJ placed his finger upon her lips and finished, “Ari, I want you to sleep on it.” AJ took her gently by the arm and led her down the short hallway to her bedroom door. He opened it and softly pushed her through it. “Sleep on it.”
 

As AJ grasped the knob on her door and slowly started to close it, Ari looked over her shoulder as she pulled the string from her pony tail and her hair fell over her shoulders. She smiled seductively at AJ and cooed, “Well guess you’ll just have to miss this.” She walked away from him teasingly swaying her rear. Then without warning she put her hands on the bottom of her shirt and pulled it over her head and stood there with her back to him, her hands on her hips so AJ could just glimpse a sample of her ample breasts from behind her.
 

Ari looked back over her shoulder again and grinned, “I really do want to sleep on it.” 
 AJ closed the door. From out in the hallway Ari heard a muffled voice, but she managed to understand what the voice said…
 

“Are you stupid AJ?” The mumbles quieted as Ari heard AJ’s door close.
 

AJ undressed and crawled into bed still puzzling over his actions. He’d never cared about anyone like this. In the past women came and went, he even slept with a few early on, but he actually cared about if he hurt Ari. He switched off his light and the bluish glow from his clock lit the room. His eyes closed as he pondered the mornings upcoming events. His mind began to cloud as sleep crept into his mind.
 

His drowsiness was ripped out of him as a warm hand touched his shoulder. He violently rolled over, then froze. Ari stood there in the bluish light of his room. She was clad only in a slip that was nearly too short to cover her thighs. She stepped several steps back from AJ’s bed, then turned to face him.
 

“AJ” she whispered.
 

Her hand went up to her shoulder as she slid it under the slips strap. It fell to the side of her arm as her hand moved to the other strap and it too slid down her arm. The slip stopped momentarily at her breasts, then as she made no attempt to stop it, the slip slid down her naked body and unto the floor. She seductively stepped out of the slip and stepped slowly toward the bed. 
 

“AJ” She whispered again, her voice soft and warmly moaning his name. She moved to the bed and the transfixed AJ found he couldn’t move. He couldn’t speak. He was totally within Ari’s trance. 
 

She reached down and pulled the covers from the naked AJ. His muscular chest was heaving due to her seductiveness. She sat on the bed as she began to run her hand down his torso, feeling each muscle as it slipped lower and lower.
 

Her eyes widened as she finally brought herself to look lower than his face. The moment was lost as she gasped, “Oh my God….It’s so much bigger than the magazines!” 
 

This snapped AJ out of his trance as he chuckled. “Well you’d better quit now or you’ll find out how much bigger!” He started to sit up to meet her, but Ari pushed him back flat on his back.
 

She lowered her head down and kissed his flat stomach, then without warning she went much lower and AJ gasped for air.
 

“Oh Geezzz!!!” AJ panted, “You saw this in a magazine?”
 

Ari stopped and moved up and kissed him on the lips. “I sure did, but baby, doing was much more fun that looking at a magazine!” She laid upon his nakedness with her own and kissed him deeply. 
 Passions grew as well as other body parts. AJ couldn’t stand it another moment as he attempted to roll Ari unto her back. Once again she stopped him as she straddled his hot body. She slid lower then cooed, “I saw this in the magazine too.” She raised herself, then slowly lowered her body as AJ heard her gasp in pleasure. Slowly she lowered herself until she was completely on AJ. She slowly started to slide forward, then backward teasingly.
 

She opened her eyes and looked at AJ. “I just saw this in a picture, am I doing this right my love?”
 

AJ tried to speak but only a loud gasp came out, then another as Ari smiled and started moving more violently forward and back she slid. “I’ll take that as a yes?” She gasped. 
 

AJ reached up and cupped her breasts as Ari found her passion growing, she managed to gasp out one last thing, “I…. told you …I …wanted to …sleep on it…” Her eyes closed, “Well, I’m on it, but I don’t think this is exactly sleeping.” No longer could she continue teasing AJ. Her body began to feel things she never dreamed were possible.
 

AJ groaned and rolled her over so fast her head was a spin. He laid atop her with his arms holding him away from her. Ari reached up and pulled him to her as once again their lips met and once again there was movement. 
 This time it was AJ that pushed himself all the way in as Ari moaned in ecstasy. The moans became louder until she heard someone screaming things she never dreamt she would ever hear. It was then she realized it was she that was screaming, yet she no longer cared as her body arched so high she thought her back might snap. 
 She became aware of AJ roaring his passion as he too drove a final push deep inside. She screamed, her body shuddered, then they both fell back unto the bed gasping for air.
 

AJ rolled off her still panting body and pulled her into his massive arms. She laid her head upon his chest as she could hear his heart beating rapidly, then slowing. She moved her head back to his shoulder and kissed him gently on the cheek as they still panted.
 

“Whew! Ari baby, that was great!” AJ gasped for air, “I don’t pant this hard running up the water tower stairs.”
 

Ari smiled and kissed her love on the chest then cooed, “Bet running up stairs isn’t as much fun either.”
 

Finally they began to find the air they both so desperately needed. Their breathing slowed to normal. 
 

Ari calmed her breathing and quietly muttered aloud, “That sure beat that rubber thing Mrs. Elms had up in the attic.”
 

AJ leaned back enough where he could look at Ari in the eyes. “Uhh, you mean…”
 

Ari chuckled, “I didn’t know what it was for, until I saw a woman using something like that in another magazine. After that first time, I’d sneak up into the attic as much as I could.”
 

AJ tried not to laugh, but managed to say with a straight face and no sign of a laugh, “So you had your sex education from magazines and dirty books? Sounds like most boys I grew up with.”
 

Ari raised slightly and looked puzzled at AJ. “You mean boys learn sex from books too.”
 

AJ laughed, “A lot do I guess.”
 

“Do they use those rubber things too.”
 

AJ roared, “No babe, they don’t have to.”
 

Ari looked even more puzzled, then as if a light went on a wide grin crossed her lips. She slid her hand down and suddenly grasped onto AJ. “Oh I bet you boys do this.” She teasingly began to move her hand up and down.
 

AJ grinned, then gasped. “Oh my goodness, something is happening.” Ari cooed teasingly, “Why it seems this little boy is growing up.”
 

AJ rolled onto his side and grabbed Ari in a warm embrace and whispered into her ear, “It about time for this little boy to show this little girl not to play with certain pointed objects!”
 

Ari tickled AJ’s ear with her tongue as she whispered back…..
 

“Who’s playing…”
 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 6.




Neither got much sleep that night and morning came all too soon. The bunker never had windows so AJ had an automatic timer that switched on the lights in the morning. As soon as the lights came on AJ was up and moving. He showered and shaved, then still half undressed he walked back into the bedroom.
 

He looked over at the still trying to sleep Ari and smiled. She laid on her back with the sheet just barely covering her as she stretched and opened one eye. She snapped up into a sitting position. “Morning already?”
 

AJ nodded, “I’ve already showered. We’ve got a busy day.”
 

Ari smiled back and looked at the clock, “Geezzz, AJ it’s only six, she stretched again. This time she slowly ran her hands down her body and teasingly over her breasts. “Do we really have to get up so early? Wouldn’t you rather come back to bed?” Ari made a purring moan that gave AJ second thoughts, but he knew today was going to be a bad one, Ari would have to wait.
 

AJ turned back toward the mirror and began combing his wet hair. He heard movement and looked in the mirror. Ari slowly wiggled across the room as she noticed AJ looking in the mirror at her.
 

“Ari you’re amazing and so damned beautiful. That red hair, yet that damn hot body of yours look like your….”
 

“The red hair and green eyes are from my grandmother and grandfather AJ. They were from Ireland.” Ari rolled onto her side and propped her head on her arm. “My grandfather and grandmother on my father’s side were from Egypt.” Ari gathered up the tiny slip that still lay on the floor where she had left it, bent down to pick it up.
 

AJ whistled as sweat started gathering at his brow as Ari stood upright and slung the slip over her shoulder making no attempt to cover her nude, well toned, body. She slowly moved her one hand up and down teasingly once more as AJ turned to face her.
 

“I went through all this shaving and smoothing, just to have you make love to me four times?”
 

AJ, shook his head slowly, “Ari, honey, you’re just too much woman for me. Christ I have to rest sometime. Kind of rebuild my energy back up.”
 

“Well mister, you’d better have a lot of energy built up for tonight.” Ari turned and headed back to her room wiggling her rear with each step. 
 

As she vanished into her room AJ just whistled quietly, then mused to himself softly, “She might have seen how to do things in magazines, but she didn’t get that passion from them.” He smiled as he shouted for Ari to wear something to walk through rubble in and to find some shoes to fit her in the other room where she had found the clothes AJ had compiled for travelers to wear.
 

They managed to gulp down a quick breakfast without saying a lot. The night had gone and all that had occurred was now forgotten. The morning would soon show whether Ari’s dad was alive and Ari found herself wondering more and more, if once AJ told Snake everything and showed him Eden, if perhaps her love might be killed as well.
 

Ari looked at AJ as he went about preparing for Snake. She couldn’t shake the feeling that AJ would die this morning. She knew that no matter the outcome, Snake or his men would keep her alive as there weren’t many women in their camp. The women she had seen during her brief stay there, were no more than shadows of what they must have been. 
 A couple of times Ari had seen them walking along or doing chores and one of the men would just walk up to them, grab their arm and take them into a shack. They never resisted.    Sometimes just grunts could be heard other times screams and beatings. Eventually the woman would come out and go back to what she was doing before she was interrupted as if nothing had happened. All the women she had seen were all zombie like, beaten, bruised and completely without hope. 
 Ari had made up her mind, the second AJ fell, she would take her life as well. Maybe somewhere they would meet in their own Eden. Maybe that really was the only Eden that really existed.
 

“It’s time Ari.” AJ said loud enough to snap her to the task at hand. She arose, gulped down her last swig of coffee. She walked over to the table near the sofa and picked up a long thin dagger and slid it up the sleeve of her light denim jacket. She looked over at AJ and smiled.
 

“I’ll not be one of Snake’s slaves.”
 

AJ nodded sadly. He knew if things went badly, he wouldn’t be around to save her. What she had planned he didn’t like, nor could he argue against. He sadly shook his head to affirm her decision and opened the door. They walked through and out into the yard before the gate.
 

“You aren’t going to lock up?”
 

AJ pointed up to the brightening sky. There on the horizon loomed a bright object.
 

“Demos?” Ari asked, “Already?” She grasped AJ’s arm tightly, “Our time together was too short.” Ari whispered trying not to cry, but her voice trembled all the same.
 

AJ just sadly nodded, “Wasn’t any sense in telling you last night. You had one last night on Earth to live without knowing, …. to love.”
 

“Then why the charade AJ, let’s just go back inside…”
 

AJ gently squeezed Ari’s arm, smiled and led her toward the gate. They headed out the gates walking hand in hand. Ari squeezed AJ’s hand so hard he thought it might break when there in front of them stood Snake and all his men. AJ walked up to Snake who was for once was brave enough to stand in front of his raiders, rather than behind them.
 

“Snake you old bastard it looks like you’re finally going to get your wish.”
 

Snake sneered, then looked at Ari and licked his lips. “Well AJ you walked right into my trap.” He leered at Ari and grinned, “Stupid bitch, you really thought I’d leave your whining father alive? Hell I killed the old fart two weeks after you left.”
 

Tears formed into Ari’s eyes, but she fought to keep her emotions in check. She wouldn’t give Snake the pleasure. She spit in Snake’s face. He pulled back his hand to strike her, then looked at AJ.
 

“I ought to kill your bitch AJ, but first you show me Eden or I’ll kill her now. I don’t need her dad anymore because I have her now to get you to stay in line. One wrong move and my men have orders to kill her.”
 

Ari looked at AJ through her tear filled eyes and sobbed, “Don’t show him AJ, he’ll just kill you anyhow, then me.”
 

AJ grinned. “Old Snake there isn’t going to kill anyone Ari. He pointed up to the looming Demos. Snake you see that? Demos isn’t going to miss us this time around.” He grinned, “It came back just in time to bury your sorry ass.”
 

Ari pulled AJ tightly to her as Snake stepped forward looked Ari up and down undressing her with his eyes. “Well guess I can kill you now and hump your little girl friend here. Looks like Eden is going down with the rest of Earth.”
 

AJ looked at Ari and winked, then grinned once again at Snake. 
 

“Well kill me if you want, but Eden isn’t going to be destroyed.”
 

“AJ you liar, everything on Earth is going to be destroyed and you know damned well everything on this planet will shatter right along with it. Nothing on Earth will survive!”
 

AJ smiled at Ari and chuckled, “Snake’s not too bright for a man that once was a college professor is he?”
 

“Snake was…”
 

“Yeah bitch I was a professor…. Once! But that changed when I found out how much fun it is to be bad.”  Snake’s men roared with laughter, “See my men aren’t afraid to die, they just want to see your boyfriend strung up and maybe he can watch while we do ya.”
 

“Not too fast Snake.” AJ shook his head slowly, “Christ you are one stupid bastard. You really didn’t pick up on what I said did you?”
 

“You said Eden wasn’t going to…” Snake’s face changed to a stunned look, “SHIT! You said not destroyed.”
 

AJ kept grinning and pointed past Snake’s men. He started walking through the group of raiders with Ari clinging tightly to his arm. One man reached out and grabbed Ari’s breast and laughed. The laugh became a gurgle as AJ plunged a knife into the man’s throat. Several men grabbed AJ, but Snake waved them off.
 

“That asshole wouldn’t dare to do that men, unless he had something valid to show us. Leave him be, for now anyways, let’s see what he has for us. I’ll bet he has an ace up his sleeve.”
 

AJ walked through the huge piles of rubble to a door in a partially collapsed building just behind the shack Snake’s men had been hiding in. Once in the room he slid a large broken sign to the side and pulled a brick from the wall behind it. He reached into the hole the brick left. There was a soft click. AJ, with Ari in tow, walked over to an adjoining wall where they could barely see him. There was a rumble and light filled the half darkened room from a doorway that had appeared next to AJ. He motioned for them to follow.
 

“AJ this better not be some sort of a trick.” Snake warned, “Or your…”
 

“Yeah, yeah, Snake. Do you plan to stand there and talk until Demos flies up your ass or are you coming?” AJ grabbed Ari’s hand and vanished into the light with Snake’s men close behind. Snake snarled and begrudgingly followed and pushing his men aside.
 

Down a short hall and through another room they went. Finally AJ pushed a large door open. He stepped inside the tiny room beyond and put his hand on a well lit hand scanner. 
 

“Everyone into this room and the last one in, close the door.”
 

When everyone was in AJ pushed several buttons and the room jumped…..and dropped.
 

Snake growled, “Well I’ll be an elevator! A big one at that.” He looked around at all his men and winked as if to show he was in command.
 

“And it was under your nose all the time Snake.” AJ chortled as the room came to a slow stop and the wall in front of them opened revealing a large well lit room. “We’re about two hundred feet down.” AJ smiled at Ari to reassure her uneasiness.
 

They all walked into the room and looked around at the bare walls and sparse furniture.
 

One of Snake’s men spit on the floor and muttered to the amusement of the other men, “This is Eden, Christ that damned rogue planet will drop right on top of us. I’m not impressed.”
 

Snake drew the raiders attention as he crossed the wide room and looked at the only thing in the room. He walked up to two ceiling high poles that were about three feet in diameter and had wires running to them from and over to the wall where the wires vanished. On one of the poles was another type of scanner and some controls next to it. Snake squinted and leaned forward. After a second or two, he turned to AJ and grinned.
 

“So Eden isn’t on this planet is it AJ?.” Snake’s men started looking worried and mumbled among themselves, but stopped when AJ spoke. They realized that this now was far beyond their control and AJ was the key to their future.
 

“Impressive you still retain some sort of mind in that warped brain of yours Snake…..No Eden isn’t on this planet.” AJ was taking pleasure in belittling Snake.
 

“Well before I let my men go through some sort of portal. I think you’d better explain what this thing is and how it works.” Snake was smart and AJ knew it. Yet they both knew Snake’s intelligence was nowhere near what AJ was about to unload on him.
 

AJ and Ari walked over to the scanner, then AJ turned to face the crowd as Snake motioned everyone to be quiet. AJ pulled Ari to him and she leaned on his arm.
 

“It’s been twenty-two years since Demos hit us, but almost nine years before Demos, Doctor Gene Altiman was doing experiments to send signals faster through space for the upcoming Mars missions. Well somehow they had stumbled on way to send the signals but they came back strangely jumbled. Further testing found there was a time lapse they couldn’t account for.”
 

AJ grinned as he looked around the room, knowing only Snake had the brain capacity to follow along. Snake’s men were all shaking their heads as if they had some inkling of what he was talking about, but he knew better.
 

“Doctor Altiman finally figured out the pause was caused by planetary atmosphere and it wasn’t ours. The portal they had been using was only the size of a pin, so a huge power source had to be build and that’s what’s left of this lab here. They had stumbled upon something none had expected. It only took three more years for this building and the bunker across the street to be built. Once finished they had amassed unimaginable energy under this floor from all the wind turbines that had been built around the area. 
 Of course the plan was to widen the pin hole and now they had the power and a larger portal. At first they sent through an old bomb robot with some instruments.” 
 

AJ grinned, “They found a frozen planet with a methane atmosphere when they sent the probe through. So the Doc found out what had slowed the signal. They tried adjusting the portal’s power somehow and the second try found Eden.”
 

Snake had dropped out of his hard ass mode and back to his yearn for knowledge. “Two planets? So Eden is a planet not a spaceship? Christ, I thought it was a ship of some sorts out in space….like a space station. So where is this planet?”
 

“Where I have no idea Snake. Let me explain.”
 

Snake nodded and leaned back against a wall as AJ continued. “Once Eden was discovered and found to be safe, a team went in through the portal and found it was a planet without any forms of animal life. Hell from what the Doc told me when I got here fourteen years ago there wasn’t too many various forms of plant life either. Just grasses and trees, some brush. They brought some species of flowers and they thrived, so more plants were brought there and planted. Within a few months solar drones flew around Eden scattering seed from our world. Within a year grasses and brush flourished, trees grew flowers bloomed.”
 

AJ reached back trying to remember what he had been told.
 

“I remember Gene saying they started quietly bringing entire families to Eden. Plants grew fast in the rich soils and soon some livestock could be brought in to feed on the grasses. Eventually someone came up with the idea of making Eden sort of a Noah’s ark, but much bigger. 
 They built these portals on Eden so they could travel back and forth. Once they managed to get aircraft through in pieces and assembled them, then flew portals to other parts of Eden and established colonies there as well. 
 A ship was built with a huge nuclear power plant and the poles of the portal hanging below the ship. All kinds of marine life was teleported into Eden’s oceans including more sea plants, shelled critters and other more varied sea creatures. Strangely, whales actually swam into the portal as if they knew Eden’s oceans were safer than ours. 
 Maybe it was the light or some sound we can’t hear, but creatures of all kinds ran to the gate when it was opened. Hell maybe they sensed Demos was coming years before it was pulled from its orbit, but Eden got animal life easier than anyone expected.”
 

Snake’s men chuckled. AJ knew that finally they were beginning to understand the scope of the project.
 

One of the gang laughed, “Maybe those friken dum animules jest was smarted then we is and knew Demos was on its way back.”
 

A Snake rolled his eyes and laughed, “If dumb made portals Nick, then you should have been long gone.”
 

Everyone laughed as AJ continued, “Eden had managed to have a population of over a half million people. Most were scholars of all kinds, support people and their families like farmers ranchers, construction workers, engineers. You get the idea. Factories were built to provide needed supplies, ranches and farms for food, well, you get the picture. Eden had its own civilization and better yet, it was self sufficient. Eden had everything a planet needed for humanity to exist separate from Earth.”
 

AJ looked around and everyone was nodding, he grinned at the thought that he was actually saying something they understood sort of. “They had taken these portable portal gates secretly to places all over the world and brought animals to Eden to fit the many climates like we have on Earth. Eden had a fairly good population. Hell with the many factories producing goods to supply Eden’s needs, they even established trade among the colonies using the planets many portals. All was going well until Gene’s team found out the portals had two problems.”
 

Snake’s color drained from his face, “So Eden doesn’t exist anymore or we can’t get there.”
 

Snake’s men started looking at each other as slight panic entered the room.
 

“Whoa down Snake.” AJ shouted so all could hear. “One problem was the portals were starting to rip the barrier they were moving things through. If it was used too much there was no telling how bad the destruction would be, maybe even enough to destroy both Earth and Eden. So by limiting travel to travelers, the barrier had time to repair its self.”
 

“Barrier?” Snake asked, “I assumed they were using a wormhole.” 
 

AJ grinned, “Me too, but Gene told me they had stumbled across a way to travel not through a wormhole, but between intra-dimensional barriers.”
 

Ari was grinning as it was apparent Snake’s men were completely lost, then it occurred to her, so was she. The grin vanished.
 

“Impossible!” Snake shouted almost as if he was back teaching and a student came up with an implausible scenario. “Stop bullshitting me and tell the truth or I’ll kill you now. You’re stalling aren’t you?” 
 

Snake stomped around huffing and puffing like he was in charge, but he knew it was all a show and hoped his men wouldn’t figure it out. AJ knew so much more than Snake had thought was possible. This AJ, the man that had been his adversary for almost a decade, actually knew more than he. Snake was now in the throes of despair. If his men should for a moment guess he was no longer their future, he knew they would kill him like he had done to others so many times.
 

AJ looked at Snake and grinned, “Now I have your curiosity up don’t I?”
 

Snake leaned back against the wall and looked down at his feet and muttered, “Yeah dammit.”  Then pondering his predicament decided to toss out in a commanding voice. “Any more funny stuff and the two of you die! I think you’re stalling, you die!” He leaned back against the wall and tried to look important.
 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 7.




AJ pointed to a sheet of paper on the floor and asked one of the guys to bring it to him, he pulled out a pen and made two little spots. Each spot was on opposite corners of the paper. He handed it to Snake.
 

“Ok professor, why don’t you show everyone what a wormhole does?”
 

At first Snake hesitated, but he reached out and took the sheet of paper and faced his men. “Look guys, it’s like this…” 
 He drew a straight line using AJ’s pen. “….this line is the distance between two planets, let’s say 100,000 light years to travel along the line to the other spot…er, I mean planet. Traveling along this line would take many lifetimes traveling at the speed of light.” 
 Snake bent the paper without creasing it, until the corners and the dots almost touched. Now you see how close the spots are? Now we’ll say it’s only one year travel time between the spots.”   He looked up at his men figuring only half might have a slight idea what he was talking about. “That’s the way a worm hole works…. By bending time and space like I did the paper it makes travel time shorter.”
 

Snake looked over at AJ.  “Now what the Hell are you talking about AJ? If it’s not a wormhole….”
 

AJ grinned and with a laugh, he took back the paper and held it out straight. He turned the paper toward Snake and his men.
 

“Now let’s say you could open a hole half way through the thickness of this paper and step into the paper thus becoming part of the paper its self. Once you step into the paper you are everywhere within the paper at once, basically becoming part of the paper, so if you are part of the paper you now can step out anywhere you want instantly with no delay. 
 You see, by opening this portal you actually become part of the very fabric of time and space its self, so if you know where to step out you can travel anywhere you know the location of. 
 What Gene told me the energy creates the portal which allows us to become part of everything, the portal’s power frequency is the location. Each time you change the frequency the portal jumps to the next opening.”
 

“BULLSHIT!”
 

AJ frowned. “I thought you were once a professor! You must have really sucked at it if you can’t accept the possibility of a new idea.”
 

Snake’s men laughed at him once again as Snake roared back at AJ.
 

“Keep it up AJ and I’ll blow a hole right through you now!” Snake looked at his men as he waved his pistol around in AJ’s direction.
 

“Hey boss, watch that gun, man ya might really shoot him.”
 

Snake spun around and pulled the trigger and the mouthy thug fell to the floor in a pool of expanding blood. “Anyone else?” Snake roared at his gang. Once again Snake had brought his dominance to the front, his men stepped back submissively as Snake turned back toward AJ glaring. “See what you made me do?”
 

AJ cleared his throat as all just seemed to forget Snake had just killed one of their own.
 

“So this Gene fellow found a way to expand the gate and let just about anything in?” Snake acted like nothing had happened.
 

“From what I understand, Gene and his people tried to find other planets, but all but Eden were Earth like, so Eden became their project and eventually their home.”
 

“And a refuge from Demos?”
 

“Yeah, Snake and when Demos couldn’t be destroyed. Eden was announced locally. This city people like everyone else had heard Demos was out of orbit and headed to Earth. When long range attempts failed to divert it the military started rounding up people here and shipping them to Eden. 
 First there was a total black out of all news, all TVs and radio transmissions were stopped here in the area and people were told of the impending disaster. The entire city and the surrounding towns were quietly brought to Eden, about several hundred thousand. Then the surrounding towns further away. Each time everything was blocked, transmissions, highway travel into these areas.”
 

“Christ all mighty! I remember that Ebola outbreak. So that was the governments cover story. I’ll be damned!” Snake sounded like he was starting to believe AJ’s story.
 

“AS I WAS saying….” AJ roared, “Once as many as Eden could handle at a time, a week or so passed as they were sent to other parts of Eden. Once they were moved, more were brought in and so forth. 
 Two days before Demos, the truth was released in this state and as many people that could make it here were let in. Turned out almost three hundred thousand more made it by fighting, clawing, one way or another. 
 Then Demos was deflected, but the debris and the asteroids Demos had pulled from the asteroid belt, hit Earth. Ninety percent of the Earth’s population died then or within the next few years.” 
 

AJ’s eyes lowered, “You know the rest.” He said sadly.
 

Snake sat on a pile of rubble that had been piled up in the middle of the floor. “My God I lived and taught only ninety miles away. When I heard the outbreak news I drove to Georgia.” Snake looked at AJ with tears in his eyes. “My God, I would have been with those that second week to enter Eden. I could have been living there all this time?”
 

“It would seem that fate has a way of tossing out the trash don’t it Snake?” Snake’s men laughed as Snake leapt to his feet and pulled his pistol and roared, “I warned you… you, bastard. Now you die!” 
 

“BANG!” The shot startled everyone in the large room as it echoed. Ari grasped AJ, as he had slapped his hand to his chest. Ari slowly pulled AJ’s hand away and stared at it.
 

“There’s no blood AJ?” A puzzled Ari looked her love. 
 

AJ stared at his hand, then Ari, they both heard a noise and looked in Snake’s direction as he slumped to the floor. His head hit the concrete with a sickening thud and red ooze seeped out from under where Snake’s chest was resting upon the floor.
 

“We was getting a bit tired of Snake’s lousy leadership anyway.”
 

Ari and AJ looked up to see Snake’s number two in command putting away his still smoking pistol. He looked back up to AJ.
 

“Now how about you finish your story. We all aren’t quite as dumb as Snake thought.”
 

Ari chuckled, “Too bad Snake isn’t around to find out.”
 

Everyone laughed, but it was cut short as number two, spoke. “I’m called Big Al. Al’s fine, but I’ll kill ya as dead as Snake would have if you try to pull anything.” Then added as an afterthought, “Or try to delay us getting to Eden until Demos kills us.”
 

“You’re safe Al, I have no desire to see Ari die. But if any one touches her, no one goes!”
 

Al nodded, “Agreed! Now finish and let’s get going.”
 

AJ looked at Ari and smiled confidently. He paced a bit as he gathered his thoughts.
 

“Well Earth got hit by the crap Demos dragged along with it and for several years Eden went along with a small army guarding this complex to allow any travelers seeking Eden to enter. 
 I was on duty and stationed in California with the ocean Eden project. 
 The ship and the gate hidden under it for sea life was going to be refitted so people could use it to come to Eden, but the day before it was going to be in port, damned if some drunken captain of a tramp steamer hit it and sunk both ships and the chance for all of San Francisco to enter Eden sank with it. Luckily the ship had evacuated most of the islands of Hawaii before heading state side. 
 Without need for us to protect the base, I started back here with a small group of military and their families, but Demos hit, then little by little they all died one way or another. It took me years to get back here because of the devastation. So fourteen years ago I arrived.”
 

Ari snuggled into AJ’s chest and gave him a hug. “All those years just to get here? It must have been horrible losing all your group.”
 

“Yeah it was tough, but Eden was here. I was the only trained military officer and sniper, so I wound up with command of Eden’s private army of guards. Little by little over the next few years I had to send my command back to Eden as food was scarce and then there was the portals limitations and dangers.”
 

AL snapped at AJ, “Dangers? Limitations? What the Hell are you talking about?”
 

“Gene was one of the last ones to come back to Earth. He wished me well when I told him I intended to stay here on Earth but I’d keep Eden open until…..well until Demos returned, then I’d destroy the gate just in case something unforeseen happened and the devastation reached Eden somehow.”
 

AJ looked toward the raiders and continued, “You see years before Gene and his group found that if you tried to return through the portal before two hours had passed, your body would literally be reassembled wrong. Remember when you pass through the portal, your body is spread out through all of time and space, then reassembled when you pass back through the portal on Eden’s side. 
 A few found out the hard way. Gene said some had their lungs on the outside of their bodies, one had half of his heart sticking out of his chest and one of the women researchers, half of her brain was stuck into her skull. He said one even looked more like two hundred pounds of hamburger.”
 

“And you want us to go through that?” Al looked worried.
 

“Aww, it’s safe as long as you don’t try to come back here before two hours is up. Remember the only way back at first was by keeping the portal open. When portals were built on Eden it’s self, then the portal could be shut down here on Earth and those on Eden could come here by opening their portal, but then they would be stuck here for two hours.”
 

“In two hours Earth won’t exist!”
 

AJ smiled, “Now you’re getting it Al. You go through the portal, that will be the last time.”
 

“But the dangers? You said there were other problems.”
 

“Oh those. Again no problem there. You see Gene’s team found that repeated passing through the portal caused the cells in ones’ body to start rupturing. The more you used it, the more damage. Eventually no one wanted to come through more than five times. 
 The strange thing was that food from plants and animals that went to Eden, couldn’t be ported back to Earth. Well they could, but they were so nasty tasting they couldn’t be eaten or the composition changed. Gene’s team tried to figure out why, but never did. It’s fine in Eden, but changed on the way back here. Guess something to do with cell damage.” AJ looked at Al and the rest, “So once through, I wouldn’t advise trying to come back as there won’t be anything left to come back to.”
 

Al scratched his head and inadvertently mused, “No shit!” His men laughed. Al walked over to AJ and Ari and in a commanding voice spoke to AJ. “Open the portal and me and my men will go through and we’re taking your girlfriend along with us.”
 

“Think not!” AJ replied before Ari could speak. “Ari goes first, we wait until she has enough time to get away from the gate and hide, then you all go.”
 

Al pulled his pistol and placed it on AJ’s forehead. “This says we do it my way. Besides if you don’t make it through, I’ll make sure Ari is taken real good care of.” 
 

Snickers arose from Al’s band of cutthroats.
 

AJ grinned and pointed at the portals controls. “Go ahead and see if you can start it. Put your hand there in the depression, but I’ll save you the trouble. The controls are coded to my DNA as well as the bio-electrical field around my body, so no one could cut off my arm and use it to open the gate. Besides you wouldn’t know which grooves to put your hand on….or the code to punch in. Then there is….”
 

“Ok! Ok, look AJ we can’t let Ari go first so she can warn people on the other side and you don’t want her to go with us. You’d better make up your mind fast I think Demos is close. I keep feeling some sort of funny….”
 

AJ interrupted, “It’s a pressure wave caused by gravitational fields in flux as Demos nears. From what Gene told me I’m guessing less than fifteen minutes.”
 

“Then what are you going to do. If we die here, I and my men will make that little piece of tail of yours pray for death and you will have to watch!”
 

AJ looked at Ari, then Al. He gently held Ari’s hand and they walked over to the gate. AJ turned to Al and his men.
 

“No weapons go into Eden.”
 

“We don’t go unarmed.” Al turned to him gang, “Ok grab AJ and hold him tight. I get to hump the bitch first then….”
 

AJ shouted, “OK! Damn it!... Wait! How about this, the first that go through take the guns, then the rest go through. That way I know no one is going to shoot us before they go through. If anyone shoots either of us, I should warn you the gate closes instantly.”
 

Al threw up his hands and shouted, “OK HAVE IT YOUR WAY! CHRIST! Can we get going now?” 
 

AJ placed his hand into the portal’s controls and after a short whine a huge red light flashed, then the wall changed from red to a silvery-green. The colors wavered as the portal shimmered. Al and the gang of raiders strained to see through to the other side. Just as AJ finished firing up the portal the room began to tremble slightly, but steadily. The entire floor of the bunker  vibrated so hard loose rubble danced along its surface.
 

“Ok Al, everyone through now! Demos is here!”
 

The room started to shake slightly as the entire group of raiders dashed through the portal. AJ shut the portal down and the green hued portal snapped out of existence.
 

Ari looked up at AJ, “What about us?”
 

AJ grinned impishly. “So long you sorry pieces of….”
 

Ari stepped back and looked at him. With hands on hips she frowned and interrupted, “Ok AJ, what’s so damned funny? Us dying?”
 

“Ari my love. Do you feel the room still shaking?”
 

She looked around, then back at AJ. “It’s stopped! Demos missed?”
 

AJ sadly looked at her and with a weak smile said, “Ari Demos will be here soon and it isn’t missing us.”
 

“But the rumbling?”
 

Again  AJ laughed, “It was the massive power unit below us that was rumbling. When Al and his bunch looked scared, I just let them believe what they want to, Demos was here. Besides it got them to dash through the portal without question to save their worthless hides.”
 

Ari playfully smacked AJ on the arm. “You sneak! That was…. So… so..” She grinned, “…cool!” She paused the concern crossed her lovely face. “But AJ, won’t they be waiting for us on the other side?”
 

“You thought what I did was cool, well wait until you hear this.” AJ looked at her and winked, “That portal didn’t go to Eden Ari. I sent them to that world that Gene first found. Remember the one that had a mostly methane atmosphere? By now they’re dead. They died instantly either of lack of air or froze instantly. I seem to remember Gene said something like it had a average temperature of minus 340 degrees or something like that. Almost absolute zero.”
 

“My God AJ you’re so bad.” She stepped to him and reached her arms around his neck and standing upon her tip-toes, she gave him a kiss for a reward. “And that’s for being so sneaky.”
 

AJ placed his hand once again into the portals controls. The gate snapped to life and the room rumbled. This time the rumble was a bit louder.
 

“Oh AJ I see what you mean that power unit really rumbles when you open the gate to Eden.”
 

“Ah, no Ari, this time it is Demos doing most of the rumbling. Ok now get that cute little ass of yours on through the gate and don’t worry this time it goes to Eden.” He laughed, “This time I punched in the correct code.”
 

Ari reached her hand out and said, “Let’s go together AJ.”
 

“I’m not coming.”
 

The color drained from Ari’s face and tears welled up in her eyes instantly, she tried to speak normally, but all that came out was a combination of sobs and sniffs. “What the Hell do you mean… you’re not coming…. I love you AJ…. I’m not leaving without you!”
 

“Ari…” AJ looked deeply into her eyes trying to make her understand, “…I made up my mind years ago, this is my world, there is nothing in Eden for me. I’ll die with my home, my world. I will die content. I’ve killed so much, guess it’s time I paid my penance.” He smiled warmly, “Go Ari, there’s nothing in Eden for this tired warrior.”
 

Ari walked up to AJ and the tears were no longer flowing, her voice grew strong and determined. “AJ I’d be in Eden for you, if you’d still want me. If you still don’t come with me to Eden, then I’ll stay here with you and you can’t keep me from doing it.”
 

AJ looked deeply into Ari’s eyes, her soul, then slowly shook his head “I’ll be damned, you’re serious aren’t you? You love me that much that you’d die with me?”
 

“Close down the portal and see my love.” Ari gently grasped his free hand and held it to her cheek. “I love you AJ and Eden would just be Hell without you.” She leaned in to kiss him, but he just shook his head in dismay.
 

“Well I did say I wouldn’t let anything happen to you didn’t I.” AJ smiled at her warmly and added, “Guess If I let a small moon drop on your head, that would make me a liar.” He twisted his hand, then removed it and the gate stayed open. He walked over to the pile of rubble as he stepped over Snake’s body. 
 

“I did promise Gene years ago, that I’d take care of the gate when the time came.”
 

“AJ you said if you removed your hand, the gate would close?”
 

“What can I say…… I lied.”
 

AJ removed a small tightly wrapped pack of explosives from inside a wall mounted control panel. He hurried over to the portals main post and set the times to ten seconds. He pushed the button and the timer started it’s countdown. A mechanical voice began…. Ten… nine… eight…
 

AJ grabbed Ari by the hand and sprinted toward the gate…
 

Seven…. Six… Five….
 

They ran through the greenish portal. 
 

Four… Three…Two….
 

Light seemed to come from everywhere, a sound like a loud ripping of canvas, then a flash.
 


 


 



Chapter 8.


 

The light was so bright Ari couldn’t open her eyes at first. Then slowly she managed to peep through her eye lids. The golden light was blinding.
 

“Are we dead?”
 

AJ hugged her, “No Ari, we’re fine. The room was dark and here in the daylight, the sunlight….”
 

“Sunlight?” Ari’s eyes popped open, she fell to her knees as tears of joy started to flow, she hugged AJ’s leg as she trembled in awe.
 

“Oh my God AJ, do you know how long since I’ve seen full sunlight?” Ari still couldn’t see far as her eyes still couldn’t fully adjust to the full sunlight and blue green skies.
 

“Not since Demos came the first time I’ll bet. There have always been clouds and little sun….if any.” He reached down and helped her to her feet as she leaned against AJ and hung on to his arm desperately seeking support. Ari shielded her eyes with her hand as she gazed out over the sun-drenched landscape and the greenish-blue sky. Birds flew in the distance and darted in and out among the trees. The warm gentle breezes tousled her hair as she smelled fresh clean air.
 

Her knees buckled momentarily as AJ steadied her. Ari leaned her head against AJ and with a tear running down her cheek spoke in reverence. “It… it’s so… beautiful. My God AJ it’s so fantastic!” No matter how hard she tried, Ari could not find the words she searched for.
 

AJ kissed Ari on the top of her head and nodded as he whispered, “Yes it is, isn’t it. All these years, I waited for people, to send here. I never imagined…..”
 

“AJ! How good it is to see you again. What’s it been seven? No eight years. My God we didn’t know if you were still alive!”
 

Ari and AJ turned slowly and where the portal once brought people into Eden, there stood a small group of people.
 

A short slender man with white hair stepped forward, as he did he extended his hand.
 

“Gene? Gene, is that you?” AJ squinted, his eyes still not quite used to the brightness of seeing full sunlight. “Gene… damned if it isn’t you.”
 

The two men gave each other a quick hand shake and slapped each other on the shoulder.
 

“Well I sure enjoyed all the food you sent through Gene, I see you solved the taste problem.”
 

Gene chuckled, “Yep, seems all we had to do was process it, can it or freeze it.”
 

AJ laughed, “Well it sure beat those damned food bars you sent the first few years.”
 

Gene got a more serious look on his face, “Christ boy, we thought you might have been dead. The last traveler came through a little over two years ago. If it wasn’t for you starting up the gate twice a year whether or not anyone was there to come through…” Gene paused, “… the last time when it didn’t open..”
 

AJ smiled, “Couldn’t get to the bunker Gene. Damned raiders were trying to get into the city and I wasn’t anywhere near the bunker that day. I figured you’d be in this area when Demos was scheduled to return. I had intended to throw a note through saying good-by and to have a good life. Then blow the gate up. As you see I’ve since changed my mind.”
 

Gene turned to the small group of greeters. “AJ had decided to stay on Earth and die with it. Seems he thought there would be no use for a soldier here in Eden. That we’d fear someone that had killed so much.” Gene smiled at AJ, “No room for a man that saved so many lives, that has so much dedication and honor? AJ if we wouldn’t accept someone like you, then there would be no hope for Eden…. Or those of us that live here.” 
 He looked at Ari, “Quite a guy you have here.” 
 

Gene then turned to AJ and smiled at Ari, who was still clinging to her loves waist and AJ tightly wrapping his arms around her in comfort.
 

“AJ, now that you’ve changed your mind about staying on Earth….” Gene once again grinned at Ari and winked, “….I’m assuming this lovely lady had something to do with you changing your mind.”
 

Gene walked over to the couple and extended his hand to Ari, “My name is Professor Gene Altiman, I was the leader of this project.”
 

“Was?” AJ puzzled.
 

“Oh AJ….” Gene gave the duo a wide grin, “…Hell man, I’m a scientist not a politician. There was no way I could have led all these people. Then again we didn’t let the politicians keep their jobs either. Each community has their own leadership now and each country has people that sit on the main Eden consul.”
 

AJ grinned back at Gene and in a loud, proud voice proclaimed, “Friends, this lovely woman’s name is Aribella Maradi, but she prefers just to be called Ari.”  AJ then looked at Gene, “And yes Gene, Ari is the only reason I didn’t die with my beloved Earth.”
 

“Well then AJ it must be true love, seeing you’re here.” Gene looked at Ari, “I tried every argument I could think of to get AJ to come to Eden, but he wanted to die on the planet he loved, called home. AJ and his damned stubborn loyalty.”
 

Ari laid her head upon AJ’s chest and hugged him tighter. She knew only too well AJ’s loyalty to Earth and how he had longed to die with it. 
 

AJ kissed her gently on her head and then looked at Gene. “Funny how life throws things at us. Weeks ago I was alone and prepared to die. Then this little gal stumbled into my life and weeks later tells me she’s willing to die with me, rather than come to Eden and safety. Go figure.”
 

Ari looked up and holding AJ’s hand brought it to her lips and gave it a kiss, “Because I love you, you idiot. With my very existence.” Tears of happiness rolled down Ari’s cheek. She was now with her love forever and no matter what lay ahead, she would face it together with him.
 

Gene waved his hand and motioned for them to follow, toward the town that lay a short distance down the road. The small welcoming group turned and walked to the road with Ari and AJ still clinging lovingly to each other. After several steps AJ stopped and turned and looked at the spot where they had appeared through the gate and set foot into Eden. The two remaining portal polls now stood useless, markers to what once was.
 

Ari walked up to AJ and from behind him laid her head on his back and hugged him gently.  “Do you regret your decision AJ?”
 

“No baby.” He said as if he was trying look between the polls to see his beloved Earth one last time.
 

“My love, it’s gone. Earth is no more.”
 

“I know honey, it wasn’t that.”
 

“What is it then AJ?”
 

“A strange thought just crossed my mind. It keeps running through my head.”
 

Ari hugged AJ, then stretched up to kiss his cheek. “You’re always having strange thoughts.” She teased.
 

AJ grinned down at her and they turned and began walking the path that Gene had gone down. “You know honey. I was just thinking. So many ages ago two people so deeply in love left their Eden and set foot into a new world on Earth, to face whatever it held for them.”
 

“Adam and Eve.” Ari laid her head on AJ’s arm.
 

AJ smiled at Ari. “Now the last two people to leave the Earth are two people deeply in love, willing to set foot on a new world and face whatever it holds for them.”
 

They stopped for a moment and looked into each other’s eyes. It was Ari that first spoke. 
 

“So once again to Eden my love?” Ari whispered. They turned and walked hand in hand off into their new sun lit Eden. As the warm summer breezes blew and birds sang their songs, AJ pulled Ari close as he whispered, “Yes my love….our new home is….”                                        He gently hugged her,
 

“…once again Eden.”
 

The End.
 


 


 


 


Frozen Earth.

Preface.    
 


 

The weather changed slowly at first. Many warned of global warming. Many laughed.   There were severe weather storms that twenty first century man had never experienced, yet most ignored the signs.
 

Fortunately for humankind there were those that didn’t ignore the signs of change and decided to do something. Eventually the world’s governments began to realize the dangers as waters began to rise, storms intensified and lives were lost.
 

Knowing that man would have to live within these new parameters of nature, scientists began to design various cities that they felt would survive this new weather. It wasn’t until the world began to freeze that humankind realized perhaps we had too little knowledge to survive.           Still there were those that refused to give up and new cities were designed. Cities that would have a chance of surviving the onslaught of the advancing glaciers of the new ice age. It was in these cities that the first of mankind hid, adventuring out only for the most dire reasons.
 

Others built cities in old mines and caves. Most fled the advancing freezing snows and ice and headed into the limited spaces near the Equator. Governments fell as they were inundated  by those fleeing south. Wars broke out all over the equatorial zones and men died, while others froze to death as they fled back northward.
 

These were times that humankind tried to forget. Many of the cities failed, others struggled to survive. Contact was lost between the cities that survived as the ice age progressed. 
 

Small bases were established by those cities that survived. Hoping to keep finding survivors, they built these posts on glaciers and ice fields. The smaller bases and posts fell one by one as storms and ice claimed the frozen earth that crept ever forward from both poles. All but a handful survived.
 

After the first century of the new ice age, all contact was lost between cities and those that survives knew they were on their own.
 

They were alone! 
 

As the second century of the new ice age rolled around one of the surviving cities began sending patrols out to look for any survivors of the scattered surface cities. Snow and ice had covered their city and they knew that this cities design would survive. The ruling counsel created a group known as rescuers. They had no official name or leader, yet they constantly went out in the freezing weather above to find any remnants of humans that had tried to live on the ice above.
 

For decades these rescuers braved the cold to find stragglers and bring them to the safety of the cities warmth. 
 

As the beginning of the third century of the ice age came and passed, the patrols became lesser as fewer survivors were found.
 

And then there was the fact that some of the survivors had become cutthroats that preyed upon those few communities that did survive. They raided and killed, raped and plundered, until only shells of buildings remained and the freezing snows covered the fallen. Only the strongest bases and posts survived with help and supply runs from the city.
 

Now well into the third century of the ice age most of those living in the city had come to face the fact, there were not many humans left, or at least in their area. 
 

The raiders were killers and many of the rescuers fell at their hands. Then there were the ones that were worse than the raiders. This caused many to quit in fear. Little by little the rescuers began of stop searching. All that is, but one man.
 


 


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 1.


 

The howling winds had died down and Rod knew it was time to make his move. Somewhere out there was the danger he sensed. 
 Also lost out there were the ones whose cry for help they had received on the radio days before. It had been relayed from the base they called the Fuelers. The base had one of the last above ground petroleum operations. It was this Fueler base that relayed the weak, garbled message to the city. The last of the rescuers loaded up his gear and set out to find the ones that asked for help.
 

Cautiously Rod eased his snowmobile out from under the snow white tarp he had tossed over it as he had rested for the night in a wide open ice field. Slowly as he kept an eye out for whatever lay out there, he folded the light weight tarp and stowed it into the rear compartment of his sled. The ice fields covers vast areas and many dangers stalked these frozen snow covered ice fields. With only the occasional jutting ice outcrop protruding from the ice there was no cover. The wind would swirl the snow and hide all but the nearest things, Rod carefully watched his back. When the winds died, he could see farther, but so could any other thing lurking out just beyond his range of vision.
 

Now after the storm was deadly silence. Rod knew that even the soft whine of his electric Dropper drive snowmobile could be heard if someone or something was close. He checked his snowmobile or ‘sled’ as most often referred to, for obstructions and slowly swung a leg across. Just as his leg swung over the seat of his sled, his senses began to warn him that something wasn’t right. 
 Before he could sit, there was a snarl and a Saber dog leapt through the air at Rod. Reaching for his large blade, he dropped to one side, twisted his body upward to meet the hound, while raising his hand and shoved the blade deep into the passing snarling terror. It’s long canine teeth narrowly missing his shoulder, it’s hot breath reeked with death from previous kills. There was a loud “YIPE” as it dropped and rolled onto the frozen earth, it was mortally wounded.
 

“Where there’s one….” Rod muttered aloud. In one swift movement Rod rolled, retrieved his blade, then jumped onto the sled and twisted the throttle. The sled leapt so hard the nose skis came off the ground. No sooner had his sled moved, another huge furry blur flashed behind him, it’s furry paw narrowly missing Rod’s neck. With never a glance at Rod it continued toward it’s dead companion and pounced upon the still quivering body of the dog.
 

Rod snapped the visor on his helmet down as his eyes already had begun to hurt from the freezing blast of air. He hadn’t planned to move so fast with the visor up, yet circumstances caused him to do so. As soon as his vision cleared slightly he twisted around to look back and saw there were four of the hounds now feasting on the carcass. He turned the sled slightly and headed back toward the north, northeast in the direction of the distress signal. He checked the compass on his sled and veered slightly to the correct heading. Taking one last glance back to make sure he was no longer on the menu, Rod eased off the throttle and sat upright.
 

Slowly he shook his head and mumbled to himself, “Damn that was close! They must have smelled me even using the cover scent.” He managed a slight grin. 
 “Guess I’m still not slowing down too much or I’d been puppy chow….”
 

He raised his hand and gently pressed a button on the side of his helmet, “Fueler base, do you copy?” After waiting a few seconds he called again. “Fueler base, copy?” Nothing! 
 Rod frowned, “Damn too far north! Christ I knew it. Should have gone through the old ruins then headed over to the base at least I would have had a warm bed for the night.” Then he grinned at his musing, “Yeah guy and you’d probably be dead with Scar roaming those areas.” 
 

Rod had gone but a few miles when there was a thump on his helmet and Rod felt his head snap to one side. There was a “Pop” then a whine. He turned and looked to his right and just as he did, the snow alongside his sled erupted in a small horizontal plume as a bullet slammed into the snow. 
 

“Raiders!” He shouted inside his helmet as he cranked the throttle once more and the sled flew over the frozen wastelands of what was once the state of Michigan. He laid as flat as possible for the next few miles, hugging the seat to make himself a smaller target. After a mile, Rod looked back and with a sigh of relief found whoever had attacked him had no sleds.
 

“Maybe it was just a loner.” Rod mused. “Have to make note of that area just in case he was a scout for one of those raider packs. It could be a sign they are moving again.” He paused for a second, then it hit him, “Oh man! It could have been one of those….” He looked down at his compass, and noticed in his escape, he had wandered off course.
 

Once again he turned to the proper heading and once again he slowed a bit to conserve energy. He knew the old Dropper engines could produce enough energy to provide all the power the sled needed for drive power as well as the heated seat, heated faring and keep the ice off the windshield and accessories. It also provided electricity for the radio and emergency battery which the sled had to use to supplement the drive at higher speeds. 
 These power units had truly been a breakthrough, but sadly maximum power was limited to cruising speed. Beyond that, the faster a sled went the more power would be drained from the small reserve battery. Once the battery was used up a sled would have to slow to a crawl in order to recharge the battery. That could be as deadly out here as the frozen temperatures.
 

Rod checked his gauges and adjusted his speed so the charge rate for the battery increased. The gauges were ok, there was no apparent damage to his sled and reaching up to find only a slightly cracked helmet he realized he seemed to be in good order as well. Checking the scabbard for his pulse particle beam rifle, he saw a small crack.
 

“Aw shit, it must have ricocheted.” He slowed to a crawl, glanced in the direction he was headed and saw it was all clear. He locked down the handlebars and throttle, so he could let go of the of them. He pulled the pulse rifle out to check it over. “Whew!” He sighed as it was ok. So was the scabbard, so he shoved the rifle back in and the rifle charge indicator showed it was charging. He twisted around and shouted back in the direction of the raider.
 

Rod keyed his helm mike and yelled, “You asshole! I hope your damned rifle blows up in your face!” But deep down inside Rod knew the raider couldn’t hear him and he had been extremely lucky. The old gunpowder rifles the raiders had didn’t have quite the range his pulse rifle did, but they shot faster and getting hit by those old time bullets hurt like the dickens. He knew how painful a bullet was first hand. Rod was the last rescuer in service and had been shot several times in the line of duty. He didn’t relish getting hit again….ever!
 

He grinned as he mused, “Maybe that’s why I’m the last rescuer. Those damned bullets hurt like hell if they don’t kill you.” 
 Rod had escaped death twice now in less than a hour and his spirits were perking up. Being alone in the ice world above his city was a lonely task, yet he loved it up here. When he got the news of the message, his emotions soared. Once again he would get to leave the city’s safety, but he would get to be back out on the ice where he loved to be. There was nothing back in the city other than a handful of people he cared for and sitting around in a barracks waiting for an assignment was pure agony for him.
 

Rescuers were trained to survive out in the frozen wastelands above the safety of the glacial covered city. They went out and brought back those trying to escape the older failing cities that had been built on the ice. Many had collapsed in the terrible winds and storms. Others were crushed by moving glaciers or by the weight of the ever increasing snow falls.
 

The few people that survived tried to make it to the hidden under-ice cities they had heard of. None of these cities had survived that anyone from Rod’s city knew of. He always hoped his city wasn’t the last, yet other than a few outposts, the city’s powerful radio receiver had been silent. Only Rescuers could bring back people as locations to the entries of this city was kept secrets. Raiders and other threats would kill to find these places of warmth and safety. To the raiders their only goal was to take over or to loot them. This was a dangerous world Rod lived in and being caught off guard could be deadly. The message could have been a fake and it was Rod’s job to find the party and see if they were really in trouble or if this was just a new raider attempt to find his city.
 

The day shortened and the light faded as he rode ever northward. Night would fall soon and the frigid cold would creep over the ice once again. More so than what he was experiencing at the present. Most evenings brought gale like winds and temperature drops well below zero as well as blinding snow squalls. Some of the more serious storms brought flying crystals of ice that would rip a normal snowsuit to shreds. He knew his heat suit would protect him as it was constructed out of extremely strong material, but whoever called for help would have to find some sort of shelter or die.
 

Rod knew of a few places to stop and rest as there were still skeletal remains from those that had tried to live on the ice and snow. Sometime in the past people built various structures on the ice and it was now in these failed structural carcasses that Rod sought shelter. There were old taller structures that had been built back before the snows and ice came. Those that still were tall enough to tower above the layers of ice and snow. Yet even over the centuries, they had become frozen ghosts of the past. Most had filled with snow as windows broke and frozen themselves in time. The tops that managed to protrude above the snow did still provide some protection from the elements and other things.
 

Those people that managed to keep free from death and cold by constantly moving or building frozen walls to keep the various means of death out. Some lived in the old structures for a while. Whether made of ice or steel, little by little these places either fell to raiders or they were abandoned for the complete safety of the city. Just a call for help and Rod or the others would come and lead them to a new home.
 

Now he was far away from these safe places of rest. The northern areas had been abandoned decades earlier, except for a few small outposts. It was the last known surviving outpost that had   called for help from an old fueler base that still existed as they tried to pump the last bit of oil from the ground. The message was faint and barely audible, yet there was no doubt someone was in dire peril. They were abandoning their outpost and were heading toward the general area of the city. The fuelers tried to reply, but the outpost never answered back. 
 So now it was Rod’s duty to brave the frozen up world of ice and find them. Deep down inside Rod knew it had to be Out Post #2. OP2 was the only facility to the far north of the fueler base. It had to be them which worried Rod and the city’s counsel. It was that base that provided the city information about glacial movements.
 

He pulled the sled into a large outcropping of ice called a pressure ridge and found a spot where the sides leaned against one another. He backed the sled in and covered the one opening with the tarp. Off in the distance he could see the upper most beams of a once great bridge, or so he was told. Now the ice and snows had covered all but the top twenty feet. He had heard rumors that it was hollow inside, but never dared to try to get in. Old steel was one of the most dangerous materials. Frozen for centuries and hoar frost rusted structures like these were wise to stay out of. 
 Rod concentrated back on his concealing his spot there in the ice pressure ridge. On the other smaller end he pushed ice boulders and frozen snow to block the opening. His sled barely fit into the narrow crack, but that mattered not as he stretched out on the warm seat and flipped up the safety bars to keep from rolling off. Sleeping on his sled was nothing new to him this way he was never burdened down by having to tow a skid with a tent. In his line of work speed was critical.
 

He reached up and touched the panel on the side of his helmet and the recording played in his ears. “This is O….st tw.., does any…ody copy? Our o…ost has partially collapsed. The glaciers are mov again. We cannot ……. Only en…  survived the ……apse and are leaving south… toward the r…rted vicin… of the city.
 

Please if an…ody …rs us send help. We have su…val gear but it’s old and we have no idea how to survive out there. We w…try…. make the Evant Glacier pass ….. head south fro… there. Please if anybod….” The message ended.
 
 

“Damn, Outpost 2 they had the biggest radio tower that has survived during the last three hundred years. OP2 moved as the glacier they were in moved. They should have been safe.”  Rod sat up abruptly, “Oh Lord! If OP2 was collapsing, then that means the glaciers are heading south at a faster pace then thought. It has to be OP2!” He cussed under his breath, “Damn it has to be them.”
 

“Rod to base.” He yelled into his radio, then realizing he was too far from any friendly radio to be heard, hit another button on his helmet. “Recorder on.” There was a quiet beep, “Recording.” The helm replied.
 

“If found, that means I didn’t make it back and my coded locator frequency brought you to me. The message I was given, has to be from OP2. This means the glaciers are moving faster, our city will be alright, but I fear all the top side living will end. We must make room for those we know of, defend against the known threats and….” Rod slowly shook his head in despair. “…and reopen the forbidden parts of the old salt mines if necessary…. Do so with extreme caution. Talk to Zak he will fill you in on the mines.”
 

Rod remembered growing up in the salt mines. Mankind had sealed them except for one entrance, then sprayed them with insulation to keep the cold out. The mines ran from under the state of Michigan into Canada and Pennsylvania and were heated and powered by geo-thermal energy. It was many of these mines that were now inhabited and life there was not easy. Since the city had found the mines things were better and supplies were traded and life improved for Rod’s people. 
 For his entire life there deep in the mines, there was talk about connecting the short distance to their sister city in Pennsylvania. It was the last city to be protected by the embedded pole system and was still safe and thriving the last time anyone heard. Even back then the talk of connecting to them through the underground mines was mentioned every decade or so. But Rod one of the few that knew that link would never be built, he knew the horrible secret and he had told Zak who was his friend and mentor.
 

Rod laid back on the seat and mused, “Three hundred years of talk and still no connections. Guess we are lucky, but then I wouldn’t tell….” He slightly raised his visor and checked. “Warm enough now….” He whispered and raised the visor all the way. “…guess it might be better if no one knows the real truth.”
 

He twisted around and flipped a switch on his sled’s consol in case there was another radio signal. The party had to be close, that is unless the various ice beasts that roamed these parts got them. “Then there are those damn cannibals…” Rod looked sadly at the ice walls stretching high above as he put his hands behind his helmet and laid back, “…and then there’s Scar. I have to get to the survivors first, I have to”
 

This was the place Rod wanted to be, where he was the happiest. Out in the fresh air, not down below in the filtered, conditioned air of his city. Sadly he knew there would come a time when he too would not be able to leave. Once the glaciers came, all work would be concentrated on keeping the air vents and exhaust cleared. No longer would the vents have to be hidden. The heat could be raised to melt the ice from the glaciers as they passed over the city below. 
 There would be no more raiders as they would have to move south to survive and the wild predatory animals would follow. and there would be no more use for the likes of him. 
 Rod knew he would feel like he had been buried alive and the thought of never being outside again would be intolerable. Like those few poor old animals that had been preserved in the city’s zoo. Caged as they were, every time he saw those poor creatures, Rod felt like crying. Soon he would be one of them, except his cage would be larger.
 

Slowly his eyes closed and the ever gentle beeping of the motion sensors he had left outside of the ice cave told him all was clear. Rod had tossed a few in front of the fissure to detect movement and now the soft beeping lulled him to sleep, sleep which he seriously needed. It had been days since he had slept soundly. 
 

His mind wandered back to where he was now. Up on the ice, the wind, the crisp air, how he would miss it all.   
 

 
 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 2.


 

“Grampa? We’re all here. When are you going to tell us a story?”
 

“Heh, heh, Ok children you all sit down and I’ll tell you…”
 

“Grampa, tell us about the legend.”
 

All the children started yelling, “Tell us about the legend!” 
 

The old man named Zak sat in his familiar story telling chair as the youngsters sat on the warm floor around him. Some of the older people working nearby all leaned toward Zak as he slowly rocked his chair back and forth.
 

“Well children no one really knows where the legend started. But most think it was a while  after the snows came, back when the book was written. You remember I told you about back when the world was warm and the sun shown most of the time. Back when water fell from the sky and it was called rain.”
 

The children laughed at the idea of water falling instead of snow. One little girl sitting in the middle of the children frowned and Zak noticed. “Suzy? Why do you frown?”
 

“Grampa Zak, you always tell us of a warm world, but we never see it. Why did it change? Why won’t it come back?”
 

Zak smiled warmly at the girl as he leaned back into this chair. 
 “No one really knows Suzy, maybe it was man polluting the environment, maybe it was natural, but the weather began to change at the end of the twentieth century. By the mid twenty-first century the snows came sporadic at first, but it seemed as if the cold never went. By the end of the twenty-first century it snowed just about all the time and our ancestors were told a new ice age was coming.”
 

Zak stopped rocking and stared at the ceiling, “Ice caps grew and over the next half century expanded from the poles toward the equator. No one had ever heard of things happening so fast”
 

One of the older children spoke out, “I know that Grampa Zak! The ice grew all the way down to the…” He looked embarrassed, “…I don’t remember the name.”
 

“Parallel, Jason. They are lines the world was divided into so mankind could…”
 

“Yeah that was it Grampa Zak, the ice moved all the way to both thirtieth parallels.”
 

Zak chuckled, “Well you’re close my boy, but mostly correct. Mankind was squeezed into the areas near the Equator. Of course being the way we are, war was inevitable and soon those areas were barely fit to live in. Mankind almost perished except for those in the cities like ours.”
 

“But Grampa Zak, we’re here.” Chirped one of the littlest ones as the rest laughed.
 

“Now children be nice. Hera is new to this group and doesn’t know all about the past like you.” Zak smiled at Hera and added, “Remember we all learn so we can tell the next generation. This is our way. This is the way it always has been.”
 

Hera who was around ten asked, “Grampa Zak, how did we get here?”
 

Zak leaned back once again as he spoke slowly. “As the snows fell and the world became deep in the frozen throes of eternal winter, the government of what was then known as the United States, realized this new ice age was upon us and not going to go away. The scientists tried many way to keep cities alive. Most failed.” Zak looked at the children sadly. “Our city was one of the lucky few where they tried something different.” Zak said with a bit more happiness to his voice.
 

Tom stood as Zak waved him to finish his story. He was one of the older children and perhaps the brightest and seemed he knew the stories by heart. Someday it would be Tom telling children the stories.
 

“They buried over five thousand poles one hundred feet in the ground and left them just as high. Our ancestors piled and froze snow around these poles as it fell for decades. Sometime during that time they linked the tops of the poles and made a roof which the snow covered and they froze it, sprayed it with Plasti-therm, making the dome we see today.” Tom sat back down as Zak nodded his approval.
 

“We warm ourselves and get most of our energy from the Earth called…”
 

 “I know, I know Grampa Zak…” Alcie leapt to her feet and waved her hand frantically, “Thermal energy.”
 

“Very good Alcie.” Zak smiled as she sat. She would be another ‘teller’ at some point in the future. She was also one of Zak’s grandchildren and he was so proud of her.
 

“Now we vent our atmosphere over one hundred and ninety feet up through the ice to outside and draw in new.” Zak leaned forward and asked, “Does anyone know why we cool our air before it gets to the surface and why we hide our vents in the high glaciers?”
 

Just about all the hands went up and voices chimed out.
 

“Raiders!”
 

“Cannibals.”
 

“Seekers.”
 

“That’s right children. We must hide from those above. Those that still survive up top in the frozen world of frost. We must protect all of what we have from destruction. We’ve placed small radio markers well away from the city for travelers to call for help.”
 

“But what if the bad men call Grampa Zak?”
 

Zak grinned, “That is what we have rescuers for children. To go out and make sure they are travelers and not bad men.”
 

“Rod does all that Grampa Zak? He’s just one man.” One of the children in the rear chimed out.
 

“We have reserve men that can go out in a moment’s notice to protect the city, so don’t you worry your little heads about that. We’re quite safe.”
 

“But what of the legend you said you were going to tell us about Grampa Zak?” Asked Alcie.
 

“Oh the legend.” Zak chuckled, “Well my dear Alcie. Sometime in the first century of ice there was a book written and in it, a legend telling of something that could melt the ice or at least some of it. The legend said that someday there would come a man that would figure out how to use this device and the ice would melt. There is a secret riddle to tell the man of legend and some other text. Only tellers are allowed to see the exact story.”
 

“All of the ice Grampa? Melt it all?” Tom asked. 
 

Zak looked at his grandchild and smiled warmly, “No one knows boy, no one knows. Just this man would melt the ice and a new land would be found. This man of legend would lead the  city to this new land or at least those that wanted to go.”
 

“What’s the new land like Grampa Zak?” Several of the children asked.
 

“The legend never said or at least the way I read it. You see children that is why we come here once a month to learn from us older folks. So someday you can tell the children that follow you and they can tell their children. We must tell it right and never forget. When the day comes the legend will make sense.”
 

Tom stood and smiled at Zak. “I won’t forget Grampa Zak and someday I’ll lead us to another land.”
 

Zak grinned at the lad. “I’m sure you will Tom. I’ll bet any day now you’ll read somewhere in those books in the library where that land is.”
 

Alcie jumped up and shouted, “Me too Grampa Zak, can I find the land too?”
 

Zak chuckled at the children’s enthusiasm and shouted as he clapped his hands. “Ok now, why don’t you all go to the library and see if you all can find the new land’s hiding place.”
 

The children all got to their feet and ran off giggling toward the library as Zak’s daughter walked up next to him.
 

“Dad, you sure have a way with the children. Trying to get them to go to the library afterschool is like pulling a tooth, but one story from you and off they run.”
 

“Stella, my darling, it’s all in the telling and letting them tell some. Get them involved and who knows maybe someday one of them will become the man in the legend.”
 

“I don’t know dad, it’s so dangerous up there. How on Earth could a whole population move with so much danger.” Stella remembered her sister and her brother-in-law that were killed out top side. Now she and her dad cared for Alcie. Sadness crept back into Stella’s mind, they had died just two years earlier. Her dad broke the silence of her thought.
 

“Stella, it’s a legend.” Zak laughed, “Even if there’s some truth, I doubt if it will be in our life time…. Yet…”
 

Stella grinned at Zak. “You always sound like you know something more about that stupid legend, yet you just end it with “Yet…” and a sigh.”
 

Stella, looked sadly at her dad, then out the window as the kids ran to the library. “Dad, I lost my husband up there. If it wasn’t for Rod I wouldn’t even had a body to bury those damn cannibals…. Then we lost…..”
 

Zak reached out and squeezed Stella’s hand. “I know dear if it wasn’t for Rod there are a lot of us that wouldn’t be here. We were lucky to be born here, unlike those that weren’t, we never knew the hardships of… up there.” Zak paused and smiled, “Rod keeps bringing them in where he finds them, sadly I fear that won’t be much longer.”
 

Stella turned pale, “Dad, why?”
 

“Because dear, those cannibals that killed your husband and the raiders led by that madman Scar, are slowly moving in on this area. We have two ways out and even though our vents are safe, maintaining rescue ports is getting harder every year. Keeping them clear and hidden at the same time…”
 

“Father?” Stella frowned. 
 

Zak knew Stella was upset because she had just called him father, which she rarely did. “Well dear the council has decided to let the western one collapse and seal it up for good when it does collapse.”
 

“But dad…”
 

“They know dear, let’s face it, other then the one outpost to the north and the Fuelers settlement we don’t think there is anyone out there anymore.”
 

“But the other cities that are rumored to be out there, might they have survived?”
 

“No one knows dear, but if they find us, then they’ll have to use the main entrance and don’t forget all the cities had separate codes. Somewhere we still have the codes to identify them if someone up there uses them.”
 

“But what if someone that doesn’t have codes uses the call boxes?”
 

“Well then we’ll decide if we need to go up and get them. After all they could have information, they could be raiders, or worse…..
 

Zak turned and walked away, then turned to add quietly, “….but they might be someone worth saving. So Rod will go up and do what he does so well.” Zak walked into his room and slowly closed the door and sat in his chair. He stared out the window at the poles that held up the dome. How enclosed his world had been all his life. He gave a slight smile as he thought of the children and their search for the location of the new land. Then sighed as he knew that even if someday one of them would find it, he would stay as would many others. This was the only world they knew. 
 

If anyone would find a new world it would be the last rescuer that still existed. Rod was Zak’s friend and he was Rod’s mentor. Rod had been his prize student back before Zak got too old and damaged to continue to be a rescuer.
 

Now his friend was out in the frozen wastelands once again. Perhaps for the last time, to find the survivors of what they thought to be Outpost 2. 
 

Soon only stories of great deeds would echo in the minds of children. Soon there might not be any rescuers left. 
 Zak sighed once again at the thought.
 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 3.


 

Rod awoke with a start! His dreams betrayed his calm demeanor. “Wow! I have to stop with the nightmares.” He grinned at his pounding pulse rate and the sweat running down his cheek.
 

A quick breakfast was crunched down as Rod mused about the one thing he didn’t care for about being on the surface, eating tasteless crunchy food bars. 
 He packed and got ready to go. Rod zipped up his snow white heat suit, pushed down his white helm’s visor and walked over to the entrance of the ice crack he had spent the night in. Pulling down the tarp he had put over the entrance, he was relieved to see he wouldn’t have to dig his way out this morning. Just as he started his sled, there was a crackle in his helm’s ear phones.
 

“Does…ybody.. read..s….We…re…do…uo…copy?” The radio crackled as Rod jumped to action. He quickly rode the sled out of the split in the ice cliffs he had spent the night in.  
 

Once in the open he touched the button on the side of his helm and spoke calmly. “To party calling…. I copy. How do you read me?”
 

Over the radio a voice trembling with excitement spoke, while in the background Rod could hear cheers. “We hear you fine. Thank God you found us.”
 

“Who would us, be?” Rod asked cautiously. 
 

“We’re what’s left of Outpost 2 and we have two surviving Canadians that made it from Delta five.”
 

“Delta five? Christ that was lost decades ago.”
 

“Yeah, we thought so too…”
 

Rod interrupted, “I need your location OP2, so I can find you. If you’re really OP2 survivors, then you’ll have a Operations map. Give me your location on that.”
 

There was a short pause then, “L-14, Sector 4.”
 

“Great!” Rod shouted, “You’re only about seven miles north of me. Keep heading south and I’ll meet you soon.”
 

More cheers could be heard as the voice replied, “Thank you stranger. I won’t ask you your name over the air. I… we, can’t wait to meet you. Thank you…. Out!”
 

Rod slammed the visor down on his helm and sped northward to find the party. He knew they too would have Dropper drive sleds, but how many or what shape they would be in would have to wait until they met. That would be the time to talk and make plans to return to his city. Once he made sure they were really who they said they were. The raiders were getting much more clever in their ruses, but then Rod was much too clever to be fooled….he hoped!
 

Within an hour Rod could see the line of sleds moving toward him. He slowed as he neared, then stopped and waited for them to move to him as he scanned for signs that they might be raiders. Many were riding more than one to a sled and most of the sleds towed skids loaded with tents and supplies. Some skids were almost empty, they had left in a hurry or used up most of what they had. If this was a raider ruse, then it was effective, they looked like survivors.
 

Outpost 2 had been a deep north weather station for almost two centuries. These were the offspring of people that came from his city and volunteered to go to the new outpost. From the outpost they would report on glacial movements, weather, and more importantly storms coming out of the north. Over the decades radios became less efficient due to weather conditions and age of the equipment. Communications were established by land and every five years a small group from the city would travel the eighteen hundred miles to get data from the station. It had only been four years since the last visit and Rod had been with two other rescuers that went to the fairly large outpost. The original eighteen hundred miles were now two centuries later less than one thousand. The glaciers had started moving faster. 
 The lead scientist had told Rod and the others a lot of their equipment had been damaged or destroyed over the years by glacier tremors, but no one could have guessed it would lead to OP2’s destruction. OP2 moved on top of the glaciers and was thought to be safe.
 

The question that kept running through his mind was, would he be able to recognize any of them? If so he could vet them quickly and get home, if not then the long process of feeling them out would begin.
 

The sleds slowly pulled up to Rod’s position and the leader dismounted and walked over to him. “I’m professor Adams, John is fine.” He removed his helm and extended his hand as Rod raised his visor and removed his helmet as was custom when two strangers met on the upland ice.

 

“My name is…”
 

“Rod. I remember when you came to OP2 four years ago.” John interrupted, “Seems you were with old Dale and that young kid.”
 

“Both were killed by Scar’s raiders.”
 

“Oh I’m so sorry to hear that Rod. When?”
 

“About two years ago. The guys at the fuel base said they heard Scar traded them to the cannibals for some live women. This Scar has become a real threat to us and everyone around this entire area. The fuel base is his main thing now. As he gets more desperate for fuel, they’ll have to evac as well. Eventually he’ll figure a way to take the base over even as well armed as they are. Presently the Fuelers trade with him just so he’ll leave them alone, at least for now, but that won’t last for long.”
 

Rod looked worried, “That brings me to… Where’s the rest of your party?”
 

John looked sadly at the survivors as they moved along side of him and Rod. “That’s it! The cave-in’s took the rest. My God Rod, the glaciers have started moving at twice their previous speed. Half our base dropped into a deep crevasse without any warning. We lost most our hydroponics, all of our repair facilities, the main radio and our hospital. Damn ice quakes!”
 

“That’s what caused the destruction of your station?”
 

“Mostly, that and lack of food. Like I said most of our hydroponics were destroyed months ago.” John signaled for one of the sleds to join them as the others stopped and rested. 
 

Rod looked over to the approaching sleds, “Fuelers? You still had a fueler sled?”
 

Before John could answer, the sled pulled up and two people got off and walked over to John.
 

 John filled Rod in. “These are the two remaining survivors of the Canadian station, Delta five. This is Eric Smith he was their mechanic.” 
 

Eric removed his helm as customary and extended his hand. “Man are we glad to meet you. Our base was destroyed by the glaciers, then the base we were escaping to….Christ all mighty, I thought we’d be stuck out here forever.” The man was a small ratty looking being with pale skin and a weak hand shake, yet spoke like a man that feared little. 
 

The second person walked over to Rod and pulled off the helmet. Long jet black hair cascaded over her shoulders as she tossed her head back to reveal the most gorgeous face Rod had ever seen. She smiled warmly at Rod and held out her hand as Rod slowly extended his.
 

“I’m so glad to meet you Rod, my name is Evy. I was the radio operator for Delta five’s outpost, that is until the radio room caught fire six years ago. Then as you can guess I was out of a job.”
 

“Pleased to meet you Evy, as you heard I’m Rod and the city’s main rescuer.” He grinned, “Matter of fact, the only one these days. I don’t know how you two made it this far, but it’s a good thing. I doubt it there will be many more excursions out now OP2 is gone.”
 

“We’re glad too Rod. If John hadn’t made that emergency radio call with his tall tower, we never would have found OP2.” Evy looked at John sadly, “We thought we were safe, but then learned the extent of their emergency. You see Delta occasionally picked up OP2’s radio signals that were bounced off inversion layers, but we never managed to send any back that way. We knew they existed at least up to six years ago, so that’s where we headed and hoped. Our leaders had a general idea where they were broadcasting from, which was luck for us.”
 

John smiled slightly, “Seems D5 survivors were just beginning the trip all over. They had traveled nearly six hundred miles to get to OP2.”
 

Rod looked at Eric. “Six hundred? Two of you?”
 

“Oh Hell no!” Eric grinned, “Damned if I would have made ten miles. We had sixteen of us at first. Crevasses, wild animals, even sickness took all but the two of us. Hell if it wasn’t for Evy, I wouldn’t have made it at all. I was sick and she tied me behind her so I wouldn’t fall off the sled.” He looked over to Evy and patted her gloved hand. “She towed the other sled and the skid behind us until I got well enough to ride solo. Then the second sled died and we doubled up again. Hell there were times, she said, I had to be pulled in the skid, I was so out of my mind. I owe her…”
 

“Wasn’t anything Eric, I just didn’t want to make the trip alone.” She chuckled and winked, “I hate being alone.”
 

They all laughed until Rod put a damper on their talks.
 

“Guys. We have a long way to go and I see all of you are riding double even a few triple. We’ll have to get back to the ice cliffs where I spent the night last night. It seems like a fairly safe place and there is one ice cavern large enough for all of us and the sleds.”
 

John asked somewhat hesitantly, “Rod a few of us are sick. Any chance we’re close to medical help?”
 

“I can get you some help medically, but he’s no doctor, just a medic. We should be there in a day, maybe less depending upon the weather….” Rod put his helm back on and turned to the small group to add, “….raiders and the like. Remember to caution your people to stick together. This is also cannibal country. They’ll either kill or capture you and depending on their food supply, captives wind up either as food or barter to the likes of Scar.” 
 

Rod mounted his sled, then added, “My electronics have locked onto John’s radio frequency, so I’ll be able to talk to him on one channel, but keep the chatter down on your others. Raiders can’t understand our scrambled frequencies, but they can detect us by triangulating on them.”
 

The rest nodded they had heard the warning and donned their helmets as well. Rod noticed a lot of the survivors had regular heat suits while others were bundled in thick, well padded old style cold suits. Camp would take a while to set up this night as he watched as a few sleds dragged skids of equipment behind them.
 

Rod yelled to John rather then use his radio, “I see you travel in style!” He pointed to the tents on the skids being towed behind many of the sleds.
 

John yelled back, “We have to , we freeze during the day as these suits aren’t as good as yours, but are warm at night.” He started to turn away, but stopped and added, “Our fuel cells are about gone, but we have plenty of tents and space in them for you to sleep warm as well.”
 

Rod nodded and slid his sled around to the south and took the lead. The rest followed close behind in a single file. This area was new to them and weren’t taking any chances of riding into a crevasse or moving too close to a raider ambush. And one line of tracks would cover over with blowing snow faster than many tracks. Slowly but surely the small party made their way toward the looming ice cliffs.
 

John pulled up next to Rod once again, raised his visor and shouted, “What about our tracks? If a raider see’s them…”
 

Rod raised his visor and replied, “We’ll keep a look out, high winds and snow is coming tonight, we should be good in a few hours.”
 

“You have weather forecasting gear?” 
 

Rod laughed and pointed to his eyes, “Yeah, these…. and that!” He pointed to the darkening sky to the west. John looked to the black churning clouds and knew there would be gale force winds before night fall as he lowered his visor and slipped back into the single file line of sleds.
 

Within an hour or so Rod led them down a winding trail of another pressure ridge and into the semi dark stronghold of ice. He dismounted after turning his sled to face the entrance and waved the other sleds to go on in the dark cavern. Rod watched as the others followed suit in the large ice cavern. The lights of the sleds came on one by one following Rod’s hand as he motioned where he wanted them to go. 
 He pulled off his helm as he dismounted and grinned at the others. “Used to be a large bear lair until the Saber dogs killed them off. Then last year I killed the dogs off after they attacked one of the guys from the fuel depot that was hunting.”
 

“There’s game here?” John asked.
 

“Naw. Not anymore. But those guys at the fuel depot still look. Hasn’t been any deer or its ilk around here in over a century, but damned if they didn’t develop a taste for Saber dog. This time it was the hunter that got eaten instead of the dog.”
 

“Saber dogs?” Evy asked.
 

“Dogs or wolfs that have evolved to grow four to five inch canine teeth. The scientists say it’s to kill food with thick fur.” Rod grinned impishly and with a wink added, “Or thick clothes. Tonight we take turns watching the entrance. The small openings at the top are far too high and narrow for anything to come down. There’s no other way in except through here and I’ll put out some detectors.”
 

The next hour was spent setting up tents in the large expanse of the surrounding ice cliffs. The cliffs arched upward for over one hundred feet and touched at the top in most places. What little light that came through quickly faded. Rod was amazed to see the tents had small exterior lamps on them and were softly illuminating the cavern, yet not bright enough to allow outsiders to see the soft lighting.
 

Soon the watch was set and everyone else settled down to the scant evening meal. The communal tent where dinner was eaten was large and roomy and all enjoyed the warmth inside from the small fuel cell heater.
 

John looked over to Rod and smiled. “So Rod I know you can’t tell us about your city, but perhaps maybe a little something about yourself?”
 

“I really don’t like to…”
 

Evy gently toughed his hand. “Please Rod, all the time traveling together we pretty much got to know all about each other, it would be nice to hear something new for a change.”
 

To which Eric added, “Yeah we do talk a lot and it’s to the point we’re really sick of hearing about us!”
 

The group laughed. And laughed to a point where it made Rod uncomfortable. Evy still laughing laid her head on Rod’s shoulder and looked up at him and batted her eye lashes teasingly to prod him into telling them something new. “Please fearless leader, pretty please?” Then she started laughing with the rest once more.
 

Rod looked around uneasily as he could see nothing funny about this situation.
 

      She managed to stop her laughing as tears ran down her cheek. “Rod, forgive us. It’s just we haven’t had anything to laugh about in such a long time. Even Eric has never said anything funny for months and he was always the first to crack a joke.”
 

The laughing died down as John looked across the remains of dinner and grinned over to Rod. “You see Rod. Now you’re here, we have been rescued. We have hope and a future. For the first time we actually have something to look forward to enjoying… our lives. I guess we all are a bit giddy because there has been so much stress lately.”
 

“Look guys, I’m glad you feel safe, but we have a long dangerous way to go. I wouldn’t get too happy yet.”
 

John nodded to Rod, then asked, “Well then, if you don’t mind. Perhaps a bit about yourself?” He chuckled, “Might make us feel easier if we knew a little something about you.”
 

Rod sighed, but realized these people needed to get their minds off their problems and the journey ahead, so reluctantly he began, 
 “Well, I grew up in the salt mines under southeast Michigan or at least that was what this state was called once. You see mines and underground areas were the first to be made into survival settlements when the government back then realized a new ice age was upon us. They reinforced the supports and sprayed them with insulating material. Drilled deep to tap into geo-thermal layers to provide heat and power. 
 For generations my family lived there, mostly miners, all the men dug mines or bored for new sources of power. All the men died young in the mines. 
 There was a plan was to dig to the first city in Pennsylvania to be surrounded by the pole system like the city we traded with and is now my home. The salt mines were thought to extend over a lot of the northern areas of the U.S. So the plan was to mine to connect the two cities and our mine complex. We had the location of this other city.”
 

Rod paused and shook his head slowly, “Guess they got most of the way to this city in Pennsylvania, then word was send they were almost done digging to the city in Michigan we traded with and wanted those in the mines to dig to the location about one hundred miles or so northwest of some city that was once called Detroit. So all digging to Pennsylvania was halted and all sources were brought to bear to dig to the city we knew existed. I was but a back baby then.”
 

“So you never got to that other city? Eric asked.
 

“Naw.” Rod replied, but he hesitated before he answered as if holding something back, “Even after all this time. Guess once we ran out of material to insulate they just gave up…. And we thought we were so close too.” He sighed again. It was obvious Rod would not tell them everything until he was certain about who they were and they respected that.
 

“How did you get to be a rescuer?” Evy asked. 
 

Rod chuckled, “Well for one, I never liked digging. Then one day three men from the city came to the mines. They brought a new supply of Sun bulbs and other supplies. This time it wasn’t the usual supply guys, they were called rescuers and they were seeking men and women that wanted to join.” Rod laughed aloud, “Damned if I wasn’t the first to raise my hand. At first they didn’t want a nineteen year old kid, but here I am fifteen years later and the best damned rescuer they ever had, or so they tell me.”
 

Rod stood and headed toward the tent flap, then turned and looked at the group sitting on the blanketed floor. “Old Zak trained me and did so well, I survived when one by one the others all died or were killed off. Except for old Zak, now I’m the last. A kid from the mines who hated digging, now hunts and kills for a living. Perhaps killing is all I’m good for. Maybe being the last rescuer, is for the best….maybe there should be no more like me.”
 

Rod turned to go out the flap as John spoke up. “Don’t condemn yourself Rod, you saved us and I suspect many others. You didn’t kill us.”
 

Rod opened the flap and stepped out. Without turning he paused, then added, “We aren’t there yet!” The flap flopped shut as the party looked at each other.
 

John looked at the group. “Maybe we should…”
 

It was Evy that got to her feet. “John, let me talk to Rod. We have to remember this is a man that has spent most of his time alone out here in this environment….” She turned and left the tent without finishing. For some unknown reason, the usually strong willed Evy had realized she was on the verge of crying. This man she had just met seemed so strong, yet there was something she sensed within him. Something that touched her on a level she hadn’t felt for a long time. 
 

Evy quickly walked over to Rod who had just relieved the two guards at the entrance of the ice rift. She watched as Rod lowered his visor and scanned the darkness for signs of movement. As she walked up beside him, he reached down and flipped a switch on his sled that was facing outward.
 

“That’s suppose to do something I take it?” She asked.
 

Rod turned and raised his visor. Yeah, It puts out an invisible beam that scans for movement from anything larger than a Frost hare.”
 

“They still exist?”
 

Rod laughed, “Naw, it’s just when this unit was designed a century ago they did. Anyhow it also gets signals from the sensors I dropped out side which detect movement as well as thermal detection and relay it back here.” He pointed to his helm’s radio and with a wink added, “Nice to know when we aren’t alone.”
 

They both chuckled and lowered their visors as the frozen wind picked up. Rod reached over to Evy’s helm and made a few adjustments. He took her helmet’s removable wireless jack and plugged it into his sled’s dashboard.
 

“Now you should be able to hear me on my frequency as well as your old one. Just be careful, these old helm jacks aren’t very powerful more than five feet away. Further than that and I can’t hear you.”
 

Evy looked over to Rod and smiled warmly and gave him a thumbs up. A second guard walked up to stand with Rod and Evy waved him off. “I’ll stand this watch with our new fearless leader, Fred, you go get some sleep. The next watch will be here in five hours with Art.”
 

Rod looked over to Fred and chuckled, “Fred, you be back here in three hours. None of you have good suits, she’ll be freezing by then. You can stand the rest of the two hours for her. You tell this Art she mentioned as well. There are enough of us where two hour shifts will be fine from then on.”
 

Evy started to protest, but Fred waved her to be quiet. “He’s the boss now Evy, listen to him. He knows how to survive out here, even better than John or Eric.”
 

Evy laughed, “Eric surviving out here? Hell he gets lost turning around!”
 

The guys laughed.
 

Evy nodded, then stepped behind Rod as a frigid blast of wind hit them. She raised up on her toes and peered over Rod’s shoulder. “You realize I might just stay here behind you the rest of my watch if this keeps up.”
 

Rod raised his hand and patted her helm, then slowly twisted it down to look at his sled. He did something Evy couldn’t see exactly what in the dark, then he turned to her. Gently Rod grasped her arms and slowly sat her onto his sled. 
 

She sat there for a few moments, then shouted, “Oh My God! You have heated seats!” Evy scooted back to the end of the long seat and laid forward. After a few minutes the heat began to penetrate her shapeless, bulky snow suit. After a few minutes she rolled unto her back and moaned. “Now this is the way to stand watch.”
 

Rod looked over to her and grinned, then turned to stare out into the blowing snow of the frozen night. Luckily the wind was blowing away from the ice ridge. The snows tonight were the party’s friend as it quickly covered any tracks that may have been used to trail them to this refuge and no one would dare travel in these conditions. Not even raiders or cannibals. But Rod knew that tomorrow could well be a different story and the snows could turn deadly for them if they didn’t abate. He sighed gently, such was life on the frozen earth.
 

Looking down at Evy warming herself on his sled he wondered what her story was, what she looked like under all that suit insulation. During dinner they barely opened their suits as the tents hadn’t warmed up yet. They had a small Dropper generator and limited power that ran off a fuel cell. He did see how pretty she was, but the rest was a mystery. 
 He chuckled so Evy wouldn’t hear him, she looked like a huge stuffed toy. She could have weighed three hundred pounds under her suit and he didn’t think he would know, but she fascinated him and it had been a long time since he talked to a woman he didn’t know.
 

Evy sat up and patted the seat and Rod sat down. “It is your sled, so I don’t want to be greedy and take all the heat myself.”
 

Rod smiled. “Our heat suits pull small amounts of radiant energy from the sleds power supply Evy. That’s what powers the suits heating elements. So you see if I’m within fifty feet my suit stays warm.”
 

“Oooo, I wish mine did that!” Evy chuckled. “What about if you get more than fifty feet away?”
 

Rod grinned at her lust for knowledge. “Well first there is several layers of material that protect me from the cold. Some of the layers act like a storage battery. Other layers generate small amounts of electricity when I move and this suit takes only a small amount of energy to work.”
 

Evy snuggled against Rod to cut down on the cold. “Now I know I have to get myself one of those!” She chuckled, then shivered, “My butt’s nice and warm and the rest of me is freezing.”
 

“Silly, get your butt out of here and get to your tent. I’ve been standing watches by myself for years…”
 

Evy interrupted him and sounded somewhat aggravated, “Look mister fearless leader I’m no quitter. I’ve survived this long and I think I can survive a couple of hours on watch!”
 

Rod patted Evy’s knee although he doubted she could feel it. “You’ll do alright Evy. I admire your determination. That’s something rare now days in man or woman.”
 

The anger vanished in a second with Rod’s words and Evy felt something strange. Something she hadn’t felt in years, she not only liked this man, but admired him. Not for what he was, but the way he was, the way he treated her as an equal and with respect. Sadly this was not the case in her past. Perhaps this was why she was drawn to him so strongly, she mused. She then shrugged the feeling aside. 
 So much had happened to her, so much… She pushed everything out of her mind. “Not now, not tonight.” She thought. Tonight she would get to know this stranger that treated her like she was a person, not…. Again she frowned and pushed her past away and she snuggled against Rod a bit more.
 

“So tell me a bit more about yourself Rod. Do you have a wife or a girl? Kids or a family?”
 

 “Naw, never had the time.” Rod looked at Evy and pushed her visor down as the wind picked up. “This job takes everything I have and wouldn’t want to burden a wife with the stress.”
 

In her mind Evy was stunned, a guy like this, doing what he does, yet caring enough to worry about what someone else might feel. Her mind staggered at the thought that for the first time in years, she actually was attracted to a man even though she had sworn when her late husband died, she’d never be attracted to another man. Now she sat next to this rescuer named Rod and found she enjoyed talking to him. 
 

The wind gusted through the cavern’s entrance once again and she shivered. Again Evy found herself snuggling up to this stranger.
 

Evy sighed and whispered to herself, “At least he’s really warm.”
 


 


 



Chapter 4.


 

Fred came and relieved Evy as he said he would and Evy got off the warm seat and walked back into the darkness toward her tent. Still pondering the last few hours she had spent with Rod as they stood their watch. Nothing personal had been discussed, yet with nothing but small talk, Evy found herself really getting attracted to this strange rescuer. 
 

Rod watched her walk into the dimly lit cavern and vanish into the shadows.
 

“Wonder what she looks like under all that snowsuit padding.” Fred winked at Rod as they turned to face each other. “Being the only woman, she has her own tent.”
 

Rod chuckled, “Who cares Fred, Evy’s really interesting to talk to, she’s funny too. She seems a bit distant at times. I just can’t put my finger on it.”
 

“I’ve noticed.” Fred replied, “I asked Eric seeing they arrived together, but he just said she’s been that way since her husband died years ago.”
 

“Yeah, she didn’t want to talk about her past much, so we just chatted about trivial stuff. She seems like if she’d let her defenses down, she’d be a terrific person.”
 

Fred grinned and gave Rod a wink, “Interested eh?”
 

“Interested?”
 

“In Evy. You sound like you’d like to get to know her better like the rest of us.” Fred laughed, “Well us younger guys that is. Trust me Rod she’s friendly, but try to get close and her personality slams shut like a steel door! Evy is one woman that just doesn’t let people close to her.”
 

“Could have fooled me Fred. We’ve chatted all the time we were on watch and….”
 

Fred laughed again, “And every time you got into her personal life or past, she changed the subject, right?”
 

“Hmmm… now that you mentioned it…” 
 

Rod never finished as Fred patted him on the arm and pointed to the ice cavern. “I tossed your stuff into my tent.” Fred told Rod, “After my watch I’m going to the main tent and play Odogy with some of the other guys. This way you can get a good night’s sleep.” He added with a chuckle, “Wouldn’t want you to fall asleep while you’re driving and pass us right by your city.”
 

“Ok Fred, you’ve got a deal. Thanks, I get tired of sleeping on this seat.” He pointed to his sled’s wide cushioned seat. “Comfy enough, but not much room to spread out.” Rod laughed.
 

Soon the second man for the watch came and Rod explained they could warm up on his sled’s seat and headed back with Fred momentarily at his side.
 

Fred stopped and pointed, “That tent there, that’s mine and the guy I share it with is bunking with another so you won’t be interrupted. Get some sleep Rod.”
 

Rod grinned and gave a haphazard salute. “Yes sir.”
 

Fred grinned and walked off in the direction of the sled as Rod crawled into Fred’s now fully warmed tent. The air filled floor felt bouncy as Rod crawled to his large sleeping bag that Fred had tossed inside. He unrolled his bed and began to relax.
 

For the first time in two weeks Rod got to remove his heated snow suit and folded it neatly and laid it to the other side of the small, but roomy tent. He lay there shirtless and his faded pair of ‘Woolies’. Woolies were pants that were made from the wool of the few remaining sheep and some manmade material and although tight, they were not uncomfortable and they retained body heat nicely. Rod stretched out to lay on top of his bag, enjoying the warmth of the heated tent.  He pulled out a packet of his Quik-clean and wiped down, then he sprawled out atop his sleeping bag. Comfort, for the first time in so long. Rod mused to himself that even though this group had fled, they sure had done so in style. He pushed on the warm air filled floor and grinned. 
 

“Rod?” Came a whisper from outside. “Rod do you have a few minutes?”
 

“Sure Evy, come on in.”
 

“You recognized my voice?”
 

Rod chuckled, “Ahh, Evy you’re the only woman in the group.”
 

Evy rolled her eyes upward and blushed embarrassedly. “I’m usually not this dumb Rod….honestly.”
 

They both grinned as she zipped the tent flap back together.
 

Evy crawled over and sat next to Rod. “Sorry I just couldn’t sleep. Too excited I guess.” She looked over at him smiling warmly. “Talking to you earlier just got me wanting to know more about you. I know you won’t talk about the city until you’re sure about all of us, so let’s talk about you.” 
 She couldn’t help but stare at his muscular chest. His arm muscles bulged as he supported his head up on his hand and rolled to one side to look in her direction.
 

“Evy,” Rod grinned, “That short story I told at late meal, that was pretty much it. That’s all I’ve ever been, will always be. A kid from the mines that became a rescuer.” He paused for a second, then looked her in the eyes, “Tell you what, why don’t you tell me about Evy?”
 

Evy looked sadly at Rod and slowly nodded her head. She reached to the zipper on her one piece snow suit and unzipped it. She tugged it over her shoulders and let it fall to her waist. Leaning back she arched her hips and slid it down her legs and pulled it over her feet.
 

Rod looked in amazement, beneath this thick loose fitting suit was a shapely woman of medium stature. The old tattered army green sweater couldn’t hide her more that amble breasts as they strained at the buttons to free themselves from the material’s constraint. The strangely woven slacks fit the rounded curves of her hips, slim legs and ended mid calf. Evy glanced over to Rod as she laid her suit on top of his and smiled. 
 

“I hope you don’t mind. These tents get warm really fast.”
 

Rod tried not to look at her as she unbuttoned the sweater revealing the low cut pullover she wore beneath that swelled with cleavage. It was even tighter than the sweater. She laid on her side and propped her head on her hand and faced Rod.
 

Rod sheepishly replied, “So I noticed.”
 

“It’s the Chem-heat crystals in the floor or so Fred told Eric and myself when he gave me one of the lost OP2 extra tents. Seems they had thought ahead and had skids pre-packed. Good thing as…” Evy looked at Rod, who in turn was still looking at her cleavage. “…ohhh!” 
 At first her hand slipped up to cover her cleavage, then surprisingly she slowly lowered it. She briefly was puzzled as to why she didn’t care if this stranger looked her over or not. Then it hit her, for some unknown reason, she actually wanted him to admire her body, to admire her. 
 He had treated her as an equal earlier without knowing what she looked like physically. Strange lost emotions crept into her mind, emotions she thought she had lost with the death of her husband years before. As she pondered the return of these feelings, but her thoughts were interrupted.
 

“Uhhhmmm, I ..er…”
 

Evy frowned in puzzlement, “Uhhhmmm…I.. er.. What?” She then smiled as she caught on to Rod’s helplessness at finding the right words.
 

Rod looked at Evy and she could see he was embarrassed. “I’m so sorry Evy. It’s just that it has been a long time since I’ve seen a woman of so beautiful.” He grinned,  “I stay in an all male barracks mostly and don’t go into the city much. Now and then I stay at a hotel next to the city’s lift when I need peace and quiet.”
 

Evy reached over and gently touched Rod on his bent knee, as she sat up and sat Indian style on the floor of the tent. She leaned forward her top fell open even more, yet she didn’t care if more of her charms were revealed. Evy found she was getting excited that this man was finding her attractive, yet it wasn’t lust that she felt, it was something else, she wanted to put him at ease and this surprised her. 
 “It’s ok Rod. It has been a while since I’ve had anyone as handsome as you take note of me.”       Evy suddenly turned a bright shade of red as she fumbled for words. “Oh, I didn’t mean handsome….Well, I did,….but…”
 

Rod laughed as he sat up and leaned back against the double walled tent side. He rolled his head toward Evy and replied, “Look Evy, let’s face it you are quite a beautiful woman and not too shabby in the body department either. Me? Well I haven’t exactly been around people in a social way for quite some time, so excuse my lack of social skills.” He paused, then added sheepishly, “Not to mention my occasional stare. I fear my eyes give me away, but you are quite beautiful.”
 

Evy blushed slightly and smiled warmly at Rod and added, “And I, my handsome rescuer, have been around old scientists for many years who never paid me much attention, and like yourself, am also lacking in the graces of society.” She grinned, “Not to mention having someone looking at me the way you do it’s actually kind of nice. I’ll bet I could have walked into the labs without a stitch on and those old geezers wouldn’t have even looked up.” Evy laughed softly. 
 

Rod laughed again, “Now that I find hard to believe!” He was curious about this new woman he had just met this day, so he asked again, “Tell me about Evy…Evy.”
 

Evy could see he was not going to rest until he knew more about her so reluctantly she began as she scooted over next to him and leaned back against the tent wall beside him with her shoulder almost touching his. 
 “Rod, I was born in Delta city. It was Canada’s last attempt to save our citizens as so many of the other city designs had failed and we were the furthest north to the approaching glaciers. Delta was a city build on one huge one hundred and fifty foot structure.”
 

“One?” Rod asked.
 

“Just one. It was one kilo long and half as much wide. I was told the base was twelve inches thick and heated by geo-thermo pilings deep within the Earth’s crust, like the rest of the city. The base was shaped like something called a wing with the pointed side facing north so the glaciers would melt and move around it. There were pipes running throughout the base and could be heated to high temperatures.”
 

“Cleaver design Evy. So why did you leave.” She had peaked Rod’s interest with something other than her cleavage. Which he found to be somewhat strange. He had never been this fascinated with any female before. She was as smart as she was beautiful and he was enjoying her company. Now to his surprise he found he was looking at her, in a pair of the most beautiful eyes he had ever seen, rather then the pair of her other apparent charms. Strange feelings played with his thoughts, this woman completely fascinated him and those eyes….he was lost.
 

“So why did you leave?” He reiterated as Rod caught himself and snapped back to reality.
 

Evy averted her eyes as she looked at the floor sadly as she sat cross legged. “They never dreamed the glaciers or snow would tower above the city Rod. I was just twenty when word came that the approaching glacier was over seventy feet above the top of the city.” 
 

Rod saw tears forming in Evy’s eyes. 
 

“By the time I was twenty two the glacier had surrounded the city and was a mile beyond. Of course we had melted it, but it was moving so fast there were those that feared the worse.”
 

“Two years? My God Evy, it moved that fast?” Rod was shocked.
 

“It did Rod. After my husband’s death, I was assigned to Delta five that was atop the glacier about ten kilos ahead of Delta city.” Evy managed a chuckle, “Five years with sixteen old professors and scientists. One team of explorers to the north found another glacial ridge coming at us was almost another one hundred feet high. They radioed us and went back to the city to tell them because the city’s radio was out. You see we moved with the glacier, but as our city was fixed to the ground, the city would have to melt a lot of ice as it passed. They needed to be warned of the approach. The lead scientist’s determined the new glacier ridge would hit the city in about a year.”
 

Evy paused and slowly shook her head in sadness, “You see Rod, Delta melted the glacier as it passed the entire dome was heated as well and after a few years the entire city was surrounded by the glacier. There was enough heat rising that it had melted the ice that towered over the city, but we didn’t know what would happen if the taller glacier hit us. If the ice didn’t melt our air would be cut off….But none of that mattered….”
 

“Why Evy?” Rod gently touched her shoulder.
 

Tears now flowed freely down Evy’s cheek, yet she never cried. “Rod, they found out why the radio was out. The walls of the old glacier had collapsed inward on the city and the city collapsed in upon its self under the weight. Forty thousand people died and we had no clue because it happened so quickly.” She paused and sighed sadly, “The scientists figured the walls collapsed when the glacier started moving faster, but it was only a guess because we had glacier quakes all the time.”
 

Rod was stunned and for once in his life he could think of nothing to say. He reached out and gently touched Evy’s shoulder with his shoulder. Evy leaned and rested her head against his arm. He put his arm around her and she laid on his chest resting her head on Rod’s neck just under his chin. She sobbed gently, yet never cried.
 

“The exploring crew radioed the bad news back and we never heard from them again. Paul, the lead scientist, surmised the glacier might have fractured and they too were lost to a crevasse.” Evy twisted her head up and looked at Rod. “So here we were, the sixteen of us alone. Sure we were pretty much self sufficient, but it was just a research station built upon a glacier.” 
 

Without thinking she shivered and snuggled into Rods chest tucking her long dark hair under his chin and laying her arm over to his other shoulder. Rod without thinking put his other arm around her and gently held her. It was almost as if the two had been together for years, yet neither realized how completely at ease they had become with each other.
 

“It was less than two months before our wind turbine went out. With no way to replace the damaged parts without the city and only limited fueled heat, we had to leave. Paul had known of OP2 to the south west of us so we headed there without knowing exactly where it was. We hoped we could call and someone would hear us.”
 

“Evy? You said there were only two.”
 

Sixteen started out. Paul and three others on the two lead sleds went into a crevasse, six others were killed by those damned ice dogs as you call them, and we were only two weeks away from our old base” Evy looked up at Rod, then buried her head once again in his chest. “Several sleds led the following packs of hounds away from the rest of the party and told us to run and they’d meet us later, they never returned.”
 

“I’m sorry Evy, it must have been hard losing all your friends.” Once again Rod gave her a gentle hug.
 

“Then there was the sickness. The few of us that were left were split on going back or pushing forward, but going back meant eventual death, so…” 
 Evy swallowed hard and continued, “All but Harry died and I cared for him for weeks. I wrapped him in heat packs and bundled him into the last skid. I took what fuel we had and put it into my sled, I had to leave his sled behind. I…”
 

“Harry? I thought Eric was the only survivor you arrived with.”
 

Rod felt Evy tense. She raised up and looked at Rod. She hesitated, then laid her head back upon his warm chest, “Eric was the one I arrived with, but Harry died a week from where I left the last sled. I found Eric two days later. He was one of the sleds that led the dogs away from the party.” Evy snuggled deeper against Rods chest and continued, “He was only slightly wounded but mostly had the fever. I laid Harry out in the snow…” Evy choked back a sob, “…I couldn’t even cremate him….I knew the dogs would….”
 

Rod slowly stroked her hair and gave her a little hug.
 

“I wrapped Eric in the same things Harry was in and we headed out for OP2. I heard the radio signal, but never could understand it. It was too weak, garbled and distant. There were times I had to tie Eric to me to keep warm when the heat packs ran out. By the time we got near OP2…” She sighed, “…well you know the rest.”
 

“My God Evy, your trip makes me look like a rookie scout. How the Hell did you keep going?” Rod was fascinated with this woman. 
 

She was unlike any he had known. Evy was an assistant to some of Canada’s best scientists, yet she was a survivor and obviously could handle herself. This beautiful woman apparently could match him in survival skills and she was obviously very brave. Strangely he found himself completely enthralled and intoxicated by her. She had so many facets and yet he barely knew her. She was so open and warm, yet she held something back.
 

Evy snuggled her head deeper into Rod’s chest and chuckled, “I’m twenty seven years old Rod, I wasn’t about to curl up and die. Too young and dumb to be scared and too old to do anything but cry and survive and trust me I did both.” Evy stopped and yawned.
 

Rod smiled although she couldn’t see. They lay in each other’s arms for several minutes. Evy quietly whispered, “Thank you.” Evy tried to quiet a big yawn, but failed.
 

Puzzled Rod asked, “Why the thanks?” And now he yawned.
 

“For listening, for being here…. For..” She yawned again, “…for being… rescuing…for..” She snuggled deeper into his arms. For the first time in many years she felt safe, she slept.
 

Rod gave her a gentle hug, and laid his head back on the tent’s wall. Even after weeks, perhaps months, her hair smelled wonderful, she felt wonderful. His eyes closed as he thought of the weeks he had been on the trail. Another rescue, but this time there was something different. This time… Rod yawned long and hard. This time…..
 

Sleep over came him and together they slept in each other’s arms. Tonight there was no ice world outside, there was no frozen earth. There was only the warmth of each other arms and the companionship both had lacked for so long.
 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 5.


 

“Hey Rod! Can I have my own ten….” Fred shouted as he opened the tents flap and stepped partially in, “Oh crap, I’m so sorry!”
 

The two snapped awake at the sound of his voice, looked at each other, then Fred. 
 

Evy still half awake rolled to her knees and looked at Fred. “Not what you think Fred, we were just talking and I guess I fell asleep.” She looked back to Rod, then back to Fred.
 

Evy and Fred both looked over to Rod who tried to rise, but fell to the floor when he put weight on the arm that had been around Evy all night. They roared with laughter as Rod struggled to his knees and shook his arm trying to regain circulation.
 

“Ha-ha, very funny guys.” Rod smirked until he slammed his arm against the side of the soft walled tent and…” Ahhh shit!”
 

Fred almost fell laughing, “Pins and needles, my friend?”
 

“Pins and needles Hell! More like daggers and acid!” Rod grimaced as he furiously rubbed circulation back into this arm and the laughter continued.
 

“John sent me over to see when we plan to get started. The early morning gales had died down and….”
 

Rod interrupted, “Well go tell John if the winds have died, then we’ll get started now.” Rod reached into his backpack and tossed Evy a silvery pack. She stared at it, then puzzled, looked at Rod.
 

“Food pack Evy. Not much for taste, but it will provide all the nourishment you need for a half day. There’s two bars in the one package, so only eat one.” Rod laughed, “It tends to swell in your stomach to keep you full so you only need to eat twice a day, just drink a bottle of water and you’ll be set.”
 

Fred chuckled and asked, “Seriously Rod? I was going to ask if you had an extra, but if they don’t taste good.”
 

Rod tossed Fred one package and grinned, “See for yourself Fred…..” Then in an impish tone added, “…but don’t say I didn’t warn ya.”
 

Fred took a bite, stopped, then grinned. “Not bad for cardboard. It’s filling you say? Good enough. I’ll munch the other later.”
 

The three laughed as Evy and Rod packed Rod’s things into his back pack.
 

Fred left to tell John and the others to get ready while Evy and Rod pulled their snow suits on and zipped them up. Rod turned to Evy and saw her staring at him. He looked back behind, then back to her.
 

“What? My suit ripped or something?”
 

Evy blushed slightly, “Well, that suit of yours does fit rather snuggly in all the right places.”
 

Rod still hadn’t caught on to Evy’s compliment yet replied, “Yeah it has to so the heat elements will keep me warm.”
 

Evy, turned and opened the tent’s flap and stepped through it. She cocked her head and smiled, “Yeah and seeing you in it will keep me warm too.”
 

The flap fell closed and Rod stood there looking lost. “Keep her warm too?” He frowned, “What the Hell did she mean…. Ohhhh..” Rod grinned sheepishly as he chided himself for being so dense, “Man you’ve been running solo way too long. You definitely need to get a life!” He chuckled to himself, “and a girl!” 
 He paused once more, then added with a smile, “Maybe… maybe I did find one.” 
 

He grabbed his belongings and left the tent. No sooner did he leave and Fred and two others started pulling down the tent and stowing it into one of the skids. 
 

“Damn guys you’re fast.” 
 

Fred grinned and replied, “Out here we have to be!”
 

Rod nodded, turned and saw everyone packed and in the formation they had been in the day before when they fell in behind him. He strolled over to his sled and checked the gauges.
 

“Mind if I ride behind you today?”
 

Rod twisted around to see Evy standing there in her thick snow suit. He nodded coyly.
 

“I’ve been riding double with Eric but he pulled rear guard today.” She pulled off her heavy glove, reached down patted the warm seat. Evy cooed, “Ohhh, I think I’m going to enjoy this ride.”
 

Rod grinned and mounted the sled, he turned the electric windscreen heater on and the frost vanished almost instantly. He felt the sled bounce slightly as Evy climbed on behind him. She reached around him and plugged her comm link into the jack on his dash. Her arms reached around him and clasped him gently. “Ok fearless leader any time you’re ready.” Evy shouted over the drone of the fueled sled as Eric motioned he’d hang back and bring up the rear.
 

Rod cranked the throttle and the last thing he heard was a girlish squeal pass through her comm. Rod pressed the button on his helm and announced to those that had radios either in their helmets or on the faring of their sleds, “Ok we’re heading southeast a bit, then south. Keep up and don’t straggle. We’re just out of cannibal territory and into that bastard Scar’s running grounds.”
 

Rod paused for a second, then added, “Keep your eyes open and off the radio. If I yell move, don’t take time to ask in what direction…. Just follow the trail of snow I’ll be leaving behind.”
 

There were a few chuckles from the radios.
 

“People, I’m not kidding! Scar has old rifles. Trust me the bullets they shoot hurt like Hell if they don’t kill you outright. If your sled is hit, I’ll swing around and toss you a tow line….Get it the first time, because there won’t be a second!”
 

This time there was no mirth. The small group knew Rod was not kidding. Eyes started darting in all directions as they headed out into the frozen wilderness.
 

 “Can you hear me Evy?” Rod said softly as he checked the sled’s private comm.
 

“Just fine.” She replied. Once again she smiled as she tightened her hug. “Being able to talk to you is going to make this trip much nicer now.” Evy paused and thought of something to say, but Rod beat her to the punch.
 

“Evy, see that pressure ridge way in the distance? Near those ice mountains?”
 

“Barely….I think so.” Evy replied straining to see through the drifting snow.
 

“We have a very small outpost near there.” Rod flipped a switch and spoke to Eric, “Rear guard, can you still see us?”
 

“Yep! I’m about two miles behind, but I can see you all when you go over hills.” Eric replied.
 

“Close it up man! You lose track of us or if the wind kicks up and buries our trail, you’re lost and we’ll never find you.”
 

“Thanks Rod, never thought of that.” Before Eric let go of the talk button, he could hear the whine of Eric’s fueled engine scream as he picked up speed. Rod flipped over to Evy’s helmet intercom. “You’d better have a talk with your friend Evy. I noticed he seems to lack caution, which is weird for a mechanic. Anyhow, make sure you let him know I will sacrifice anyone in this party to save the rest.”
 

Rod felt Evy’s helmet snuggle up against his back as she teased over the intercom, “You mean you’d sacrifice me to save the others?”  
 

Rod just patted her hand and quietly replied, “Hope I don’t have to.”
 

Silence followed as she realized the warm personable man who’s arms she had spent the night in, was all business now and could be as cold hearted as their survival called for. 
 Evy smiled slightly knowing that there would be no small talk, nothing  to distract him. Not even a little teasing. Rod was going to see them safely back to his home.
 

The sled hit a slight bump and Evy held onto Rod a bit harder. She tried to feel those muscles she had felt the night before and cursed her thick snow suit. Still feeling the warmth of the heated seat she for the first time in months it dawned on her, she felt safe and it was he that made her feel safe.
 

Her eyes had closed as she pondered the evenings events and the feelings she now felt. Her eyes popped open in amazement! She did feel safe! 
 Evy liked this stranger who had come to rescue them. She really did, and his presence did make her feel safe. Without touching the intercom switch, she quietly muttered to herself, “If I feel so good and safe, then why do I feel so damned bad!” Evy cursed softly, deep down inside she knew why.
 

“Did you say something Evy?” Rod asked.
 

“No, didn’t say a thing. Guess I was just thinking aloud.”
 

“Ah, need to share?” Rod replied.
 

There it was again. Rod actually cared what she felt, what she might need. No man had ever treated her as good since the loss of her husband, as Rod did. Now she really felt bad. 
 

“Rod? I can’t explain it but I feel strangely attracted to you. I mean both physically and mentally.” There was a long pause, then Evy added, “It’s really confusing…I can’t understand these feelings.”
 

Rod frowned slightly. Evy’s first line sounded almost rehearsed, but then the second seemed to come from the heart. Now he was confused for the first time in a while. He couldn’t help but think there was something, he couldn’t put his finger on, yet he still trusted her. All the time he mused over his dilemma he could feel vibrations and muted sounds coming from her helmet as if she were talking to herself. Rod smiled as he realized he had spent so much time thinking about Evy, they had neared their destination.
 

Evy’s worrying was broken as Rod nudged her and pointed to a small group of run down ruins of an old ice community. She stood on the sleds runners and leaned over Rod’s shoulder.
 

“I don’t see anything Rod. Just that old snow covered ruins.”
 

She heard him chuckle over the comm.…. That’s the point Evy, that’s the point.”
 

“Buildings? Here? I thought the ice was too thick…”
 

Rod chuckled over the comm, “There were many small communities that tried to survive out here. They were built on top of all the layers of ice with the ice so they would move along with the glaciers, like your outpost.”
 

“Oh, ok, so why are they abandoned?”
 

She heard Rod sigh as he replied, “Many reasons Evy, mostly lack of supplies from our city due to raiders, then there’s the cannibals…” Rod felt Evy shudder. “Eventually a century or so, they all gave up one by one and returned to the city and the buildings have been partially destroyed in storms and such. Some of the stronger ones make good shelter and some…”Rod laughed, “…well you’ll see.”
 

As the group neared an old partially collapsed storage barn they began to slow. Rod hit a button on his dashboard and the rear of the old partially collapsed barn started to raise. Beyond Evy saw a long ice cave. Rod pulled up and motioned the ensuing sleds to go inside. As the group of survivors entered the cave lights began to glow enough to show the way. The convoy of sleds came to a stop once in and Rod followed as he pulled up alongside of the last sled as it entered. Rod slowed to a stop. He pressed the helm button. “Eric do you read?” 
 

Nothing!
 

“Eric this is Rod. Answer!” Eric’s silence was of concern. Rod turned and looked out back the way they had just come from. No longer could Eric be seen. They waited, nothing! Rod looked at Evy who looked just as puzzled. Perhaps not puzzled, but something. She looked worried enough, yet….
 

“Eric was just behind us about a half kilo. I was keeping an eye on him Rod. He was coming up over that last ridge as we entered the old barn.” John called over the radio.
 

“Damn!” Rod swore under his breath and pushed the button to close the door. He dismounted and watched as the door closed. Quickly jumping on his sled he sped past the line of sleds and down the caves narrow passages.
 “Listen up everyone. If Scar caught Eric, he may have seen the entrance to this outpost. So we have to be quick and get the medical help for your people as fast as we can, then leave.” Before Rod could add more he heard Evy speaking over his sleds comm.
 

 “Rod, this isn’t the entrance to your city?”
 

“No Evy I told you all this morn, this is an outpost.”
 

“Oh we thought you only said that in case someone was listening in on the radio.” Evy sounded troubled and this puzzled Rod.
 



Chapter 6.


 

Rod moved everyone along the winding ice tunnels and through maze like intersections they traveled. Finally they arrived at a wider area within the tunnels and a second door fronted with ice closed behind them. Rod removed his helm.
 

A speaker crackled to life. “Rod! Had us worried guy. There was word from the city you were out and about.”
 

Rod dismounted and shouted, “Had to rescue this party from OP2. Couldn’t chance Scar hasn’t broken our code.” Rod walked back to the second skid and pointed at the two men laying on it. “These two need medical help Dave.”
 

John dismounted his sled and walked over to Rod. “An ice complex? Carved out of a glacial pressure ridge. Cleaver place to hide out Rod.”
 

“Yeah, isn’t it?” Rod grinned at John as he sat back on his sled. “We had to have somewhere safe to rest when we made out trips to OP2, so the city built this here about a quarter of the way to your OP2. Then we found that the few survivors we found from what remained of the old surface communities, usually needed some sort of medical aid.” Rod waved his hand around pointing at the small cavern, “So we added a medic and staff, then of course we had to have a larger facility, so we added more rooms and tunnels to connect them.”
 

Just as Rod was about to add more, there was a loud click and part of the ice wall opened as two men walked out sporting machine guns. They walked among the survivors and waved an ‘all clear’. Four more men ran out carrying two stretchers. They loaded the two sick men on them and vanished through the door. 
 

Within a few minutes the four men returned with packets of food and Sim-coff.  They passed out cups and poured the hot liquid into them.
 

“My God! Sim-coff?” John shouted, “It’s been years.” He sipped ravenously completely ignoring the packaged food.
 

Rod smiled at John and the others, “Great huh? Zak told me about actually drinking the real coffee back before the last genetically grown trees died out.” 
 

John stopped his drinking long enough to give a big sigh, then back to drinking he went.
 

Rod looked to John and grinned as he gulped down his warm drink. “Easy John, you’ll burn your tongue.”
 

John laughed, “Who cares, its hot!”
 

Rod chuckled, took a swig of his Sim-coff and continued his explanation of the complex to John. “The tunnels go all the way through the ridge and cut about ten miles off our trip if we had to go around it. Aw we don’t have much staff here anymore due to the lack of finding survivors.” He shook his head slowly, “Seems the few that make it into this area, either Scar or the fleshies get them.”
 

“Fleshies?”
 

“Oh sorry John, our slang for cannibals.”
 

“Ahh, I see.” John laughed, “I can see it’s going to take a while to get used to the city’s slangs and customs. Looks like we’ve been living apart for too many generations.”
 

Rod took a sip of his and gulped down the last of his food pack and looked around. Everyone was finished and he realized how hungry they were. He looked over to Evy and she was smiling.
 

“They used the last of their food to throw that dinner last night Rod.”
 

“Their food? What about your…”
 

Evy touched Rod’s hand and smiled, “Eric and I didn’t have any food left by the time we found them. Matter of fact, we hadn’t eaten in a few days. You see this bunch of survivors have been sharing their meager rations with us even though it meant they would run out of food sooner than planned.”
 

“Well there’ll be food tonight Evy, this outpost has plenty of extra supplies.”
 

Evy got a funny look on her face and muttered, “Outpost?” She looked at Rod but he was walking over to a man that had just walked through the door the medics had taken the stricken men through.
 

Rod walked over to Dave and pulled him aside without anyone noticing the worry on his face. “Dave you might be advised to prepare for trouble. The guy that was running rear guard vanished just as we approached. It could be nothing, but something’s telling me we’re in for trouble, there’s a chance he might have been ambushed.”
 

Dave smiled at Rod and winked, “Doubt if anyone could find us if they tried Rod. We have almost a  three miles of winding tunnels, hidden doors and all intersect into one giant maze.” He laughed, “Remember the time you had the first time you came here by yourself? And that was after you’d been here, what, five, six times?”
 

Rod laughed, then frowned at Dave, “I know damned well you’ll never let me live that down are you.”
 

Dave slapped Rod on the back and chuckled, “Hell no! The city’s best rescuer and you couldn’t remember, left, straight, straight, right, left, straight, right…er, left, no straig…” 
 

No it was Rod’s turn to laugh, “See you live in this damned iceberg and still can’t remember.” 
 

Evy walked up to the two and looked Rod in the eyes he could see something was on her mind. She tried to speak, yet to Rod it seemed like she couldn’t find the right words.
 

Rod started to say something, then noticed Evy’s eyes had filled with tears as she pointed to the sleds all lined up in the cavern. 
 “They’ve been so kind to two strangers… and then you came along….” A tear rolled down her cheek. Things were not going as she had hoped. Things she couldn’t explain were happening far too quickly. She was feeling things she couldn‘t explain. She turned and started pacing back and forth. “…and now you treat me so well.”
 

Evy had gotten off the sled as the others had dismounted, but now she was pacing back and forth. Rod could see she was in turmoil. Something was going on with this strange woman he had been so attracted to. Now she had something troubling her deeply. Rod watched her pace waving her arms as if she were speaking to herself, perhaps even cussing herself out of frustration. Rod grinned at her antics. Just as he was about to speak, when a strange looked swept across her face. 
 

She glanced to Dave, then Rod. Evy reached out and grabbed Rod’s arm frantically. “Rod I have to warn….” But Rod never heard the rest.
 

“BOOOMMMM!” The entire ice mountain reverberated with the explosion. Chunks of ice fell around the small group as Dave rushed around the small cavern checking for damage. Another explosion shook the ice ridge as large cracks appeared in the walls and more ice fell. Alarms sounded and Dave’s men scrambled into action.
 

One of Dave’s men rushed to him and reported Scar was seen on the complex’s security cameras. Rod turned and reached for his pulse rifle, but Dave latched onto him and Evy. 
 Dave started pushing them to the seat on Rod’s sled. “EVERYONE SCAR HAS BREACHED OUR DEFENCES. GET ON YOUR SLEDS AND FOLLOW ROD!!!”
 

“Dave, what…” Rod tried to speak.
 

Dave pushed Rod down onto the sled’s seat and practically tossed Evy on the back. “The two you left will have to stay. There isn’t time to go get them. It won’t take Scar long to find the hidden door. Get these people out of here, we’ll hold them as long as we can. You know the back way out…..GO!”
 

Alarms began to sound as more explosions shook the pressure ridge. Dave started to head for the door he had come out of, he looked back to Rod and shouted, “Sounds like he’s blasting straight through the tunnels!”
 

Rod reached out and grasped Dave by the arm. “Dave get your people to safety.”
 

Dave smiled at Rod and Evy, “Our sleds haven’t worked since we got that bad fuel. We were going to send a message sooner, but we never used them in so long.” Dave winked at Rod and gave him a weak smile, “We’ll stay and cover your ass. Now get going!” 
 

“Dave…”
 

“I said get going! We have ways to stop them from following, you know that.”
 

Rod looked sadly at Dave as Evy wondered what was going on. Dave smiled at her and squeezed her arm gently. “He really likes you, you know. I can tell by the way he looks at you.” He paused, then added, “Take care of him Evy, he’s good people!” 
 

Dave waved his arm and another door opened to the rear of the large cave. This door was large enough for sleds. Rod looked sadly at Dave, saluted and cranked the throttle of the sled. It leapt into motion and sped through the new opening followed by the rest. Rod glanced in his side mirror and saw the remaining sleds careening through the tunnels close behind and knew John was determined to see his people didn’t get lost. 
 

Another explosion shook the mountain. Rod swore as he dodged a huge block of ice that fell from the ceiling. Down winding tunnels they flew, sometimes Rod turned a corner so fast the sled ran on only one front ski and Evy held on to Rod even tighter. Evy thought at times they would surly die as Rod swerved to avoid ice boulders that fell from the ceiling or swerved to avoid debris collapsing from a wall. 
 Ahead part of a wall collapsed onto the passage but Rod blasted through it as the others followed without slowing. Onward they pushed until she thought the sleds couldn’t take it anymore. Rod was pushing them hard, harder than they should be going. There were times she closed her eyes because the danger she saw was just too much to bear. What of Dave and his people? Could they hold back Scar?
 

Along winding tunnels the sleds sped until a wall loomed ahead of the dead end tunnel. Evy kept waiting for some door to miraculously open, but it never did. Rod never slowed and Evy grasped his waist even harder as he yelled over the radio and simultaneously comm, “DUCK!”
 

There was an explosion of ice and snow, then blinding bright daylight. Rod’s sled fishtailed momentarily, skidded sideways, then he veered back to the southward direction they had been on all day. The sun had broken through and Evy strained to see if everyone in their party had made it out through the opening Rod had made.
 

As she looked rearward, one by one the rest of the sleds and skids flew from the opening they had just created. Down a steep slope they sped as Evy looked back to see if Dave or any of his people followed, they had not! 
 She sighed a big sigh of relief as the pressure ridge slowly vanished behind them as they sped off. The OP2 people were all there except those left behind with the medics. The sun vanished behind another series of storm clouds and the wind kicked up blowing loose snow around. Evy knew it would cover their trail eventually.
 

There was a rumbling sound then many explosions. On a snow covered rise Rod slowed, then stopped. He dismounted and walked back past the remaining line of five sleds and three skids. He raised his visor as Evy walked up next to him.
 

In the distance the mountainous pressure ridge that had been the outpost, was slowly collapsing in upon its self in a cloud of snow and ice shards.
 

 The wind had died down and the snow gently dusted their view. Evy raised her visor and staring in horror muttered, “Rod, did they get out?”
 

“Evy, they sacrificed themselves for us. There was nowhere for them to run to. So they triggered the outpost’s self destruct and took as many of Scar’s men down as they could.
 

Evy’s legs shook so hard they could no longer support her as she dropped into the snow and sat staring at the slowly dissipating cloud where the outpost once stood. There was now a wide gap in the pressure ridge where once men and women lived. Where once a great under ice complex stood there was now just a vast field of ice debris.  The people lived there with the intent of being a stopover and to give medical assistance, were now gone and Scar had brought about their destruction. 
 

“What have we done?” Evy whispered.
 

Rod who had knelt beside her, looked puzzled, “We?”
 

Evy snapped upright and looked up at Rod in the eyes. He saw almost a panicked stare, then she calmed and looked down at the ice covered ground.
 

“We, Rod…we went there, we caused their deaths. My God…” Evy sobbed, “…what have we done?” No longer could she hold back the tears. Her body trembled as she openly cried. Rod slowly, gently grasped Evy by her arms and stood her up. He put his arm around her and walked past the party as he headed toward his sled. At first she jerked away from him, but he grasped her once again, this time more firmly and he felt her reluctantly cede to his insistence and moved along side of him.
 

He stopped mid way and shouted at the rest, “What the Hell are you all looking at? They died so we can live. Now get on your God-dammed sleds and let’s get out of here!”
 

Evy shuttered, Rod had never acted this way, he had never yelled before. He was mad, confused and… and what? She couldn’t decide what exactly what he else, he was feeling. She understood sadness and anger, but there was something else and she couldn’t put her finger on it, perhaps it was her? Her sorrow passed, now she was beginning to worry.
 

John reached out and grabbed Rod’s arm. There were tears in John’s eyes as well. “I…we know how you feel. We know your anger Rod. It isn’t easy losing people, friends…”
 

Rod looked at John, but couldn’t speak. He raised his arm and made a forward motion as he and Evy walked back to his sled. The two mounted the sled and he plugged in the comm. No sooner than Evy heard the crackle of the comm, the sled jumped into gear and sped off with the others close behind. She wrapped her arms around him and felt him stiffen as if he didn’t want to be touched.
 

Over the comm, she heard Rod sniff, then felt his chest heave. She knew why, but decided rather than speak, she just put her body against his and hugged him. Strangely as bad as she felt all she wanted to do was comfort him.
 

Things were now getting confusing for Evy. She knew Rod wasn’t saying everything he felt. Then she knew she wasn’t either. She had tried, but it came too late. Evy couldn’t understand why all this was becoming so complicated. There were too many secrets, too many things in her past. Perhaps Rod has sensed it, perhaps she wasn’t trying too hard to cover it up anymore, but she knew her past would rear its ugly head eventually, the question now was, would she be the one to tell him? And if she did…when would she get the courage to do so?
 

Evy trembled and Rod gently patted her hand. She couldn’t hide from what had happened in the past. Tears formed in her eyes once again. She truly regretted ever beginning this journey. 
 


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 7.


 

Onward they rode through the rest of the afternoon and into the early evening. A crackle of the radio snapped everyone out of their melancholy state of mind. First they were safe, then in peril, now it seemed Scar was not following and they were safe again. The party’s emotions had run the gambit this day.
 

“Does anyone read?”
 

John answered first, “Eric? Is that you? Where have you been.”
 

Rod slowed and signaled John to be careful.
 

“John… am …shot. Shoulder….leg, need… help. Heading last direction... sled damaged..Heading south…. on our last heading.”
 

 John tried to reply, but Rod answered, “Eric keep heading in the direction you’re on, I’m coming to find you.”
 

Rod dismounted and walked over to John and handed him something. They chatted for a few seconds, then John sped away in the direction Rod had pointed and the rest of the party followed. Rod walked back to Evy sitting impatiently on the sled.
 

“They’re leaving us Rod?”
 

“Yeah, I sent them on ahead.” Rod pointed off in the distance as Evy’s gaze followed his finger. About two miles back Eric’s sled could be seen moving over a hill through the falling snow. “See he’s following our tracks in the snow, I knew he’d pick them up if he kept on his heading.”
 

The two waited there for almost an hour for Eric. He had to stop and check if he was still following their trail as the snow fell harder. Finally at a place where Eric could see them waving at him, Rod pushed the helm button and quickly told Eric not to use the radio. Before long Eric was pulling up next to them looking greatly relieved.
 

“You could have come back to meet me you know, I could have bled to death.”
 

“You could have been bait for a trap too.” Rod pointed over his shoulder, “You expect me to risk her life because you were careless?”
 

“Rod…” Evy raised her visor and tried to speak, but Rod waved her to be quiet and she sensed to leave well enough alone. Rod, at times, left no doubt in anyone’s mind he was not to be trifled with…. Security and safety was his way of life.
 

Rod raised his visor and keyed his mike again. “I told the others to go on ahead, just in case you were followed. We waited here so I could see if anyone followed you. Unfortunately I can see only a few miles back. Did you see anyone? Were you followed earlier?”
 

Eric pulled up alongside of Rod and Evy and looked back the way he came and grinned, “Don’t think so Rod, kept an eye out for anyone behind me all the way. Never saw a soul. I did remember to zigzag and stopped once trying to get my bearings and no one was behind me then.”
 

Evy gave Eric a strange look. “Eric what happened to you? You were there, then you weren’t. That wasn’t the city, just a medical complex, we thought you….” Her voice trailed off as Eric continued.
 

“That bastard Scar shot me from quite a distance. He was behind one of those out damned ice outcrops just before those ruins you went into. Hell I laid there and played dead, but several more fired at me as they drove past.”
 

Rod walked over to Eric and looked him over noticing his two wounds. He patted him on his good shoulder. “Looks like most of the bleeding has stopped. I’ll put a temporary bandage on your wounds until we can get to some shelter. We can’t catch up with the others before it gets too dark.” 
 

Rod looked over Eric’s sled, “Looks like your sled will be ok too.” Rod then pointed over to a large frozen structure in the distance. “That used to be an old power plant until the snows covered most of it. Most of it is under ice now, but I have a hidden room we can shelter in for the night. Luckily the snows aren’t too deep here, but someday it too will vanish like all the rest of the things man created before the ice came.”
 

Evy started to ask Eric something, but Rod jumped on his sled and sped off as Eric followed.
 

They headed westerly toward the old building when Rod skidded to a stop. He pointed to an old fueler sled and a man laying beside it. Rod turned and headed to the sled. Pulling up to the man laying on the ground Rod raised his helm’s visor and shouted to the pair. “The suit is Fueler, so is the sled.” 
 He leapt off the sled as it came to a stop and ran to the man’s side. Rod rolled him over and raised his visor. “Christ!” Rod raised the man’s head and shook him gently. “Kevin? What the Hell happened? Why are you out here.”
 

Kevin opened his eyes and weakly smiled noticing Rod bending over him. “Rod? How far have I gone?”
 

“You’re about thirty miles from your base Kev. Next question is why?”
 

Kevin looked at Rod and hoarsely spoke as if it was tasking him greatly, “Rod, the base, it’s gone.”
 

“Christ Kev, who? When?...”
 

Kevin grasped Rod’s arm near the shoulder and tried to pull himself up a little. “I’m not sure. Two, maybe three days ago. I kept losing consciousness, don’t know how long I’ve been laying here. I heard you were out and tried to find you. I figured you might wind up here for shelter old friend.” 
 He swallowed hard and as Rod tried to check him for wounds, Kevin pushed Rod’s hand away. “No Rod, I’m a dead man, let me finish….. It was Scar and his bunch my friend. Scar had more men than we had ever seen. They came and we thought they wanted to trade for fuel as usual, then they usually go.” 
 Kevin coughed, as a trickle of blood ran from his mouth. “They attacked the guy that usually goes out to deal with them, then sent a sled loaded with explosives into the gates and blew them up. I’d been out hunting for cannibal signs and just had neared the base, when I saw Scar’s bunch. I watched from the ice ridge this side of the outpost.” 
 

Again Kevin gasped for air and Rod knew he wasn’t long for this world. “Rod there were so many, but I had to do something. I sighted in Scar as he sat on his sled and waved orders to his men. One of his men drove between him and my shot. Scar turned and saw me and dove off on his sled before I could get off another shot, then he sent several men after me.”
 

Blood was now starting to flow from Kevin’s lips, but somehow he managed to cough and speak again, this time more weakly, “I got them one by one as they followed, but one of their shots got me in the back. The damage is done old friend, I don’t have a lot of time left.”    
 

Again Kevin coughed, this time blood flowed from his nose as well as his lips as Kevin turned his head away from Rod and spit it out. “That bastard Scar is up to something. He knew we’d blow the fuel if he attacked and that knowledge didn’t stop him. My people did blow it, the supply, the pumps, everything. Scar probably got some fuel that was in barrels. He wouldn’t have attacked unless he knew another place he could get fuel, a large supply of it.”
 

Rod looked at Kevin, then Eric and Evy. “Or unless they thought they could get Dropper drive sleds.”
 

Kevin, choked once again and grasped Rod’s arm, “My God, don’t you see Rod, Scar’s after your city? You have …to…” Again Kevin coughed, “You must…..warn….” Kevin’s chest heaved, his face went blank, his body went limp.
 

Rod slowly rolled Kevin’s lifeless body off his lap and went to his sled. He pulled out the particle beam rifle and with a few well placed pulses, blew a deep hole into the ice. He and Eric laid Kevin into the hole and covered it with snow and ice from the particle blasts he had made creating the make shift grave. Rod turned the power down on the rifle, aimed at the unmarked grave and fired a long weak burst. The ice and snow melted into a pool of water that covered Kevin.  Rod put the rifle back on the sled and walked back to the grave of his brave friend. 
 

He sadly looked down at the now freezing grave. “Farewell old friend, I’ll never forget your courage to come and warn me.” Rod looked at Evy and slowly spoke, “OP2 is gone, now Kevin and his people, no more survivors….” Rod looked at the ground sadly, “….all this up here, I fear, will become a forgotten world.” 
 Rod turned and mounted the sled and Evy followed as Eric got back on his sled.
 

“Is that all you’re going to say over a friends grave?” Evy sadly asked as she slowly closed her visor, “Nothing but good-by old friend?”
 

Rod plugged her back in as they both closed their visors against the freezing winds. “We knew each other since Zak introduced us years ago. We knew how we felt, our friendship and stuff. I looked him up just about every time I was up this way. I ate dinner with his family, slept in their house. I didn’t have to ask, I know his wife and two kids would have gone up with the stockade.” 
 He paused and looked back to Evy, “That’s the way their community wanted it. Destroy the depot, the stockade as well as all the people. Dying for them was better than the alternative. At least now Kev’s at rest and no ice dog will get through that ice.”
 

“My God Why?” Evy gasped, “His family too? All because of fuel?”
 

“If they destroyed the fuel, so Scar couldn’t lay his hands on it, then what the Hell do you think Scar would have done to the survivors?” Rod was on the verge of real anger. This day had been one of the worse that he could remember in all the years he had been a rescuer. 
 

Evy’s face showed signs of great sorrow, more than someone that she had just met should have had. She was fine at first, but now something was troubling her deeply. It was almost as if she had been feeling regret. Rod started to ask himself why, but then Evy didn’t know Kevin, why regret? 
 

Eric shouted and pointed to the grave, “Look! It’s frozen over already.” He slapped his visor down and pointed toward the blackening sky to the northwest. The temperature was falling quickly and Rod knew why.
 

Rod keyed his helm so Eric could hear as well, “We need to get going.” He pointed to the large structure off in the distance, “Keep up!” 
 

The sled lurched forward so hard Evy almost fell off. “What’s the hurry? It’s just another damned snow squall…. Isn’t it?”
 

There was stress in Rod’s voice as he replied, “You wouldn’t get these way up where you were. It’s called a ‘Mixer’ Evy, a massive storm that blows high winds, snow and ice whirlwinds and ice blasts that will rip a regular snowsuit to shreds.”
 

Evy looked down at the fiber stuffed suit that clad her body, then leaned into Rod once again and shouted over the comm, “Perhaps we should go a bit faster?” 
 She looked to her right and the dark wall of freezing snow blowing in front of the storm. She shouted once again, “A LOT FASTER…ROD IT”S HERE!” 
 She eyed the dark whitish, gray wall of snow and ice heading toward them. It grew taller and was as far as she could see. It neared and she could see the violently swirling ice trapped within and it seemed as if the wall would slam into them sideways. Evy was hypnotized by fear as the wall got closer, she couldn’t take her eyes off it.
 

Before Evy could turn her gaze back to the front something dark flashed past her eyes, light, then more dark and finally just dark. Evy started to panic, then she realized there was no wind and she was completely surrounded by blackness. The headlight on Rod’s sled came on as he slowed to a stop. Eric’s light was behind them and as Evy looked back to the narrow opening they had just passed through, a white blast shot by and what little light there was vanished.
 

Rod twisted around and grinned as he raised his visor. “Now that was close! Good thing it was parallel to the opening or it would have blasted right in here.”
 

Bathed in the eerie glow of the two sled’s headlights, Evy quickly glanced around, then upward gasped, “My God Rod this is huge.” She scanned around the monstrous concrete dome.
 

“Yeah it is, isn’t it? Two thirds of it is under the ice now, you should have seen it years ago, before more ice and snow filled it through the breach we just came through. What you see is just a small part and what I saw years earlier was just a small part of what it was centuries ago. This structure was huge Evy” 
 Rod slowly moved the sled forward again. As he neared the concrete wall to the other side of the dome, they came on what appeared to be a building that was mostly buried in ice. Rod turned the sled and slowly moved along the building’s wall until they came upon an old wooden crate sticking partially out of the snow. “This used to be a nuclear facility or something, but was cleared out when the ice first threatened it. Then Zak said he heard it was converted to another fuel or something. They had a small community here, but it’s buried under the ice now.
 

Rod stopped and dismounted as the other two followed suit. Rod walked to the crate and pushed it aside. Eric leaned against his sled and grinned.
 

Evy smiled at Rod, “A hidden door, cleaver Rod.”
 

“Is this the entrance to your city? This little door?” Eric sounded disappointed.
 

Rod laughed at Eric and patted him on the back reassuringly, “Naw, just a safe place to rest for the night. The sleds are protected from elements here, although we might have to dig out in the morning if the winds change. This dome we’re under is about ten feet of solid concrete. Through this door and down the steps about eighty feet below, is a room we can sleep in.” 
 Rod laughed, “Hell, it’s not much, but it has some sort of sound proofing and heats up quickly. There is a short hall with a few other empty rooms. We’ll check everything out after we lock this door from the inside, just to make sure no one’s inside.”
 

Eric grinned, “Think I’ll stay here until you two make sure it’s safe. Don’t think I’d be much good in a fight.”
 

Rod looked at Eric grabbed him by the collar of his snowsuit and pulled him to his feet. “I’m not leaving you alone out here, you can bring up the rear.”
 

Eric looked worried. “Why not? I can…”
 

“Because if someone or something came in here to escape the storm, you wouldn’t be any good in a fight, remember.”
 

Evy butted in to Eric’s dismay, “Rod’s right Eric. Never can tell what might happen up here now can we?...And we wouldn’t want to lose you again.”
 

Eric glared at Evy, but with Rod grasping him, he let it drop and reluctantly followed.
 

Rod led them through the door and locked it securely after checking for foot prints in the frost. He flipped a switch on his helm and a light flashed on. Evy didn’t have a light, so Eric switched his helm light on and brought up the rear as planned. Rod kept checking to make sure Eric was close behind so Evy would have plenty of light on the slippery steel stairs. 
 

Now and then Evy would glance out into the surrounding blackness and wonder what was out there. Their steps sounded strange as if echoing through a vast open room. Down a series of stairs they went into the bowels of the once daunting power plant. Now just a dark cold shell, their footsteps echoing throughout the blackness that surrounded their halo of light. Evy shivered, yet bravely chuckled, “I’m surprised that no one stripped these stairs for the steel.”
 

“Someone did at one time Evy, but we put new ones back in, strengthened the door and lock…” They reached the second landing and Rod fumbled with something in a metal box attached to the railing. Thirty feet below, the floor beneath the icy steel stairs lit up, casting a warm glow on the area below them as Rod added, “…and of course a large Dropper engine and generator.”
 

The following pair smiled at each other as Rod started back down the stairs. Once reaching the bottom, Rod closed another steel door, then the three checked out the first two rooms to make sure they were clear of intruders. Rod led them into the last room at the end of the short hall. He closed the door to the room and flipped a few switches on a small panel. The pair of new comers looked around the sealed room.
 

“Should have heat in a few minutes.” Rod said as he removed his helm. “The entire floor will heat up in about an hour. This room just does it more quickly.”
 

Evy and Eric began to remove their helms and snowsuits as the temperature began to rise faster than either had anticipated. Following Rod’s lead, they placed their gear on the built in shelves on the far wall.
 

Rod walked over to a large steel panel and punched in some code and pulled the panel open. He reached into the dark and tossed a large roll to Evy, then Eric. 
 

“Ok guys, just unroll these and keep stepping on the little bladder that is at the end. It will inflate the bag and we can lay our sleeping bags on them.” He smiled at Evy, “A lot more comfortable than the floor. Not to mention the floor will still radiate cold for quite a while and these pads raise us off the floor.”
 

Soon they had everything laid out and were sitting in their air pads that raised a good twenty-four inches off the floor. The ever surprising Rod had pulled out a strange looking device that plugged into the wall and heated the Sim-coff he had produced from the same hole in the wall. The room did warm quickly much to the trio’s relief.
 

Evy chuckled and spoke, “I have to get me one of those holes! Soft beds, Sim-coff. Thank you, thank you, thank yo…” 
 

Eric interrupted  Evy and joked, “Ya know if it wasn’t for these rather bland food packs, this Sim-coff would top off a fine meal. I sure hope you have a lot of this back at your city, my friend.”
 

Evy puzzled Rod to some extent. The night before she had laid in the comfort of his arms. She had snuggled her head on his chest and wrapped her arms around him. Now she sat across from him on her bed and Eric just beyond her. He shrugged it off wondering if she might just have felt safer between them. Maybe she was afraid Eric’s feelings might be hurt? Perhaps he had some feelings for her. Rod’s puzzlement was quickly snapped as he felt his air pad move.
 

“Do you mind?” He looked to the his side as Evy crawled over to him from the foot of his pad. She handed him another cup of Sim-coff. “Eric wants to go look through all that junk in the other rooms, if that’s ok.”
 

Rod looked over to Eric who was grinning back as he donned his snowsuit. “What can I say Rod, I’m a mechanic and always will be. I just have to see what is in those rooms. I’m guessing whatever warmed this room didn’t warm the other rooms. I should be back in a little bit.” He grinned, “Better make that a long bit.”
 

“Hell if I care Eric, knock yourself out.”
 

“Huh?” Eric looked startled.
 

“Oh sorry,” Rod replied, “It’s an old expression Zak always used. Means have fun or some kind of crap like that.”
 

Eric didn’t need any prodding as he moved to the door. He turned and smiled at Evy, “All that junk is a mechanic’s dream. Seriously, don’t expect me back for a couple of hours.” He said with a wink. “That stuff is piled up against the walls and will take forever to dig through.”
 

Rod looked at Eric and in a serious tone said, “Make sure you pile all that, stuff, back against the walls like we had it when you’re done Eric. We piled it there so the rooms are easier to check for intruders.” Rod added with a grin, “Hey, and don’t forget to bang on the door hard when you return. It’s two inch thick steel and six inches of sound proofing on it and it will lock automatically when you shut it. Only I know the code remember, so bang loud!”
 

“Gotcha!” Eric paused and turned back to Rod, “Don’t suppose you’d share the code would you?” Again he looked at Rod, who was not smiling. 
 “I thought not.” Eric chuckled as he opened the door and a cold blast hit him, he zipped up his suit adding, “Still cold out here!” and out the door he vanished, shutting it securely as he left.
 

Evy and Rod chuckled at Eric’s enthusiasm. Evy sat down next to Rod shoulder to shoulder and smiled warmly.
 

“I thought maybe I had said something or did something….” But Rod never got to finish his sentence. Evy took the half full cup from a puzzled Rod’s hands and put it on the floor. She put her finger to his lips and whispered, “Shhhh!”
 

“But you…”
 

Evy slowly put her arms around Rod’s neck and gently kissed him on his lips. Rod forgot what he had been about to say. His mind raced, the night before they had just spent sleeping in each other’s arms, now…..
 

Evy’s second kiss left Rod with no doubt that she had chosen him. A strange thing happened during that kiss. It was almost like Evy’s entire being changed. Rod couldn’t put his finger on it, but then his mind started to fog up and the only thing he could grasp were the warm lips pressing against his, her tongue probing gently.
 

He wasn’t sure if she had pushed him or they just fell back, but within an instant they were laying on his sleeping bag, limbs wrapped around one another. Her hot breathing matched his as both gasped for air between the warm kisses. 
 Evy grasped Rod’s hand and pulled it to her breast. As he grasped it, Evy let out a gently gasp and arched her back pressing herself harder to Rod’s hand. She pressed her hand to his making him squeeze her breast even more firmly.
 

“I couldn’t stand being around you and not having you touch me…. kiss me.” Evy gasped between kisses, “I curse you for making me fall for you.” 
 Evy raised herself straddling Rod hips and in one quick motion pulled her sweater over her head, her long raven hair cascaded down over her shoulders as her ponytail shed its bindings.
 

Before Rod could react, she jerked his sweater over his head. When he emerged, there was Evy sitting astride of him, her dark nipples showing through the thinly woven undershirt she was wearing.
 

“I can’t explain this feeling… I haven’t been with…” Evy was shaking, “…It’s been a long time since…”
 

Rod smiled and put his finger to her lips, “Shhh… It’s been a long time for me as well… and I too feel, since…”
 

Evy chuckled lovingly, her deep blue eyes sparkled, “I guess neither of us have… well, you know.” She reached back down and grasped his hand and once again moved it to her top. She slid it under the skimpy shirt and wrapped it around her firm breast. Rod saw her eyes close as she gasped with pleasure.
 

With all his will power Rod managed to speak one last time, “What…if  Eric..comes…”
 

Evy grasped Rod’s other hand and shoved it under her top to her other breast and panted wantonly, “Let him bang away…. or freeze, I don’t care as long as I’m with you! ” 
 Evy paused momentarily , the sexiest look Rod had ever seen crossed her face, she whispered, “On second thought, I want you to bang away.” She ripped off her top and laid upon her soon to be lover. The warmth of his muscular chest only made her more wanton. She kissed him deeply as her hand slowly slid down the length of his body, downward. 
 Rod gasped for air as she found what she was hunting for under his woven pants.
 

Rod’s head started to swim, lost in passion he barely felt Evy tense. He opened his eyes and looked into hers as her body lifted from his.
 

“NO!” She shouted as she rolled off him. “I can’t do this to you!” She leapt to her feet.
 

Puzzled Rod replied, “It’s ok Evy if you don’t want to…”
 

She pulled her top over her head and looked into his dark eyes. “Rod I want to, it’s just…” She turned away as she pulled her sweater over her head. She slowly turned back to face him. “Rod, I don’t know how, or why, but I’ve fallen in love with you.”
 

Rod laid back on his elbows and looked over to Evy, “Hmmm… funny way you’re showing it.” He was really puzzled.
 

“Please Rod don’t make fun of me.” Evy looked like she was going to cry.
 

He sat upright, “Oh, no Evy, I didn’t mean to hurt you. You see I’ve started falling for you. Seeing you in my arms the other night, feeling you breathe… Christ all mighty Evy… I think I love you too.”
 

Rod got up and paced the floor stumbling over his feelings, and words. “I can’t even think without thinking about you.”
 

Evy gently grasped Rod’s arm. “I think we’re both in love with each other as much as we can be for the short time we’ve been together.” She kissed him on the lips gently, fearing she might let her passion get control of her once again.
 

“Then why…”
 

Evy stepped back and sadly looked downward, “Rod I think I really do love you.”
 

“But?”
 

“But I haven’t been honest. I’m not who…what, you think I am.”
 

Rod was now beginning to sense a kind of self anger, a deep loathing within her words. As he was about to speak, Evy turned and ran to the door, she undid the inner manual lock and ran out and into the hallway. Rod heard the door to the stairs clang shut before it dawned on him where Evy was going.
 

Rod ran to the door and pulled it open and shouted up the high rising staircase, “Evy, wait! Tell me what…”
 

She ran up the stairs and Rod followed, but he was over a full flight behind her.
 

“Evy wait, you can’t go outside you didn’t get your suit. It has to be below zero out there!”
 

“Let me go!” Evy screamed back down the stairs at him, “Don’t you see I was suppose to seduce you. Can’t you see I….couldn’t go through with it?” 
 

Rod slowed as her words cut deeply, then he heard the outer door open and Evy’s footsteps fade into the darkness. Fearing this enchanting and somewhat confusing woman he had fallen for would freeze to death before he could find her, he jerked a large metal panel door open and pulled a large lantern from inside the panel and continued running up the stairs.
 

Rod ran through the door knowing even within the protection of the old building the temperature had to be near minus five degrees and feared Evy would run outside the dome where it was even colder and deadlier. He shuddered thinking what would happen to her if she ran out into the raging storm. 
 

“I can catch her once in the open.” He panted aloud as he burst through the open door and out into the vast frozen domed area. He whipped the light around toward the opening. Evy was nowhere to be seen. 
 He flashed the light over to the sleds and they were both still there, he sighed a sigh of relief.   He thought to himself, “If she had gone out…..no she didn’t have time.” 
 Rod heard a noise and swung the light behind him toward the sleds and skid that sat next to the building in which they sheltered. There was something next to the huge crate. He quickly moved around the sleds and brought the light to the hidden side of the crate.
 

Evy stood there with tears running down her cheek she was standing over Eric who was laying on the ground. Blood oozed from under Eric’s body and trickled along the ice toward the crate. He brought the light up to Evy’s tear soaked face. Evy looked downward at her hand and Rod followed her gaze with the light. In her hand was a long narrow dagger still dripping with Eric’s blood.
 

Evy’s fingers slowly uncurled from the daggers handle and dropped the knife. It clattered to the frozen surface, it’s sound echoing throughout the empty concrete dome. Evy stepped over Eric’s lifeless body and walked zombie like toward Rod. She looked as if she were going to speak, then her eyes rolled back into her head as she slowly sank to her knees. She looked upward to Rod, then fell over toward the ice.
 

Rod  moved quickly grasped her as she fell and cradled her in his arms. He raised her limp body into his strong arms, cradling her head against his chest. He carried her toward the door and warmth.
 

“Evy, what have you done?” He cradled her tightly, feeling her pain, yet not fully understanding.
 

“No!” Evy said weakly as she slowly regained consciousness, “Don’t touch me. I did this to you…. for you….I..” Her weak protests faded as she fell silent. 
 The strong woman Rod had come to know fainted in his arms once again.
 

He flashed the light from under Evy’s body once more toward Eric’s lifeless body. “Poor Evy…” Rod walked toward the open door of their shelter, “…if only you could have told me…”
 

Rod passed through the door and slowly, carefully pulled it closed taking care not to disturb Evy. He pretty much had figured out what had happened and with the exception of what it had done to her, was satisfied he had been right about her. 
 Rod was smiling…. His instincts were right as usual and Evy, this woman he was falling for, had not let him down. 
 

As he carefully walked down the stairs, he mused softly to his unconscious love, “Now if I can just get you to understand.”
 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 8.


 

Rod carried Evy’s limp frame down the stairs and into the secure room. He gently laid her on the pad and softly stroked her face. Her lips were blue from just the short time she had been out in the enclosure. Still unconscious her body shook as Rod moved her into his sleeping bag and zipped her up. He laid the other two bags upon her and prepared another cup of hot Sim-coff.
 

Rod sat next to her and gently moved her head into this lap. He spoon fed her some of the warm liquid as her lips reluctantly accepted it. She moaned and gasped slightly as if in some hellish nightmare. She struggled against some invisible enemy buried deep within her subconscious mind while all the time he laid next to her keeping her safe, being there for when she would need him.
 

Rod let her sleep. He laid next to her under another sleeping bag for body warmth and stayed with her the whole night. Finally her struggles slowed, then stopped as if her demons had been vanquished, but Rod knew she still would have to face herself. 
 In his long needed slumber Rod dreamed of Evy, of the last few days. There were times he too struggled with his own demons, yet every time he did, there was Evy standing next to him as if fate had called forth to fight with him and he would awaken to see her slumbering next to him. Rod reached and gently brushed the hair from her closed eyes and smiled warmly, then once again sleep would overtake him again.
 

The morning brought the dozing Rod to his senses as he began to recognize the sound of gentle sniffles. He looked over to Evy as a tear rolled down the side of her cheek. She was staring at the ceiling. She lay on her back, eyes staring blankly, sobbing quietly and as Rod sat up next to her, she rolled away from him.
 

“How can you still talk to me? You should of killed me for betraying you.” Evy managed to sob softly, “You should hate me, left me out there to freeze, but you bring me back here…Why!”
 

Rod laid his hand on Evy’s arm and gently turned her back onto her back as he propped his head on his hand and smiled at her warmly, “Because the Evy you’re talking about doesn’t exist, or at least she doesn’t anymore.” Rod gave her arm a light reassuring squeeze. “The Evy I’ve fallen for went out and killed her partner before he could contact Scar.”
 

Evy wiped the tears from her eyes and sniffed gently as she sat up. Looking Rod in the eyes she searched for an answer. “You knew?”
 

Rod sat up as well, softly wiped her tear stained face and gently stroked her cheek. “I knew about Eric for sure. You two claimed he was a mechanic, yet your sled had several things broken a real mechanic could have fixed easily in a few minutes. The front ski’s were also out of alignment and Eric had to struggle to keep the sled straight. Damn Evy, even I can adjust ski’s in about five minutes, even on those old fuel sleds.” Rod chuckled, “Eric was no mechanic. I did notice he was fascinated by my radio, so I’m guessing he was Scar’s radioman.”
 

“How do you?...”
 

“Evy I’m trained to detect signs, animal or man. I wasn’t sure at the time so I just played along. Then this fiasco with Eric missing, then reappearing as he did, I became positive about him. I just wasn’t sure how deep you were in it. Eric could have deceived you, but I really figured you were too smart for that, so that meant you were in on whatever plan Scar had going.”
 

Rod got up and walked over to the small heater stove and poured Evy a cup of Sim-coff. “You see Evy, two years ago there was a massive ice quake. It opened several crevasses that had exposed several old pre-ice age structures. The fuelers found them and radioed the city.” 
 Rod grinned, “Man that had to have been some big city at one time Evy. Anyhow, a few of us went down one of the cracks in the ice and were exploring. We found that we could go from some of the buildings to others, through cracks in the walls or other means. 
 While searching some of those old ruins beneath the ice, I stumbled into a few of Scar’s men. They had entered through a different crack on the other side of the ice ridge that the quake had shaken. It had cracked wide open and exposed the tops several of the taller buildings of an old city on the other side.” 
 Rod laughed once again as he remembered back, “It was in one of those old buildings we were going down a long hall and I was the lead so I turned a corner first.” 
 He laughed out loud, “Scar’s few guys were coming down the other hall and neither of us could hear because the ice was cracking and falling all around the buildings. I turned that damned corner….. Christ I knocked one of them on his ass. He went flying backward and fell against the second one. As my luck had it, there were three of them and damned if the third one didn’t shoot me from less than three feet away.”
 

Rod handed Evy the cup and began pacing back and forth. “Zak was retired back then, but couldn’t resist exploring with me and a few others.” Rod smiled, “Lucky for me too, they finished off the three and Zak checked my wound. It seems Scar’s men use the old gunpowder ammunition and when it’s fired close to you it leaves something Zak called gunpowder burns. They showed up real good on my white snowsuit.”
 

Evy was now sitting upright on the pad completely fascinated by Rod’s analogy of events. She wiped her eyes and leaned toward Rod as he sat back down next to her. He gently put his arm around her and drew her to him. Evy still stunned that this man she had fallen for was now forgiving her without reservation and snuggled closer and sighed softly.
 

“When Eric made his miraculous return from the dead, if you remember, I checked his wounds and put pressure bandages on them?”
 

Evy nodded, now completely enthralled with the way this man’s mind worked.
 

“Well damned if he didn’t have powder burns on his leg. Same for the back of his shoulder although the  powder burns were farther apart then the leg, I’d have to guess Scar or one of his men shot him there to make it more believable. 
 The hole in his plastic windscreen had traces of gunpowder melted in it as well, which meant the shot was close enough to melt into the plastic. If whoever shot it had been more than a few feet away, the powder would have cooled in this air and couldn’t have melted into the windshield.  All the other holes in the sled  were all in places that did little or no damage which is strange for a group of men that survive by killing.” Rod looked at Evy, “Scar’s men aren’t that bad of shots, not on such a regular basis. Someone would have hit something critical….it just didn’t fit what he said about being picked off from a distance. Remember Eric said Scar had shot him from a distance?”
 

Evy nodded as she laid her head on Rod’s shoulder.
 

“Well if Scar shot him from such a distance, how the Hell did he know is was Scar? Scar wouldn’t be out without a snowsuit. Scar wears the same as his men so no one will pick him out in a battle. So if Scar got close enough for Eric to recognize, then Eric would have been dead….unless he was working with Scar.”
 

Evy sniffed and managed a slight smile, “Eric whispered to me Scar shot him in the back after Eric had shot himself in the leg. He said Scar stood over him and gloated over the fact he had shot him. But you already had all of that figured out already. I guess that’s why you do what you do.”
 

Rod smiled back at Evy. He patted her knee and chuckled. This time it was more of a warm quiet chuckle that somehow made Evy feel more at ease.
 

“Oh I’m not all that good Evy. I wasn’t sure about you until you couldn’t go through with the seduction last night. I felt the way you kissed me the first time when all you had on your mind was to seduce me. I also felt the way you kissed me the second time and all the times there after.” Rod gently kissed Evy on the top of her head, “The woman that gave me that first kiss was a different woman that kissed me the second time. It was if one woman left and another one took her place and all between kisses.”
 

Evy raised her head and looked Rod directly in the eyes. “I just felt guilty all this time Rod. The OP2 survivors treated us so well. Then you came along…I..” Evy looked at the floor, shoulders slumped, her voice trembled, “How you must hate me. All the deceit, the lies.” 
 She looked back into Rod’s eyes earnestly, “Rod the parts about Delta, the research station I was at, my life. I didn’t lie about that. Honestly, all that was true.”
 

“All until the part about coming to OP2?”
 

Evy lowered her head in shame once again. “All except that. The man I came with was named Harold Wiest. He was one of the scientists. We called him Harry and he was one of the gentlest, kindest men I had ever met. He was hurt when his sled flipped running from the dogs. The woman riding with him was killed, Harry was in a coma ever since, thankfully.”
 

Rod gently raised Evy’s head with his hand and questioned, “Thankfully?”
 

“Rod after the last of our party fell through the ice into a deep crevasse, Harry and I were alone. I cared for him, fed him for over a week until….”
 

Evy fell silent and Rod knew there was something that Evy had buried deep inside. Her story drifted off and she was now reliving it in her mind. Her body trembled, what color she had regained, drained from her face. Slowly Evy turned her head and looked at Rod and what he saw in her eyes sent chills down his spine.
 

“I heard a faint radio signal and managed to tune in on it. I called them and I was told they were Outpost 2 and to head southwest to get to them.” A lone tear ran down her cheek, “I fell for it like an idiot. They weren’t from OP2, they were a large group of cannibals.”
 

Rod snapped upright in shock, “But you’re alive?”
 

“They jumped me when I slowed. Their camp didn’t look like a base of any kind. I guess I was just tired of being alone, my defenses were down. I…I…couldn’t go fast with Harry on the skid behind me.” Tears now flowed freely, her body wracked with tremors. 
 “They tied me to a post by my wrists, the same with Harry. They pulled our arms up over our heads to where our feet barely touched the ground. I kept yelling at them he was a sick man, he needed help. One of them came over to me and grinned, asking me “What was wrong with him, was he sick?” I like a fool told him no and that he just had a head injury….”
 

Evy grasped Rod’s arm, “My God, I sentenced Harry to a horrible death. Rod, they stripped naked while he was still dangling from that pole…. They froze him to death so he wouldn’t spoil they told me and they were laughing all the time. They said they’d leave him out until he froze solid.”
 

Evy buried her face in her hands and cried almost hysterically as Rod reached his arm around her and pulled her to his embrace. He stroked her hair as he held her tightly, reassuringly.
 

She quieted a bit, then that strong willed woman Rod had come to know broke through. Evy laid her head upon Rod’s shoulder and wiped the tears from her face. 
 Safe in the arms of the man she had come to love, Evy managed to continue, “Harry thankfully never came around and just froze to death during the next few hours. I saw one of those bastards open one of their animal skin huts of theirs, Rod, it was piled with some parts of carcasses.”
 

“But still you lived?”
 

“I was just lucky Rod, two of those things walked over to me after they had stripped Harry and started pulling off my clothes. Their leader came over and stopped them. He told them Scar was always looking for new women. He cut me down and had me pull up my snowsuit. He tossed me into one of their makeshift huts. 
 After a while their leader returned with two other guys. The two held me down, I thought they were going to rape me, but all he did was unzip my snowsuit and run his hand under all my clothes. He grabbed my breast, then slid his hand down to my…… and squeezed me…down there, then he left with the others”
 

“Why?”
 

“I think he was making sure I was a real woman not some guy dressed up like one, maybe in the past someone might have tried living by pretending to be a woman, I don’t know I’m just guessing.”
 

“Wow, you were lucky. They could have raped you and from what I hear, usually all of them in the camp… would… Well let’s say you’re just lucky.”
 

Evy looked up at Rod and looked him directly in the eyes and said without wavering, “Rod, if it meant staying alive, I would have had sex with the whole camp, every day, for as long as it took. One more day to stay alive, one more day to try to escape.” Evy searched for any sign of revulsion in Rod’s eyes, but there was none. “Don’t you understand what I just said? I’m not a good person Rod, I would have…”
 

Rod put his finger to her lips and smiled, “You wouldn’t have done anything anyone else wouldn’t have done to stay alive Evy. I understand, really I do.” Rod laughed, “Hell I would have had sex with all of them if it meant I’d save my life.”
 

Rod saw Evy was dead serious, as she reached up with both hands and cupped Rod’s face. Still staring him in the eyes she added, “When they traded me to Scar’s gang, and Scar himself took me….” She looked away in shame, “…I was more than happy to be his woman. For him to use my body whenever he wanted me to do I did, whatever… I did whatever….” She looked up slowly and with a weak smile added, “He got my body, but he never got a response from me. I never gave him the satisfaction. Still I did…”
 

Rod grasped Evy by her arms and pushed her back. “Don’t do this to yourself Evy! Dammit, you survived! You lived! As far as the ‘you did whatever thing’, you chose to turn against Scar.”
 

“I met the people from OP2. They shared their food with me, treated me with respect, the old me started to find her way back. Then I met you. My past life, the person I used to be before I was captured? Well that person I can’t live with now I see what I’ve become, I had to change if not for myself, then for you. I can’t forgive myself Rod for deceiving you, but I hope you can at least…..”
 

Rod gently pulled her toward him and kissed her gently on the forehead. He pulled her to his chest and wrapped his arms around her lovingly. “ I can and do Evy.”
 

The sniffles started once again and Evy cried openly as if a great burden had been lifted from her shoulders, her very being. She buried her head into his neck as tears of joy found their way out, pushing away the distain she had felt for herself.
 

“I don’t deserve you.” She whispered.
 

Rod caressed her reassuringly “Evy, you deserve more than you realize. If you were this bad person you tried to make yourself out to be. Or would have gone through with this charade, if Scar would have attacked the city….” Rod kissed her on the head, “….look at all the lives that would have been lost. Granted we would have won the fight, but many would have died.”
 

Evy pushed away from Rod and snapped up right so quickly she startled him.
 

“Oh My God… Rod, I forgot… Scar, he and the cannibals made a pact. They joined forces to find and destroy your home… the city.”
 

Rod grinned at Evy and gently pulled her back into his arms. “Evy, you’ve been through a lot. We’ll stay here a few days and rest up. John and his party should be almost to the city by then, I gave him a map. Remember I did recognize him from my past trips to the outpost? So him I could trust.”
 

Evy snuggled deeper into Rod embrace.
 

“Once I know he’s safe…”
 

From deep within Rod’s embrace came a muffled, “You’ll know? How?”
 

Rod smiled even though Evy couldn’t see from within his arms, “I don’t tell all my secrets to people I just have met, Evy, but we have a hidden tower that can send not only radio transmissions, but a more powerful short coded burst. The burst will activate a tiny light on my sled, so I’ll know when that burst is sent. You see when John’s party arrives safe and sound, they’ll send the coded burst and the light will flash the number of times I told them. That is once they are all clear of danger and in the city.”
 

“What if we’re in here when this burst you mentioned comes?”
 

Rod chuckled, “Oh that, it’s recorded. I see the light blinking steady, press the button next to the light and the light will flash the way it was recorded. We also use it for the base to get hold of me when out of radio range. I read the flashes. Each series of flashes….”
 

“I know that! Mortis Code, I think. Some of the older scientists used it so anyone that heard wouldn’t know what they were saying.”
 

Rod grinned, “Real close Evy, it’s M-o-r-s-e, Morse code. Anyhow after we rest up, we’ll head on out to the southwest.”     

 

Rod felt Evy nestle in his embrace as she cooed in almost a whisper, “Then what, my love?”
 

Rod smiled impishly, “Then my love, we deal with Scar and his invaders.” 
 

There was an almost sleepy reply, “But there are so many…”
 

“Shhh, my love..” Rod gave her a reassuring hug, “…it’s time someone paid them back for all the hurt they’ve caused. For what they’ve done to you.”
 

There was an exhausted yawn, then a quiet reply, “I love you Rod and now I found you, you want to get you’re self… us… killed?” Another yawn followed.
 

Rod raised his gaze to the ceiling, “An army of raiders and cannibals? Guess it’s about time for plan B.”
 

Another sleepy yawn, then, “Then you have a Plan B?”
 

Rod looked sadly at Evy who was still buried deeply within his arms, “I always have a plan B, my love.”
 

Sleep had almost set in. The burden of shame lifted from her soul, the stress of the night before, had taken their toll. Her eye lids fluttered as she fought sleep, she yawned.  As her blue eyes fluttered shut she whispered, “Don’t suppose you’d tell a girl what….it…is?” Another quiet yawn followed.
 

“I would Evy, but you’d probably not care too much for the outcome.” Rod kissed her gently on the top of her head.
 

But Evy never heard Rod’s reply, she was fast asleep in his strong arms. The strain had been great and she had survived. Safe and warm she slept. Rod held her securely in his embrace and kissed her gently on the head once more.
 

The sleeping Evy never saw the sadness or the worry in Rod’s face.
 

There always had been a plan B. Even Zak had it when he brought Rod into the folds of the rescuers. Only a few knew of this plan B because of the horror it would bring. Yet as horrible as it was, if it meant Evy and the city would be safe, Rod knew he would carry it through without hesitation.
 

 Rod looked down at the sleeping Evy and smiled, “Poor Evy, so much sorrow, so much pain….” 
 He sighed softly as he whispered, “How can I bring myself to tell you, soon you’ll be alone again.
 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 9.


 

Evy awoke still wrapped in her love’s embrace. Only remembering some of what Rod had said before she slept. Oblivious to her past, a new woman had awaken it was almost as if she had fought a fever and now it had broken, her bad memories no longer bothered her. Remembering his loving embrace, his understanding, his love, Evy slowly crawled from the warmth of his arms and went to her backpack.
 

During the night Rod had covered them with his sleeping bag and now she shivered as she went about making some kind of breakfast for them. Memories of her short marriage of two years before her husband’s untimely death, made her long for the happiness she had found so briefly. Evy poured the bottle of water into the small package of Sim-coff and poured from the small vial she had retrieved from her backpack.
 

She walked over to the small basin and poured another bottle into the sim-coff. Evy quickly washed herself as best as she could in the somewhat sparse surroundings. She slipped her sweater over her head, then her top followed she carefully took the rag she had for washing and began to bathe.
 

“Holy Crap I thought I’d died and gone to Heaven.” The still sleepy Rod mumbled.
 

Evy spun around with her arms folded across her soft breasts. Clad only in her thinly knit pants, she stood teasingly with one leg kicked forward. She cocked her head to one side and slid her one arm across both her breasts making sure Rod saw nothing, even though she remembered he had seen almost all of her the night before. Evy held out her hand and pointed at Rod as if to scold him.
 

“Scaring a girl so early in the morning, you should be ashamed!” She chided as she turned away from him.
 

“Waking up to see such beauty made me….well, let’s just say it’s hard on a guy watching you even if you did have your back to me.” Rod grinned as Evy started to turn back around, “By the way, you do jiggle nicely!”
 

Evy spun around still covering herself with one arm and walked over to Rod quickly, “Listen mister, just because you said you loved me, doesn’t mean I’m going to show you everything I’ve got whenever you want!” She shook her finger in his face.
 

“Er…I..”
 

“Not to mention I slept in your bed all night long. There’s no telling what liberties you took last night!”
 

“Evy… I promise you nothing happened…. I was a perfect gentleman…I…”
 

Evy bent down and stood inches from Rod’s face. “You were a perfect gentleman last night? You didn’t try to…”
 

Rod raised his hand as if to swear an oath, but it never quite got raised as Evy flew at him and knocked him back in the bed. She raised slightly and looked him in his dark eyes. 
 “Well mister, you’d better not be a perfect gentleman now!”
 

Once again Evy pulled Rod’s sweater over his head and by the time it hit the floor, both were struggling out of their pants and into the sleeping bag. Rod started to zip it up but Evy grasped his hand and pushed him back on his back. “Oh no you don’t!” She teased, “I need room to operate.” 
 

The lights in the room flickered and Rod moaned. “Damn, the Dropper needs to have another Formite rod inserted. 
 

Again Evy pushed him back down and in a voice even Evy wondered where it came from she moaned, “We don’t need any damned lights….” She whispered as she lowered herself onto Rod’s muscular body, “…not now, my love….not now.”
 

For a long time neither had known love as they had experienced it during that fleeting time. As all good things do their passionate loving ended with both laying there in each other’s embrace. Their chests still heaving from the vigorous time they had spent moments before. 
 

    Evy slid off her love and snuggled her head into his chest. “Now that was something to remember my love. I haven’t…” Evy stopped and raised to look her love in the eyes. “Are you growling at me?” She said with a chuckle.
 

“Sorry my little ice bunny, my stomach seems to be saying feed me.”
 

“Ice bunny? Now that a funny thing to call me.”
 

Rod laughed softly, “Well ice bunnies were soft and cuddly, they were cute and they humped like…”
 

Evy smacked Rod on his chest playfully, “Baby! Harrumph! Ice bunnies are also extinct!” She slid her hand down his chest teasingly, “Now tell me I’m extinct.” 
 She giggled as she watched Rod’s face as she toyed with the hair on his chest and her hand slid lower. “Let’s just see if your tummy growls at this….” Evy sat upright with all her splendor giggling in all the right places, “Christ! I almost forgot!”
 

Evy jumped up still completely naked and ran across the room and grabbed the flat bottomed package of the sim-coff and without breaking her naked stride, ran back over to their bed and handed Rod the package as she slipped beneath the cover of the sleeping bag.
 

Rod was still grinning from her little sprint. “Damned if that wasn’t one of the finest moments I can remember Evy…. And maybe one of the funniest too.”
 

Evy snuggled back into his chest and cooed, “Baby, try the sim-coff.” 
 

She impatiently waited as she heard Rod sip the still warm liquid. She heard him smack his lips a few times, then a pause.
 

“My God Evy, this is great! What is it?”
 

She giggled at the childlike quality of Rod’s tone. It was as if he were a child opening a present at Christmas. “Baby, it’s called Almond extract. It’s a flavoring we used back at Delta.”
 

Evy heard Rod gulp down the warm liquid and smack his lips again. He twisted his head down and kissed Evy on her forehead. “Uhh, Honey? Don’t suppose I could get you to run across the room naked again and make some more of this great tasting stuff?”
 

Evy laughed, “Baby I’ll run across the room naked for you, but sadly that was the last of the flavoring.”
 

“You gave me the last? But baby, you’ll never taste that Almond stuff again.” There was regret in Rod’s voice.
 

Evy just snuggled deeper into Rod’s warm muscular chest, kissing it gently. “I have something more valuable then that stupid extract baby, I have you.”
 

Rod knew he loved this dark haired beauty, but she had sacrificed one of her most valuable possessions, not to mention she killed for him and betrayed Scar. this put her very being in danger and all for a man she had known for such a short time. The realization as to how much he loved her was now starting to sink in. 
 Rod slowly embraced Evy as he rolled her on her back. He looked deeply into her dark blue eyes and said. “Evy I want you to know… I love you very much.” He paused, then added, “I’ll not allow anything to happen to you…I couldn’t live with myself if you…..”
 

Evy didn’t need to hear any more, she wrapped her arms around his neck and kissed him deeply as she pulled him down upon her warmth. Once again their passions grew. Once again…
 


 

That day and the next passed all too quickly as both lovers found something they had lost long ago. Evy found what she had lost and Rod something he never had completely found. Things just didn’t seem right for Rod as he felt himself trying to look to a future he knew he no longer had, yet reveled in the fact that Evy would be safe. 
 Evy held Rod closely to reassure herself the past fears and horrors had gone. Now wrapped in each other’s embrace they would spend that day and the next trying to forget what was or what might have been.
 

The third day came all too quickly.
 

“Evy you awake?”
 

“Mmmm…” Evy’s reply came from under the sleeping bag’s plush cover. Her head popped out long enough to kiss Rod gently on his lips, then vanished back to the warm spot she had just left and laid her head back on Rod’s chest.
 

“Evy, baby, we have to get ready to leave.”
 

“Ooooohhh…” Evy stretched herself teasingly, right out of the covers and quickly pulled them back over her. Her voice was warm and sexy as she teased, “Do we have to?” 
 

Rod bounded out of the bag and hastily got dressed as Evy teasingly whistled, then added, “Still think you have a nice ass. Why don’t you just get it back in here and….”
 

He turned with a frown. “Nice ass? Well Mrs. Davis if you want to see this ass again, I suggest you get your lazy butt out of bed and get it dressed, because this nice ass of mine is leaving in about thirty minutes.”
 

Evy again stretched allowing the covers to slip nearly to her shapely waist. She held out her arms, wiggling her fingers and beckoned Rod to return. Seeing Rod turn away from her got Evy’s mind racing. She knew something was up.
 

“Rod? Baby, what’s the matter?”
 

Rod kept packing up his backpack and putting the rest of the stuff back behind the metal panel. He barely spoke and when he did it was short and abrupt.
 

Evy jumped out of bad and hurriedly dressed. As she started putting away the bags, she looked to Rod and a noticeably shaky voice ask, “Baby what is the matter? You’re scaring me.”
 

Rod stopped rolling up the air pad and plopped down on the floor. “Evy, Scar has to be dealt with and you should know that means a certain amount of danger is involved.” He paused a short worried pause, then added, “You know Scar won’t stay out of sight for long. Eventually he’ll come looking for you and Eric.”
 

“I know my love, but…”
 

“Evy, I fear for your safety.” Rod looked over at Evy and she saw something she had never seen in his eyes before…. Fear!
 

She walked toward where he sat and smiled, “I can take care…”
 

“Evy! You’re not going with me. I’m going to give you a map to the city entrance and how to let them know you’re outside of the…”
 

Evy flew across the room and dropped to her knees next to her love. She threw her arms around Rod nearly knocking him backward. “There’s no way in hell you’re sending me away!” She kissed him and with tears starting to flow, she added, “I’m not losing you and I’m not leaving you! You don’t have any say so in this matter damn it!”
 

“Evy I…”
 

She pushed back and got to her feet, “That’s all I have to say! You don’t have a choice Rod….unless you plan to shoot me.” She was mad and she decided to let Rod know exactly how mad and determined she was.
 

Evy started packing and Rod completely bewildered by her reaction, finished hiding the air pads and locked the panel. He turned to head for the door but Evy put her arms around his waist and laid her head on his chest. “Baby, we found each other, we stay together….no matter what lay ahead….Ok?” Evy cooed softly.
 

Rod looked sadly at the door and whispered solemnly, “Ok my love, we go to meet our fate together.” He gave her a gently hug and headed for the door and Evy stayed close behind.
 

Outside in the hall Evy grasped Rod’s arm. “Baby remember Scar had all those cannibals with him too. They out number him two to one, so he has quite a large following now.”
 

Rod patted her hand, “Not to worry Hon, good old plan B will take care of all of them if I handle it right.”
 

Evy stopped in her tracks and frowned at her love, “You and your damned plan B! When are you going to tell me about this great plan?”
 

“Much later babe. You see if by some chance we get captured, it would be better for all if you knew nothing about it. Scar has ways to make people tell him what he wants to hear. So..”
 

Evy pressed a finger to Rod’s lips and looked him in the eye. “Baby I’d die before I betray you.”
 

Rod smiled at her warmly, “I know you would honey, but this is just something that no one, not even you, gets to know about.” He grinned and stroked her cheek with his hand, “At least not until we’re ready.”
 

Evy started to argue her point, but Rod just softly kissed her and pulled her gently toward the stairs. 
 

They locked the safe room’s hall door and up the stairs they went. After locking the outer door to the entrance of the building, Rod walked over to Eric’s sled. 
 A new plan started to form in his mind, but it was Evy that acted. It was almost as if she read his mind. She walked over to the radio Eric had hidden beside the crate and slowly raised the mike to her lips. She whispered into the mike, “Scar…Scar, are you there? This is Evy. Can you hear me?”
 

The radio crackled and nothing. The second time Evy called, the crackling stopped and a ragged voice burst forth, “I hear you Evy! Where the hell have you two been? Where’s Eric?”
 

“Shhh, don’t talk so loud…” Evy looked at Rod, then shamefully at the ice as she choked out the next word, “…baby, Eric is dead. That…” tears started to form in Evy’s eyes. Rod could see the pain this was causing his new love, yet she continued. “…bastard Rod got suspicious and slit his throat two days ago. I just managed to slip out while he’s sleeping.”
 

“Good going girl, does he suspect you?” The gruff voice replied.
 

“Maybe, I’m still not sure. At least not enough to kill me. We should be leaving pretty quick. He told me last night we’ll go when he wakes up this morning.” 
 She paused as if to gather enough courage to finish, “Baby I can’t wait to be back into your arms again. I’m going to leave one of the trackers Eric made as we leave this place we’re at. That Rod has a way to detect signals, so if I drop it as we’re going, he may miss it and you can find this place and follow our tracks from here.”
 

“Evy girl, you amaze me. Of all my women, you’ve always been my favorite.” Over the radio they heard Scar chuckle, “You’ve done so good, I guess you can live. I’m really glad it would have been such a shame to kill you….” Then he snarled almost teasingly, “…even if you just lay there and don’t move, you were still the best piece of…” Evy turned off the radio as tears streamed down her cheek. Evy spun away and dropped to her knees retching as if she were about to throw up. 
 

Rod knelt on the ice beside her, as he reached over and pulled her to him to comfort her.  Her sob began to subside. “Evy, I know how hard that was for you.” He kissed her gently, “And thanks for not making me ask you to do it.”
 

Evy warmly smiled and kissed him back, “There’s nothing I wouldn’t do for you my love, nothing! I’d give my life to save…”
 

Rod put his finger to her lips and smiled, “I know Honey, but the trick in war is not losing your life, just make that other poor bastard lose his, remember that!”
 

Evy managed a sniff, then a chuckle as his line sunk in. Rod walked over and sat astride his sled and motioned for Evy to get on behind him. Leaving Eric’s fuel powered sled behind will allow us to move more silently.” He then patted her hands that had grasped his waist and added, “Plus I’ve begun to look forward to the feel of you riding behind me and how you hold on me.”
 

There was no reply from Evy, just a tight squeeze as he felt her helmet snuggle into this back. Rod hooked up her jack into the comm. As he lowered his visor Rod grinned and out the opening in the outer wall they rode.
 

A freezing blast hit them as Rod slowed enough for Evy to toss the tracking device back into the opening. Once they made sure it rolled in far enough, off they went.
 

“Baby? Do you really have any idea on what we’re going to do about Scar, his men and that hoard of mangy cannibals?”
 

Rod’s reply brought Evy’s fears to the front of her mind once again.
 

“Yeah, honey I know what has to be done. I just want us to be alive afterward that’s the tricky part.” He squeezed her hand once again. This time it didn’t feel so assured. This time Evy knew there was something he couldn’t bring himself to tell her just quite yet. Somehow though she knew eventually he would tell her and for the present that would be good enough.
 

The two of them sped on through yet another sun lit day and the following night. Rod pointed Evy in the direction he wanted to go using the sleds compass and she drove while he slept strapped behind her as she had done earlier. 
 The second night they stopped and rested. Evy slept a somewhat fitful sleep as Rod still hadn’t mentioned his plan. Evy knew he trusted her, perhaps it was more that Rod had not figured out how to implement his plan….assuming he even had formed one. Yet he had said he had one. Evy puzzled over the situation until sleep over came her.
 

The next day they still were headed southwest. A full seven days came and went since that fateful night when Evy found the courage to betray Scar. The tension worried Evy even more as it became clear to her Rod’s plan was more than she could comprehend. Something that would reach far beyond her wildest imagination. He had mentioned they were leading Scar’s army away from the city, but to where?
 

A week sun they both knew Scar would be close behind as there was no way for him to lose their trail. Rod always remained far enough ahead so Scar couldn’t catch a glimpse of them, yet close enough where now and then Rod could climb up upon a high pressure ridge or out crop and using his binoculars keep an eye on them from afar.
 

Midday of the eighth day the sled slowed as a monstrous ice pressure ridge loomed on the horizon. It extended north to south as far as the eye could see and towered nearly three to four hundred feet into the air. The top was barely visible due to the swirling snow. The sled slowed, then stopped.
 

Rod turned to her and raised his visor and Evy did the same. He pointed to the ridge that ran from horizon to horizon. “That used to be a giant lake. Zak told me there’s a glacier on the other side pushing the frozen lake out of its basin, I think the lake used to be called Lake Michigan.” Rod smiled as he changed the subject, “We’re almost there Evy, toss down another tracker and the note you made last night, so Scar and his army can catch up.” Rod grinned, “We wouldn’t want to lose him now.”
 

“You finally got a plan B?”
 

“I’ve always had the plan B Evy….” Rod’s voice trailed off and Evy knew there was more. She began to suspect the ‘more’ was something she didn’t want to know about, yet she asked, “Ok then what about your plan B?”
 

There was only silence and Evy replied to the silence with, “I hate it when you ignore me baby.”
 

That was followed by more silence.
 

Evy frowned, pulled another tracker out and activated it. She attached a note to it as the tiny green light on the top began to flash. She tossed it in a snow bank where it would be easy to see. Off they sped as Evy decided to change the subject and replied over the comm, “My God Rod, That pressure ridge has to be hundreds of feet high.”
 

“Yeah, something like that Evy. The last party came to clear away ice, said it had moved over a foot in the last year.” Rod sighed, then added, “Must be a lot of pressure on the other side of the lake to push that much ice sideways.”
 

“Clear the ice away?” Evy asked, but from Rod there was only silence.
 

Onward they pushed and within the hour Scar and the hundred or so men with him found the marker and a note. Scar walked over to the blinking tracker and removed the note.
 

“We’re close. Will toss another when we get inside the city’s entrance. Will try to get the code, if I can’t you’ll have to come get me….Evy.”

 

Scar wadded the note and tossed it into the snow and snarled to his second in command. “We’re close now. We’ll wait here until the rest on foot catch up.” He raised up as he straddled his sled scanning the horizon in the direction of Rod’s sled trail. “We’re moving too damned slow with those nasty flesh eaters running behind.”
 

“Boss, Hell they’re riding triple and half of them are still running alongside. They switch off every few miles, but…”
 

Scar snarled in his gravelly voice, “Once we take over the city, we kill any of those bastards that are left!” He cursed loudly, then added, “Would have shot every damned one of them if I didn’t need them so badly.”
 

“I know boss. But hey! Look at the bright side.”
 

“Bright side?” Scar snarled.
 

“Yeah boss, send those rats in first and let the city kill them, then we won’t have to waste good bullets on them. We can finish the rest off once we take the city.”
 

Scar grinned flashing his rotten teeth. “And if we don’t take the city and they drive us off?”
 

“Hell boss, like you said we won’t need them anymore, so we just leave them. Only if that happens I guess you’ll lose Evy unless she can figure out a way to get to us.”
 

“Hell, leave her? That bitch just lays there and cries most of the time anyway. Worse piece of ass I ever had.”
 

“But boss you said…”
 

“After this, if we win and she survives, the men can have her. Then give her back to the fleshers before we kill them all… or what’s left of them.”
 

“But boss, I she’s the last woman we got, remember? You traded all the others to the fleshers so they’d have food for this attack. The men didn’t like it, but I guess as long as the fleshers camp away from us…”
 

Scar laughed with all the evil his second in command expected, “Yeah so we don’t have to watch any of our women get eaten.”
 

Number two felt a shiver run up his spine at the thought of how cruel his boss could be. Even after all the years of riding with Scar there were times even he cringed at Scar’s streak of pure evil.
 

“There has been some mumbling about you giving the bodies of our two guys that crashed a few days back.” 
 

Scar looked at his with that deathly stare he had seen so many times. “Well too bad for them, don’t die and you won’t be flesher food. Those damned things were running out of food and I had to give them something or they might have turned on us.”
 

“Damn boss. I’m sure glad I’m on your side.”
 

Scar turned and sat back down as he looked at his second. Another chill ran through his spine as Scar replied, “You’d better be! Now hurry those assholes up here so we can get going or you can be their next meal!” 
 


 


 


 



Chapter 10.


 

As Scar was reading Evy’s note, Rod’s sled sped onward. Knowing Scar wouldn’t be delayed too long and would follow, Rod moved faster than they had been since leaving the old power plant. 
 For two hours they raced along and at times Evy wondered if they would flip over as she grasped his waist harder and harder. Rod obviously could handle a sled better than anyone, even Scar, yet as much faith as she had in her love, there were times she closed her eyes in fear. Then there were times when the sled would go airborne and land perfectly as it flew across the frozen wastelands and Evy would actually smile at the skill in which Rod would handle his sled. But always they’d keep the pressure ridge to their right, as they moved ever southward.
 

A few hours before dark Rod pulled the sled up tight to the ridge and dismounted. Evy followed suit. There was a wide opening within the ridge. She noticed the area in front of the wide gap no snow could be seen, only smooth ice as if someone had polished the ice to a sheen.
 

She raised her visor. “Baby, I know this isn’t the city, but…”
 

Rod reached over and lowered Evy’s visor back down and put his helm against hers and keyed the comm. Even now Rod had to yell above the howling wind. “You can’t raise your visor in there. The wind that blows through will rip the skin off your face it picks up so many ice crystals. That’s what cut out this ice crevasse, it’s almost like a river of wind.
 

“River?”
 

Rod smiled, “I’ll tell you someday my love. “he chuckled, “At least what I’ve been told or read somewhere. Now hang on to me as tight as you can Evy.” 
 

No sooner had Rod finished his remarks, they turned the corner and stood full face into the wind. Evy had never felt wind this fierce or cold like she now felt. Once again Rod put his helm to hers, now they were out of comm range from the sled. Now he had to scream for her to hear, “Run! Grab my hand and follow me!”
 

Running hand and hand they ran to a small notch within the ice wall about twenty feet inside the gap. He ducked into a small, narrow fissure in a bend of the fissure. 
 Rod pulled out his ice hammer and started picking away at the ice. Evy was barely protected from the wind in the narrow notch, but she stayed behind him. Being behind Rod protected her from what wind blew through the notch and around the corner of the fissure. 
 As the ice fell away from the wall Evy saw a small box which Rod opened and pushed in a code. He closed the box and put his helm against Evy’s. “Now we run back to the sled.”
 

“Wait! What’s down the gap? I couldn’t see my visor frosted up.”
 

“We don’t know Evy. I told Zak I took my sled almost a mile in and he laughed. He told me when he was younger he took a sled a day into the split and still couldn’t see the other side.”
 

“Wow! I wonder how long it is.”
 

Rod laughed, “Who cares Zak said he got to a narrow place in the gap and the winds were so strong he had his sled going full power and was only barely moving. When he got back out here, he noticed that his suit was so badly damage that if he had pressed on a few more hours, it would have eaten right through it and he would have died.”
 

This time it was Evy that laughed, “Guess I don’t want to know that badly.”
 

Rod grasped Evy’s hand, “Hang on, remember the wind will be at our backs now. If we fall it will blow us close to a half mile past the sled.” He grinned, I know I slipped once and had to walk it back to my sled and Zak teased me to no end!”
 

Evy started to laugh, but only a squeal emerged as Rod grabbed her hand and pulled her out into the blasting winds ripping through the split. Again the pair sprinted toward the opening of the crevasse, but this time running with the wind that nearly blew them off their feet. Once back to the sled and back into comm range Evy chuckled, “Now that was fun. We’ll have to do it again in twenty years or so. Don’t think I care to have that much fun any time sooner.”
 

“Sarcasm doesn’t fit you Honey.” Rod laughed back.
 

“Ok baby I know there was some purpose…”
 

“I started something running, I’ll explain later Hon.” Rod grinned, turned back around and they were off speeding along the ridge once more. “We have to clear that box out every few years, the ice keeps covering it. It’s heated and the ice melts around it. Somewhere back in that pressure ridge is the remains of an old radar post and it was connected by power to where we’re going. That post and box is all that remains, at least that’s what Zak said.”
 

“This Zak seems to know a lot, but never tells you everything….”
 

Rod interrupted Evy’s comment with a stern but friendly reply, “Zak tells me everything I need to know. I tell you what you need to know and that’s about it.”
 

Evy decided to let it drop. Rod had too much on his mind to explain everything as he did it. Perhaps later he’d take the time and let her in on his great plan B. She still knew there was something at the end of this plan B that he dreaded, but she wondered if she really wanted to know. If it caused Rod fear, then what would it cause her to feel?
 

Ten minutes later Rod turned abruptly away from the ridge, drove about a quarter of a mile and pulled up near a huge flat snowdrift. The wind had died down and strangely the sun had come out again, which was rare.
 

Rod looked up, then out over the flat ice plains that lay to the east and south. “Pretty isn’t it Evy? Those ice plains spread from the north to the south for a few hundred miles and for over twenty nine miles to the east.” Rod stood, straddling the sleds seat, looked sadly to the distance, then back to the pressure ridge, “Shame it won’t last.”
 

“I know baby, the sun will go back to hiding behind the damn clouds again like it always does.”
 

“Oh, yeah, right, the clouds.” Rod sat and drove around the snowdrift to the north side where the wind had kept the snows and ice mostly removed. There was a partially buried wall of concrete.
 

“My God Rod, what the Hell is…” Evy’s eyes opened wide, this time she was getting ticked off by his insistence of not telling her a thing.
 

Rod dismounted and dug in the snow. A long pole appeared and on its end was another box. Rod opened the box’s cover and again pushed a few buttons. 
 Evy who had also dismounted and was standing next to the strange snowdrift shouted at Rod asking what he was doing. He smiled and walked over to her and grasped her hand. Rod led her back to the box and gently pushed her behind him. He pushed a green button….
 

There was a rumbling like that Evy had never dreamed of. Her entire body began to shake as she latched on to Rod’s arm to steady herself. The entire ground shook as the ice and snow in front of them raised a good ten feet high as it fell off, it revealed a massive concrete door that was rising out of the ice. 
 The door paused, then moved sideways crushing the ice at the side of the opening like it wasn’t there. Beneath the door lay a vast black hole that Evy couldn’t see beyond the first few feet. Before she could speak, Rod entered another code, pushed another button the massive door slid back into place, then lowered downward about ten feet until it was once again level with the frozen surface.
 

Rod smiled at the thought of what had to be running through Evy’s mind. He grabbed her hand and led her back to the sled and she sat down. Rod untied the skid and pulled out a heavy blanket with fingers on the bottom side. He attached it to the sled and jumped on the seat.
 

“Throw your last homing device Hon, it’s time Scar and his army found the city.”
 

“You can’t be serious! You can’t lead them to the city. Even with that massive door they’ll find a way in. Scar has explosives. Reluctantly she tossed the marker as she sat down behind her love.
 

 Patting Evy’s knee to reassure her, off they sped once again. Rod clicked the comm and chuckled over her helm’s earphones. “Relax Honey That’s not the city entrance. I’ll explain in a bit.”
 

“You keep saying that, but haven’t explained anything yet my love.” Evy chided him and wrinkled her nose teasingly. Again he ignored her attempt to get an answer.
 

Rod steered them to a small snowdrift a few miles east of the massive door. Dismounting he cleared another post with a box. Once done he looked at Evy who stood next to him. “See the red button? Well that will end Scar’s reign of terror….” Rod laughed aloud, “…and the cannibals snacking on travelers as well.”
 

“What does the button do?” Evy asked in an almost childlike voice. 
 

Rod thought for a few seconds. Was Evy ready for the truth? She was an intelligent woman and working with all the scientists all those years, perhaps. Then there was the bad news and that Rod imagined might be too much, too soon, yet the time had approached for her to know.
 

“Evy let me start at the beginning.” The wind had died and with the sun still out the temperature had climbed to a balmy zero degrees. Rod removed his helm and Evy did the same. He gently sat her down on the warm seat of his sled and sat next to her.
 

“Back when all this started, hundreds of various designed cities were built. Sadly only cities like mine with the miles of poles surrounding them survived, or that we know of. We heard of ones like yours in Canada and some other really new designs better than ours. Most we think have failed.”
 

“Silly, I know all that.”
 

“Well, miss “I know all that”, did you know that there were fourteen poled cities built here in what used to be the U.S.?”
 

“Fourteen? That I didn’t know.” Evy smiled at Rod. She loved it when he would talk to her this way. So many talked down to her, yet Rod treated her as an equal.
 

“Well only thirteen possibly now.”
 

“One was destroyed?” Evy asked.
 

“Only those that needed to know, know of Pennsylvania. You see I told you I grew up in the mines. What I never mentioned was my Dad. When he was in his early twenties he was one of the group that mined through to the city in Pennsylvania. The city had a name, Hope. 
 Hope was a poled city like my city built between two mountains and had been covered by a glacier. When my Dad’s party of miners broke through they found miles of old tunnels that looked like at some point they had tried to dig to us. The tunnels hadn’t been used in decades.”
 

“Hope was dead?”
 

“No Evy, for miles Dad and his party followed the tunnels and eventually found the entrance to Hope. The entire city was no more than what we have up here. The city had divided into areas which preyed upon other areas. Constant wars, cannibalism, murder, chaos. Half of Dad’s mining group died getting back to the mines and tunnels.”
 

“My God, how horrible!” 
 

“It must have been Evy. The group of miners thought they had found new hope, friends and all they found was death. Once they were set upon they would have all been killed, except another group attacked the first group and as the miners ran for their lives the losers were being eaten as the others fled.”
 

Evy’s eyes filled with tears. “Then this might have been happening all over, with all the cities?”
 

Rod smiled, “I don’t think so Evy, look at your city, mine. No I’d like to think that maybe somewhere other cities have survived and are doing at least as well as mine.” 
 Rod smiled, then returned to his story. “Somehow the miners got back to the basement of the building they had broken through and blew up the tunnel behind the wall and killed their pursuers in the collapse.”
 

Evy sat there shaking her head, “If those people ever got through to the mines…”
 

“That’s what my dad’s group thought too Evy.”
 

“But baby, you say no one knows of what happened, but a few, so I’m guessing they didn’t ever get through.”
 

“Yeah, not to mention decades later when the cannibals showed up in this part of the country, Zak and I figured they might be the descendants from Hope and must have run out of a food source.” 
 

“It must have been a living hell existing in Hope.” Evy shuddered, “and even worse for your dad’s group to see.”
 

“It must have been Evy. Dad and the ones that didn’t die, set charges in the tunnels and caused cave ins for miles. They came back to our salt mines and got more charges telling everyone that there was a cave in and had to clear it. Really they went and caved in areas along three hundred miles of tunnels so no one from Hope would ever find our home. They came back and said the collapse was too bad to go any further.”
 

“And he told you about all this.”
 

Rod looked sadly at the ground and shrugged, “People had to know so the same mistake wouldn’t happen some other generation. So yes Evy, I and a handful of others knew. Told by our parents, I told Zak and the city’s committee years later when Zak got me to enlist in the rescue group. They had heard of Hope and also had plans to go there if they ever found a way to go that far safely.”
 

“So what’s this got to do with things now and your plan?” Evy snuggled up against Rod for warmth.
 

“Evy, Zak brought me here several years later to tell me his secret seeing I had shared mine with him. Many generations ago Zak’s family was part of this project. As the ice age began most of the world’s population moved south between the north and south thirty degree parallels, they called that the Equatorial Zone or EZ. Some back then feared cities and those going to warmer climates would wind up just like those we found in Hope.” Rod looked at Evy sadly, “Guess even back them people knew what humans were capable of. Anyhow most moved to the warmer climates.”
 

“I remember learning that in school Rod. They said it was paradise.” Evy smiled warmly, “It must be so nice to be warm all of the time. I hope someday we can go there.”
 

Rod held Evy’s hand and shook his head. “Evy you don’t want to live there. You see a little over eight years ago Zak, another guy named Gene and myself heard a weak radio call and went to rescue them. We traveled almost nine hundred miles south of the city.”
 

Evy grasped Rod’s hand hard. “Nine hundred miles? That far? Toward the warm zone?”
 

Rod chuckled, “Yep! It’s a long way from there Evy. We did however, find a strange aircraft of sorts and two survivors. They were from the EZ and it was them that had broadcast the signal.”
 

Rod stopped and looked at Evy and wondered if she could accept the rest of what he was about to say.
 

“Evy, they told us of how humanity crowded into those warm areas, of the overcrowding, the famine, the endless wars over land. They told us of disease, more famine, more wars centuries of it.” Rod Squeezed Evy’s hand firmly, “That’s when they told us what was left of the oceans were starting to freeze. The ice was moving beyond the thirtieth parallels and in to the EZ. Extremely violent storms ravaged everything, like they did these areas just before the ice age began. The EZ was freezing like the rest of the planet.” Rod looked sadly at her, “They said they guessed that within the next century Earth would be completely frozen over.”
 

Evy laid her head on Rod’s shoulder with a thump. Her shoulders drooped and her voice trembled, “So this EZ is freezing? There is no paradise? No hope for a new place to go?”
 

“Not any more baby, the plane’s survivors were looking for one of the fourteen cities in hope of finding a place to live, to escape to. Their signal could be heard because this thing they called an airplane was up high in the air. They braved the storms that eventually brought the plane down and wound up where we found them. All but the two died in the crash. One survivor died that night, the last the next day.”
 

Evy seemed drained of spirit sighed. “So there is only us now?”
 

“Unless we can find the other twelve cities…. if they still exist. Zak brought me here and told me about the past soon after finding the crash, his family’s knowledge of this place. The strong winds here have kept the snows from building up too high. They continue to blow east across the ice fields. Even today which is a calm day the winds are gusting to a good seventy and as you can feel they haven’t dropped under fifty since we’ve come here.”
 

She smiled and shivered slightly, “Fifty still isn’t too bad for an open area like this baby.”
 

“See the setting sun through those clouds to the west?”
 

“Sure Rod, but those aren’t storm clouds.”
 

“Nope! But Evy when they reach here they’ll bring winds that top one hundred and blow due east. They do this every day just around sunset and last a few hours after.”
 

“Baby, we’ll freeze or be ice blasted.”
 

Rod laughed, “That’s why we have a shelter on the other side of the fields, about thirty four miles from here. But beyond the ice fields the wind is mostly normal.” Rod laughed, “You can tell the normal areas it’s where all the snow that blows from this area winds up in high snowdrifts.
 

Evy sat back upright and looked at Rod and asked in a puzzled tone, “Rod, you’ve told me all kinds of things, but still seem to be evading the whole topic…. What is this place and what the hell does it do?”
 

Rod glanced around to make sure Scar wasn’t coming over the horizon and looked once more to the massive door through his field glasses, then sat back down.
 

“Hon, This at one time was a missile silo that was built back when humanity was heading to the EZ. The government knew there would be War of some kind, so they build these missile silos.  Just in case. They were never used and most just collapsed by the weight of the moving glaciers.”
 

“I remember something about that from school. Wouldn’t there be something called radiation?” Evy was starting to look worried.
 

“Not with these Honey. The war head was something Zak called a Neutron bomb. It blows up like the regular nuclear bombs you mentioned, but there is no radiation. If it had to be used our ancestors didn’t want to radiate the very ground they needed to live on. You see it kills just living things and only the blast and heat destroy, so there is no radioactive fallout.”
 

“Massive killing and destruction? And that was considered good?”
 

Rod shrugged, “Don’t know about back then Evy, but seemed ideal for this instance. Almost like fate designed this bomb for us.”
 

“So you’re going to kill Scar and the others with this missile?”
 

Rod laughed, “Naw, there’s no more missile. But Zak’s dad and his dad before him removed the warhead and wired it with codes and other things to make sure it didn’t go off by accident. The first box back at the pressure ridge starts the Dropper power units that Zak’s grandfather installed in some complex under the ice almost a century ago when they were first invented. Zak’s ancestors have checked it to make sure it’s always ready. 
 The second box you saw operates the door. I opened and closed it so Scar would see the marks and broken ice and think we were in there, that it was the city’s entrance, so he would stop and try to get in, while plan B works.”
 

“And why you left the skid there and told me to move my stuff to the sled from the skid. The empty skid just makes the ploy more realistic. That explains the thing you put behind the sled, to cover our tracks, to scatter any ice we might have kicked up.” 
 

Rod patted Evy’s padded knee and grinned, “Believing is half the trick my love.”
 

Rod arose once more and scanned to make sure Scar hadn’t arrived yet. As he scanned to the north, Rod whispered. “There they are. About a mile away from the door, looks like stragglers stretching for another mile behind.”
 

Evy got up and she too raised her binoculars. They both watch as Scar’s sleds arrived at the door and Scar walked around the door and ice debris, then walked over to the box, opened it and started pushing buttons. Little by little his men that were on foot caught up and started various things trying to open the massive door. Scar signaled for one of his men to come and try to bypass the box. He knelt down beside it and started trying to open it.
 

“Won’t be long before the explosives come out. I saw that guy during my brief stay at the raider camp and he’s not all that good with electrical stuff. That was Eric’s main job. He fixed the radios and other things. This guy is an idiot…” Evy chuckled, “…and the best Scar has now. 
 

Rod put away the binoculars and took Evy by the hand. He led her to the sled and punched in his code. “Ok Evy, I need you to take my sled a little over twenty miles in that direction.” He pointed to an instrument on his dash. “Better make it twenty-five to be sure. Then just keep riding until you see the snow banks at the end of the ice fields.”
 

Evy tried to get off the seat, but Rod gently pushed her back down. “Evy you have to go now, there isn’t much time. I have to stay and manually push this red button. The actual timer no longer works and the delay timer from when I press the button to detonation is only five minutes, not enough time…”
 

“NO!” Evy pushed Rod back away from the sled and rushed into his arms. “I’ll not lose you now that I’ve found you!” She kissed him so hard and with so much passion, he thought she’d break his jaw.
 

The late afternoon winds started picking up and the temperature started dropping quickly. Survival kicked in as both reached for their helmets that were sitting on the sleds seat.
 

“Rod raised his helm upward to put it on and….there was a blinding light, then blackness!  He felt the world tip one way then another, he fell to his knees, something was wrong. He fell sideways as his world tipped and swayed. 
 Rod tried to shout out warning to Evy, but nothing came out as he found his mouth didn’t seem to work. There was a ringing in his ears which grew in pitch.
 

Then nothing!
 


 

Rod became aware of light filtering through his eyelids. He blinked to see the cold frozen earth and the left ski of his sled. He tried to sit, but couldn’t move. There was movement to his left and slightly behind his line of vision. He turned his head as far as he could in time to see Evy kneel down beside him. 
 Rod tried to focus as he realized he had been tied face down to his sled with his legs strapped to either side and his arms tied to his legs. He struggled, but Evy had tied him well.
 

As she stooped, Rod noticed the comm unit attached to her helm. “Baby, forgive me. I hit you with my helmet and tied you to your sled.”
 

Rod tried to speak, but his lips still didn’t work. His mind started to clear as Evy continued.
 

“Oh Rod, I didn’t want to hurt you my love, but I couldn’t let you kill yourself. I can push the red button just as easily as you. I want you to live my love, you are my life and losing you would…..” She smiled weakly,  “I knew you’d never allow me to stay, so I’ve tied you to the sled and put the sleds cruise control to maximum. You’re pointed in the direction your locator gauge shows and I locked the steering like you showed me a few days ago.”
 

“Evy, wait…” Rod weakly managed to mumble.
 

“Shhh, baby. It’s too late, I’ve made up my mind. I’ll give you ten minutes before I push the button. Ten minutes at full speed on these ice fields you should be well out of the blast radius.”
 

“Blast radius, you know?”
 

“My love I told you I went to school, even the advanced school that few get to attend. I have a good idea how much destruction this is going to cause.”
 

 Rod could barely see her in the fast fading light. “Honey, don’t…”
 

Evy leaned close to Rod’s visor and raised her visor to gently kiss his closed visor. She lowered her visor back down and reached over his head where he couldn’t see. Slowly Rod tried to  raise his to see what Evy was doing, until he heard the Dropper whine. “Evy my love…don’t…” 
 

“Good-by my love.” Evy whispered knowing full well Rod would never hear. 
 The sled jerked as Evy put the sled into gear and the ice below raced through Rod’s line of sight. He struggled at his bindings, but only loosened them enough to raise his head and glance at his speedometer. The sled was at max speed already and flying over the ice. Rod knew at max speed the sled would eventually run out of power, but by then it would be too late to go back and get Evy.
 

After what seemed to be hours, even though only minutes had slipped by, Rod’s struggling managed to free himself enough to twist his head higher. Looming in front of him was a huge snow bank. He struggled violently trying to tip the sled to no avail. 
 

“It’s been longer than ten minutes.” Rod muttered as he began to worry. He tried to move his hand and realized there was something familiar he felt on his leg. He twisted his head and looked back at his hand. It was Evy’s knife buried into the seat’s side just where he was able to reach it. Rod grasped the knife and within seconds, cut the binding on his hand, then the ones holding his body face down on the seat. He sat up and killed the engine and as it drifted to a stop, he cut the last bindings on his legs. He knew Evy had left the knife there to cut himself free. Even doing what she was, he knew she wouldn’t allow him to stay strapped to the sled and freeze. The knife would be found, but it would be too late for her love to return to die with her. He spun around and sat backwards on the sled’s seat so he could cut the last binding. Rod stared out into the blackness, back toward where his beloved Evy was.
 

“Evy… what have you done?’ He thought sadly. “How long has it really been? Maybe I can go back and…” From behind him the sky lit up as if all the stars in the evening sky had exploded. As he shielded his eyes trying to look, the light was so bright his visor changed automatically to a protective dark gray. He slumped in the seat, Rod knew there was no going back now. He watched as the huge mushroom cloud reached for the heavens, then as the light started to dim and his visor returned to normal it revealed the tears streaming down his cheeks. His Evy was gone. She had sacrificed herself for her love.
 

He stood and faced the burning cloud that reached thousands of feet into the darkening evening sky. He staggered at the thought of his lost love, his knees wobbled as he plopped down on the rear of his sled once again.
 

The early evening winds blew so strong he could barely sit upright. 
 

Then the blast from the bomb hit!
 

Rod was tossed backward on the sled and it slid along the ice for several feet across the ice field and just stopped thirty feet short of a huge powdery snow bank. He picked himself up and walked back to his sled and sat once again staring at the now reddish, orange fireball that already had begun to darken as it cooled and the clouds closed in around it. The light faded quickly and once again night cast its black veil upon the frozen earth.
 

“My God Evy, what have you done? Why did I bring you along.” Sadness like Rod had never felt before crept upon him, tears filled his eyes again. The first woman he had ever really loved sacrificed herself for him and now he would have to live with that fact the rest of his life.
 

Sadly Rod turned and mounted his sled. He checked the power gauge and saw if he drove slow he had the power to the shelter. The sled still pointed in the direction of his shelter he reluctantly started toward the bank of snow ahead of him. Before he moved a few feet he became aware of something….
 

From his side vision he saw something red and white and really big blow past him at terrific speeds. It was moving well over sixty miles an hour. He whipped his head around and saw many faded white cords whipping by only feet away from him as the light faded even more.        Before Rod could react, he could hear a strange scream behind him and before he could turn, a dark shape passed…. He turned his head to look.
 

“EEEEYYYYyyyeeeeeeeyyyyyyiiiiiieeeeee………”
 

Whatever it was flashed by his side. By the time he looked forward it had slammed into the snow bank with a burst of white powder. Rod slowed and dismounted. Cautiously he approached the snow bank.
 

Atop the snow bank was a huge red and white billowing object like Rod had never seen. It had many faded white cords that disappeared downward into the bank of powdered snow. Suddenly the red and white object flew up and out of Rod’s sight as the winds carried it into the night. The light from the mushroom cloud was fading quickly.
 

Rod peered toward the snow straining to see in the lights of his sled. The snow began to move. Just a little at first then more. Rod carefully moved toward the indent in the snow.
 

There was a burst of white powdered snow as a dark figure stumbled forward and fell to the ice. The startled Rod fell backward onto the ice. The dark figure arose and started to wipe the snow off the snowsuit.
 

“Evy?...” Rod ran forward, “EVY!!”
 

The winds howled as Rod leapt into Evy’s arms and they both fell back into the snow bank. He tried to kiss her, but their helmets just clunked together. They laid there and hugged. Holding one another. Then slowly he raised her to a sitting position. 
 

Evy touched her visor to his and smiled warmly. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost my love.”
 

Rod glanced at the now dimming cloud of glowing gasses, then grinned back at Evy and shouted above the howling winds. “No shit!”
 

“Baby, get me somewhere warm will you?” Evy shivered.
 

As if Rod was possessed he sprang into action. He scooped Evy up and took her to the sled fighting the howling wind with every step, mounted and off they sped. No longer did she have a comm so he couldn’t ask about her condition. For the next hour he raced along the frozen earth feeling her shiver all the time. Finally several old ruins came into view.
 

Rod swung the sled toward one of the larger structures and literally crashed through the wall. The sled skidded to a halt next to an old wooden inner wall. Rod jumped off the sled, made sure Evy was still ok and ran to the wall. 
 He moved a board and there was a click and part of the wooden wall moved. Rod threw it open and ran back to the sled, grabbed Evy and pulled her through the opening, then closed it back up. He bent down and brushed a few feet of snow to reveal a hatch.
 

He glanced back up at Evy who was leaning against the wall. Rod pulled up the hatch and motioned for Evy to climb down. He then followed and secured the hatch. Down the ladder they climbed into the darkness. When Evy hit the bottom, she stepped out of the way as Rod’s helm light lit a small key pad. He punched in a code and a door slid open and they entered as the door slowly closed behind them.
 

Rod ripped off his helm and rushed over to his love to remove hers. She rested against the wall. “Are you ok Evy? Down here is another old Dropper generator, I’ll have you warm in no time!”
 

She nodded weakly as Rod helped her toward another door. Rod opened the door and led her into the small room. He closed the door and turned to Evy. He took a deep breath and trembled in fear… 
 

Rod breathed a sigh of relief as she appeared to be ok and he saw no signs of serious injury. That is until Rod gently turned Evy to look at her back….
 

The back of Evy’s snowsuit was charred and burnt!
 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter11.


 

Evy was exhausted and nearly fell to the small cot. Her suit was burnt and shredded. Rod gently stripped it off and was relieved to find neither burn, nor cut. For once Rod was glad Evy wasn’t wearing a much thinner heat suit. The insulation and padding was shredded and singed, but the heavy suit had protected her completely. He grasped her by the arms and angrily glared at her.
 

“What the Hell did you think you were doing?” Rod shouted, “You could have killed yourself Evy!”
 

“Well you were going to wind up killing yourself if I didn’t baby.” Evy shivered slightly and moved over to a glowing device that was warming the small room. She picked up her snowsuit, showed Rod the seat where there was more shredding and grinned, “As you see it was a rough ride.”
 

Rod shook his head and moved next to her and wrapped his arms around her. “I don’t understand Evy, I had a good chance of….”
 

Evy snapped her head around and frowned, “Dying! You were sending me on with the sled. How the Hell were you going to get the minimum eight miles away, Run? Yeah right, you would have died from exhaustion within a mile! At least I had a chance.”
 

Rod just held her close. “I thought I’d lost you, I could have never forgiven…”
 

Evy interrupted again, “You ice bore headed bastard! See! That’s why I knocked you out. Why I tied you to the sled and got you away from the blast.” Evy stepped back and teased Rod, “At least I had a real plan! And before you give me that old, you should have discussed it with me speech….” Evy took a deep breath in frustration, “…you know damned well you would have never let me do it.”
 

“I’d have to know what…”
 

“Dammit Rod, we used to paraglide ice plains all the time back home. I grew up paragliding. I saw the wind picking up, I knew I could actually glide faster than your sled I just didn’t have my skis. I guess Scar let me take my sail so it would look like I had just come from Delta.”     She laughed, “And it turned out it saved my life and helped end his.”
 

“How’d you figure to glide without your skis? No skis? What a plan you had.” 
 

“This parasail, is designed for maximum speed on the ground. I used to race them long ago Rod. If you noticed before I had to eject it from me after I hit the snow bank, it wasn’t singed.”
 

“Evy…” Rod laughed, “…all I saw was this flash of white and red pass by and this object screaming as it past.”
 

Evy gave him a sheepish grin, “Well to be honest I’d never gone that damned fast before in my life. The winds caught the sail and off I went! I couldn’t keep my feet very well, so I sat and was going along a good seventy kilos, when that awful blast wave hit me.” Evy chuckled, “I must have been going close to one hundred and fifty kilos for a bit, then I felt myself slowing. I managed to lay on my back for a few seconds to put out the smoldering suit.”
 

“You’re damned lucky your sail didn’t catch fire, or didn’t you think of that?” Rod frowned as Evy grinned back.
 

“Baby, I told you I raced parasails. Well this one was made just for me after my husband died and I took racing back up. I also used it to travel back and forth to the base I’d been assigned to, so one of the scientists there made this thing of a lightweight materials that was used in some of their experiments.” Evy stuck her tongue out at Rod and laughed, “The material is nearly fire proof!”
 

“Fire proof?” Rod shook his head, “And I suppose it could withstand that nuclear fireball if you were a little slower?”
 

Evy leaned over and kissed Rod gently on the lips. “Baby I would have burnt up before that sail would have.”
 

“Christ! I guess there is no arguing with your logic! You still could have been…..”
 

Evy could see Rod was still perturbed with her, but she just smiled and teased, “I had my butt silly. Remember the one you whistle at? Our suits are padded extra there because we had to sit a lot doing ice studies and readings. I knew I could slide quite a ways before my suit started to shred.”
 

Rod just shrugged knowing better than to argue past events. Nothing could be gained and Evy already had done what she did. He just pulled her into his arms again and resigned completely to her logic.
 

“So what was this plan exactly, just go along as….
 

“Oh, silly. I put on my chute, it was in the stuff I tied onto the rear of your sled when we dumped the skid. I pulled the rip cord and while the drone chute pulled out the glider sail, I hit the red button in the box.” Evy snuggled into Rod’s arms deeper, “I’ll admit I’d never gone so fast. We never had winds like that where I lived. Not to mention, I had little control, but as you had mentioned the gale was blowing in the right direction.”
 

Evy snuggled her face into Rod’s neck and chuckled softly, “The way my rear feels, I think I  went airborne a few times, but I finally managed to stop sliding on my butt and turn and got to my feet.”
 

Evy raised one of her feet, “See honey, I put these hard sole gliders over my boots. We can ski standing up in an emergency.”
 

Rod smiled and chuckled, “Oh, so the shredded suit came from before you got to your feet?”
 

Evy hesitated and buried her head back into Rod’s neck. “Not exactly baby. I was doing fine, got about six miles away in five minutes, then the blast came…..”
 

“Evy?”
 

Evy turned and looked at Rod lovingly in his eyes. A huge grin spread across her face. “The blast hit me… MY GOD, baby…what a ride it gave me!! It was thrilling! Even with the paraglider being more of a shape wing with holes in it, I still went airborne for a bit.” Evy grinned, “Luckily it wasn’t too high.”
 

Rod held Evy at arm’s length and frowned, “You almost blow yourself up, get singed by a nuclear blast and get blown a good twenty something miles…. And you call it fun?” 
 Rod moved his face inches from hers, squinted and stared into her eyes and added, “Christ I’ve fallen in love with someone as crazy as I am!”
 

Evy threw her arms around his neck and kissed him deeply.
 

“What the Hell was that for! I’m still mad as Hell at you!” Rod said sternly. “Geezzz, Evy you…”
 

Rod never finished as Evy once again kissed him and this time there was no protesting. They stood there kissing in the orange glow of the heater. Eventually just holding one another was enough. Thanks to Evy’s cunning, they both had survived, they were once again in each other’s arms and thankfully in one piece. And Rod had to admit Evy’s plan B had a better outcome than his would have. She had saved his life.
 

Soon Evy had warmed and as Rod repaired her suit with fabric welding tape, he turned to show her. He looked over and Evy had already rolled out the sleeping bag, undressed and crawled in. 
 Thinking Evy was asleep, Rod quietly folded Evy’s snowsuit and laid it neatly near the sleeping bag. He sat next to her and smiled warmly as he whispered, “You’re quite a woman…”
 

Evy’s eyes popped open as a grin crossed her face. “You got that right mister!”
 

Rod grinned, “Thought you were asleep babe.”
 

“You really didn’t think I was going to go to sleep without…” She reached out of the bag’s cover and grasped onto Rod’s shirt. She pulled him to the bag and he started to slip beneath the cover.
 

“Oh no you don’t mister! No clothes allowed in here!”
 

Rod looked down at Evy’s naked body and started stripping off his clothes. 
 

“MMmmmm…” 
 

Rod turned and looked at Evy, “What?”
 

Evy smirked, “Nice butt.”
 

“Now a very cold one my darling.” Rod said as he hurried under the cover of the sleeping bag.
 

Evy pulled the cover over their heads and cooed, “Bet I can warm it up!”
 

Evy let out a giggle and Rod’s muffled voice said, “Ah, that’s not my butt you’re rubbing….”
 

There was another giggle, then a huge sigh. Enough talk Rod decided as the sleeping bag started moving slowly and muffled moans could be heard. This night there would be no sorrow, just celebrations!
 

Through the sleeping bag Evy’s muffled giggle broke the silence, “Better than being dead?”
 

Rod groaned, then panted, “Damn….ohhhh, yeah! Much, much better!”
 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 12.

 
 

The following morning the two lovers packed up and headed out into the frozen air. The sun had actually broken completely through the clouds which was rare. Even rarer, there were no clouds! It was a clear blue sky and bright sun. 
 Evy was the first to point, in the distance was a glistening lake that was just beginning to freeze over.
 

“Rod, that lake has to be miles across.”
 

“Most likely Evy. The blast should have blasted a crater a half mile deep and three miles wide. Once that fireball hung around for a while, plus all that superheated water it made…”
 

Evy grabbed Rod’s hand. “Can we go see? It has to be a good ten miles in diameter. It melted ice half way to us….” She paused as it sunk in, “…all the way from the blast? My God! That’s got to be…”
 

“Too damned close Evy. If that super heated water had spread across the ice fields any more, it would have….”
 

Evy was having no more of Rod’s gloomy lamenting as she jumped up and down like a little girl and pulled on his arm. “Let’s go and see!”
 

Rod laughed at Evy’s child like glee, yet he too had never seen water in that amount. Yet caution swept away all of Rod’s curiosity. “We’d better not Hon. The ice could be really thin there or even undermined perhaps as close as a mile away from the edge.
 

Evy sighed and nodded, “We’d freeze before we got back here if we fell in.”
 

Rod slowly sat on the sled and patted the seat behind him as Evy sat down. She still stared at the glimmering waters as the sun danced upon the forming ice. A sudden blast of frigid air hit her in the face and she snapped her visor down. She raised her hand along her helm and felt something. “What?” She queried. 
 

“I put it on this morn Hon, I had one of our old antennas, yours was broken off remember? It wasn’t too hard to adapt.”
 

Evy gave her love a little squeeze as Rod started to move away. They got on the sled and headed away from the glorious vista they had seen. Once again thoughts turned to survival and getting to home.
 

 The sled turned to the east and sped off. No more would Scar or the local cannibals walk the Earth. Once and for all the threat had been removed. Evy sighed and relaxed until Rod reminded her that more might wander into their area of the state.
 

Even that thought didn’t bother her for long. Rod had told her their next stop was his home in the city. Her new home.
 

“By the way my love, what is the name of your city? You always call it the city.” Evy chuckled.
 

“City.”
 

“No baby, I mean what’s it really called, no one calls their city, City.”
 

“We do Babe. Sometime in the past it had a number and designation, even a name I guess people just got used to calling it the city.” Rod laughed, “It’s more of a description than a name,  but everyone just called it the city since I got there from the mines.”
 

“That’s the silliest thing I’ve ever heard.”
 

“It’s going to be your new home, so what difference is it if we call it the city or home or even Ice Town? We’ll be together.”
 

Evy chuckled over the comm, “The city is just fine my love, just fine.”
 

She glanced back one more time to see the freezing lake vanish behind another frozen white ridge of ice and snow. She smiled at the trail of snow Rod’s sled threw up behind them knowing it meant they were speeding toward her new home, her new life. Evy buried her helmet into Rod’s back and hugged him tightly.
 

She was happy and now life was good again! 
 

Evy drove part of the night while Rod slept. She followed the instrument on his dash that pointed the way home. The next morning Rod took over and after a quick course correction around another pressure ridge, headed toward the city once again.
 

Evy couldn’t help but wonder at the beauty around her. The sun had come out once again for the second day in a row. The sky was now filled with billowing clouds.
 

“Baby?” Evy asked, “Aren’t clouds like those suppose to hold water?”
 

Rod slowed the sled and looked up at the clouds. “Yeah, Evy. Must be due to the explosion.” Evy heard Rod chuckle over the comm, “Don’t worry your pretty little head about that. The damned cold will take care of that water vapor real soon and we’ll wind up with more snow.”
 

“Storm?”
 

“Most likely babe, most likely. We should be back home by then.”
 

Evy relaxed a bit and laid her head on Rod’s back as she stared out over the vast frozen earth. It was so beautiful, yet so deadly. She knew if she raised her visor, her face would freeze in five minutes or less at this speed, minutes more frost bite and she’d be dead within a half hour. All that beaut….
 

“ROD! STOP!”
 

The sled came to a halt after skidding for several yards. 
 

“Evy? What?” Rod spun around fearing something had happened to his new love, perhaps some delayed reaction or trauma. But he saw her standing on the side boards staring out to the south. She slowly raised her hand and pointed.
 

“Something glinted out there….” She kept staring, “…out there, something big I think.”
 

“I know damned well it can’t be Scar or any of his hoard, you pretty much toasted them the other day.” Rod teased.
 

“Honest I saw something Rod. I think it was far, maybe…. THERE!”
 

Rod looked where Evy had swung her hand to. Off in the distance there were several flashes. Something was reflecting sunlight. Rod strained to see better.
 

“Christ! Evy, it’s moving!”
 

“Someone from the city?” Evy asked. 
 

“No, wrong direction.” Rod sounded worried himself. “Besides we don’t have anything that big.” 
 Rod could sense the concern in her voice. He knew most travelers these days were roaming bands of cut throats or cannibals. Scar had pulled all the bad elements together and now that they were gone, others could easily move into the area….but it was way too soon. Yet, long had the peaceful travelers vanished from the landscape, so he doubted they were wanderers. 
 He leapt off the sled and almost knocked Evy off as he ripped open the compartment of his pulse rifle.
 

“Baby? What is it?” Evy was now getting frightened by his actions.
 

Without an answer, Rod whipped up the rifle and peered through the high powered scope. He focused it, the rifle slowly lowered and Rod plopped down on the seat. He stared off toward the glinting. Raising the scope once more he looked, then lowered it as if he were stunned.
 

Evy was now more than frightened. She reached inside the flap of her snowsuit for the sidearm Rod had given her, but Rod laid his hand on hers.
 

“Evy, I have no idea what the Hell that thing is. I’ve never seen anything like it.” He handed the rifle to Evy and she raised it and scanned the south. 
 

She stopped scanning and stared through the scope. “My God,, it’s some sort of vehicle.” She no sooner got that out, when she added, “ROD IT’S FLYING!....Sort of.”
 

“I know Evy, I saw. ….just before it went behind a snow bank. Not too high though, maybe some sort of a skimmer.”
 

“Rod, it’s the size of those buses you told me about in your city and it’s flying? How?”
 

Rod took the rifle back and looked through the scope. “It’s changed direction and coming right toward us Evy. Get back behind that snow bank.”
 

“No friggin’ way I’m leaving you alone my love. We fight this thing together if it comes to that.” Evy protested as she pulled her sidearm again and lowered herself behind the sled. Rod got up and started to walk around to join her, when the radio crackled to life.
 

There was a series of squawks and squeals, then, “Hello. Do you read? Hello to the sled on the old coded U.S. frequency 0-0-1-2- Alpha….Over.”
 

The stunned Rod sat down on the sled, handed the rifle to Evy and slowly reached for the button on the side of his helm. He looked at Evy and had a strange look on his face. Evy stood and started to speak, but Rod pressed his helm button. Evy could hear transmissions, but couldn’t reply.
 

“To approaching vehicle calling on 0-0-1-2-Alpha, state your intent!”
 

The radio crackled again, “My God! We thought Alpha city was lost a couple of centuries ago!” Over the speakers Rod and Evy heard several others cheering.
 

The vehicle was now close enough to see with the naked eye and it was heading straight for the lovers. They watched as it neared always keeping an eye out for any signs of treachery. 
 

“Maybe you should check again baby?” Evy asked.
 

“Evy they knew the radio code. Only our city uses it and it’s scrambled so if anyone heard, they couldn’t understand it.” Rod turned and looked at his love and smiled reassuringly, “Don’t you see Honey, they have a way to decode the signal. It must be from another city.”
 

“I thought you said the other cities you knew of were gone.”
 

“No Evy, I said we lost contact with them over a century or so ago.”
 

Rod placed the rifle back into his sled and closed the compartment. Evy stood and they walked around the sled and faced the oncoming bus sized vehicle. They stood and watched as the vehicle came head on at them, then slowed and when it got twenty feet away it turned slowly and came to a stop. Slowly the vehicle lowered to the ground and with a burst of billowing snow, came to a rest.
 

As the cloud of snow blew away from the side of the vehicle, Rod noticed something on the side….. “My God!” He whispered as he dropped to his knees in the snow. “Oh, My, God!”
 

Evy dropped to her knees and hugged her love as she looked into his eyes. Through his visor she saw tears!
 

Rod raised his hand and pointed to the symbol on the side of the vehicle. It was a red and white stripped rectangle with a blue field covered in white stars. 
 

Tears rolled down Rod’s cheek as he looked at Evy, “That’s the emblem of the old United States of America. They have to be the survivors of…could it be that….no it’s impossible…they…”
 

Just then the door opened and a man stepped into the doorway and motioned for the pair to come in. They got to their feet and slowly walked to the strange looking vehicle. Cautiously Rod entered and when he was sure it looked safe, he motioned Evy to come in. The man that had waved them in, stepped back and made room for them to enter. Once in, the door slid shut.
 

Rod seeing the three men inside weren’t wearing protective suits, he reached up and removed his helm. Evy followed suit.
 

The first man smiled and extended his hand. “Welcome! Welcome! My friends. My name is Ken, that guy over there is Bill and the one driving this beast is Martin.” 
 Ken motioned to a small rack. “You may put your helmets there if you wish. My God, we never dreamed….” 
 This man was obviously amazed he had found people out on the ice, not to mention the possibility that they had found one of the lost cities.
 

Ken looked at Rod, then Evy as they laid their helms on the rack. “Strange, your suit is obviously well designed for this out world environment, yet the young ladies is similar to the old style.”
 

“I’m Rod and the lady is Evy, Ken.” Rod slowly reached for Ken’s extended hand and shook it. “Ok, I’m completely lost here. I know you aren’t from these parts. So I’m guessing you’re from one of the lost pole designed cities? They were the only types that were known to have survived the crushing weight of the snows two centuries ago. It’s been over three hundred years since the new ice age began. Why now?”
 

Bill shook Rod’s hand and asked if he was a scientist. Rod grinned and replied, “No, just a guy that has to survive in the cold.” He smiled and added, “Helps to know as much as possible about anything. Keeps one alive.”
 

“Why don’t you two have a seat?” Ken asked and motioned to a padded seat behind them.
 

“Just the three of you? I don’t understand.”
 

Ken sat across from the pair. “Let me start at the beginning. A couple of days ago our sensors picked up what appeared to be a massive explosion. Something that big had to be nuclear in nature, so our government sent out this party. 
 Once we found the freezing lake, we set out in the direction we thought your missing city might be in and started a search pattern. We were about to give up thinking it might just have been an old missile blowing up.” Ken nodded at Bill, “But he insisted we continue searching a few more days.” 
 

Bill laughed, “Well we didn’t have anything better to do at the time Ken.” 
 

They all chuckled as Ken continued. “A few days later on the last leg of the last search pattern we planned to do, we picked up the coded tracking frequency of your receiver. We were a bit south of you, but with this radio gear, we heard your identification pinger using the older code and knew it had to be someone from the lost city.”
 

“The direction you thought we were in?” Rod was puzzled.
 

“Ah, over the centuries the exact locations of eleven of the fourteen pole designed cities were lost. You see as the cities were built, the exact locations were hidden. That way if the Equatorial Wars were lost, at least the city locations that were hidden under the ice, would be safe.”
 

Rod rubbed the back of his neck. “So you thought we were lost and we thought you were lost. Christ! All those centuries since this started and no communication, we thought we were alone. Possibly the last of humanity.”
 

Martin who had joined them chuckled. “The last, not quite sir. We have a known population of forty three million.”
 

The color drained from the pair’s faces. Evy sat back in her seat so she wouldn’t fall out of it. Rod just sat there in awe of the number. They both looked at each other, then back to Martin and his two companions.
 

“Excuse me how many survivors are left in your city?” Bill asked, “Gamma 12 had about sixteen thousand when we located them a few decades ago.”
 

“We have a little over ninety thousand. Two levels  of living space, a total of sixteen square miles. Then there are the people living in the old salt mines the city is linked to… Oh, maybe ninety five thousand total.” 
 Rod paused as it hit him and asked. “….Gamma 12?” 
 

“Ninety thousand? My God how the hell have you survived with that many?”
 

Rod just grinned, “It’s not easy Ken. We have to keep the birth rate down, but we’re hanging in there…. Now, you said Gamma 12?”
 

“Oh I’m sorry. You don’t know? Every pole designed city had a designation of a Greek letter and the number 12 for the pole design of those cities. Your city was the first and designated Alpha 12 and sadly the first to be lost to us. Our ancestors reported they thought Alpha 12 had been destroyed by a missile attack just after the war started. You see we had a Neutron missile silo built near Alpha 12 and thought it was destroyed as well. It wasn’t until we picked up the explosion that someone put one and one together as they read over the old records on the main computer.”
 

Rod leaned back to join Evy in his stunned state. So much information in so little time. Then Rod’s survival instincts snapped into action. “Hey we can’t be sitting here. Could be cannibals or raiders around. We destroyed a hoard of the with the bomb, but…”
 

Martin looked at Rod. “You set off the bomb? But how? The missiles were all sent a code to disarm after the war to prevent someone from doing what you did.”
 

Rod grinned, “My mentor’s ancestors maintained what you called the silo. One of the many of generations removed the bomb when the missile started to deteriorate and wired it in case of an emergency. Guess someone forgot to tell them the war was over.”
 

Evy now feeling safe laid her head on Rod’s shoulder and asked, “Have you heard of anyone from Canada surviving.” A tear started to form in her eye, “I think I’m the only survivor from..”
 

“Canada? Aww Hell Miss, Canada was in a joint venture with us when this project was secretly started back toward the end of the twentieth century.” Ken smiled, “So if you’re from Canada, you’ll be happy to know there are several million Canadians still kicking around as well.”
 

Bill added, “But we’re all just one big family now. We’re all just united as one, surviving this damned ice age.” 
 

Evy smiled through tears of joy as Rod hugged her and teased. “See now you can run home to your people.”
 

Evy teasingly hit him on the arm. “You aren’t getting rid of me that quick my love. You are my people now.”
 

Rod smiled at Evy, then turned his attention to Ken, who was the obvious leader of this small party. “So I’m guessing you’re here to secure some sort of communications with us?”
 

“Communications? Oh, no Rod, I’m sorry I wasn’t clearer. We’re here to see if your people want to join us.” Ken smiled, “We have room enough for all your people. We expand constantly so we won’t have to limit our population. By the time this ice age is over, we’ll have enough people to repopulate the surface again.” 
 

Bill laughed, “Well at least it won’t be any time soon, but when that day comes…..”
 

Rod thought for a second, “Say Ken. You mentioned population numbers like I never heard outside of books. Just where the hell is your city?”
 

“City?” The three new comers laughed as Ken answered, “You mean cities! We have about nine hundred what you might call cities, towns, farms and mining communities.”
 

“Nine hundre….” Evy as well as Rod were stunned at the thought. “How? Where?” She managed to mumble out. “On the ice?”
 

Ken smiled and moved his hand outward, then he turned it and pointed toward the floor. “Down there a little under eleven miles.”
 

“Eleven miles under the Earth? You’re kidding me?”
 

“Not in the least Rod. Guess I’d better start again and this time give a better explanation.”
 

Rod looked at Evy who was enthralled. He too found himself strangely pulled into this incredible conversation. A few days earlier they had fought for their lives, now today…This!
 

Evy who had been through so much, had just barely begun to forgive herself for past transgressions, now found herself listening to what her new life might become, or had already become, but now all this was fascinating, yet soothing knowing they were not alone on this frozen planet.
 

Ken and the others sat down across from Evy and Rod as Bill handed the couple cups of coffee. Rod took a sip expecting Sim-coff, instead his eyes popped wide open, “My God! This has to be real coffee?” 
 

Bill grinned as Ken smiled at the pair and in a jovial tone said….. 
 

“Boy! Do I have a story to tell you.”
 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 13.


 

Ken continued his story, “As I said back in the late twentieth century a group of private investors and scientists got together and started to plan for mankind’s survival. You see they believed there was a new ice age about to dawn and damned if they weren’t right! That was regardless of what others thought.” Ken looked at Bill.
 

Bill added, “They, this group of humanitarians, bored down five miles and established the first city, which is now used as our main base of operations for surface exploration. Granted, it was small by comparison of today’s smallest city, but it did later serve for those that found they needed to dig deeper. The first dig was under a state called New Mexico. 
 During those days they found a new element down there while boring a hole to install the Geo-thermal units.”
 

“A professor named Morgan, that discovered it’s properties and called it Morganite.” Ken laughed, “How’s that for ego? Anyhow MGT as we call it allowed mankind to built power units that once activated, needed no external fuel or power to run. It also has properties that allowed us to create the anti-gravity units for these Skimmers, or as we call them Gravs.”
 

“Not to mention an endless power supply.” Martin added.
 

“Wow, we could some of that. Our Droppers take so long to replenish.” Rod mused.
 

“Droppers?” Martin asked.
 

Rod smiled, “Remind me and I’ll tell you all later about them, please continue Ken.” 
 

“Well the new element powered the laser boring devices our ancestors built that allowed us to bore deep within the Earth using an extremely powerful laser that literally vaporized the rock. The power in MGT basically saved the human race.          
 Since then we’ve extended our city and bored out many more. Smaller lasers are used to carve homes out of the rock. Streets, parks, everything the old cities had. We grow trees, mine, pump oil to use as lubricant and to make plastics. We’ve found deposits of just about everything mankind had before the ice age came.”
 

Martin grinned and added, “Why we even recycle our air. Water comes from melting the snow and ice above our exit elevators and vents. We vent extra heat from deep underground and it melts the glaciers around the entrances and exits and pours down the outer parts of the shafts. We collect the water and pump it down to processing stations or reservoirs. Hell we even found oceans and lakes all miles under the surface.  Our science guys think they formed by trickling down from cracks in the Earth’s mantle.”
 

“Cracks all the way to the surface?”
 

Ken smiled, “Naw different cracks Rod, then the water would pool and seep down to another layer or crack and so forth until it found these huge chambers.”
 

Bill grinned at the two, “If that isn’t enough to send you into information overload, we even had lights in all the passageways, domed areas, etc that mimic the sun light so we stay healthy. It also provides light for our hydroponic farms. Out of housing we’ve created night and day as we cycle the lights that simulate solar energy and light.”
 

“Wow! Sounds like your cities are state of the art Ken.” Evy blurted out. “I can’t wait to see them. How wide of an area do they cover?”
 

Ken grinned, “Well Evy, we stay away from fault areas because of earthquakes, but we do have passages tunneled through them. As I said our main entrance is under a state that was called New Mexico. Actually if you total up all the cities and farming areas, our complex reaches from New Mexico east to under the old state of  Kentucky. From under the Gulf of Mexico to under South Dakota.”
 

“Gulf of what?” Rod asked.
 

“Mexico Rod, it used to be a large body of water. Part of the Atlantic Ocean.”
 

“Oh I seem to remember reading something about that.” Rod grinned somewhat embarrassed by his lack of knowledge. “They used to have bad storms there.”
 

“That’s right sir.” Martin replied.
 

“Why do you keep calling me sir?” Rod looked puzzled.
 

Martin cocked his head as if he too were puzzled, “Why Sir, er Rod, you wear the suit of a command officer.”
 

Evy grinned and snapped a salute to Rod and chuckled, “My fearless leader….SIR!”
 

Rod frowned at Evy’s teasing, looked down at his snowsuit then back up to the new comers. “Guy’s we don’t have a military anymore, this is the uniform of all rescuers. I hear we have been using this design since this city was founded. Sadly I’m the last as the glaciers are getting so bad….”
 

Ken smiled as he interrupted Rod. “Rod, perhaps you would like to contact your city and let them know what’s going on? They must be worried about you by now.”
 

“Can’t do that Ken, sorry, we’re too far and our main transmission tower is too weak, but if you follow me, I can lead you to the entrance.”
 

Martin jumped into the driver’s seat of the vehicle called a Grav. Ken looked over to Bill, “Let the ramp down Bill.” Bill walked to the rear of the long Grav and flipped a switch. The Grav shuddered slightly.
 

Ken pointed out the rear window and Rod stepped over and looked out as Ken finished, “Just drive your sled up the ramp, secure it and I’ll close the ramp back up. You can show Martin what directions to take and do so from inside.”
 

Evy peeled off her snowsuit and grinned at everyone. “I think I’m going to like this new technology you have guys. Traveling on the inside of a vehicle with heat, now that’s a great concept!”
 

Rod returned from stowing his sled and took off his suit as well. He sat in the front passengers seat and looked at the Grav’s dash and gasped in surprise, “Christ, I know some of these controls. Some of these are like the old snow buggies we used to have.” Rod grinned at Martin, “Newer, but they still have that familiar look. Buttons instead of dials, but nearly the same.” 
 He reached down and punched a few buttons and a small light began to flash. On the gauge below the light a needle swung northeast and Rod sat. “You just needed the current codes for the locator, we had to keep changing them because of raiders.” 
 Rod winked at the driver, “Ok Martin, take us home.”
 

Evy walked up behind Rod and put her arms around his neck, laid her cheek against his and looked out the front windshield.
 

As the Grav lifted the normal few feet off the ground Evy squeezed Rod’s neck so hard he choked slightly.
 

“Oh baby, I’m sorry. I…”
 

“That’s ok Evy.” He patted her hand and moved her gently to his lap. Evy sat and tossed her arms around Rod’s neck. She laid her head back next to his cheek again, looked out the window and sighed, “Now this is the way to travel!”
 

All five chuckled, but to Evy and Rod everything that they had seen, been told and now were experiencing,  “Well…” Thought Rod, “…this is truly amazing.” He knew he couldn’t grasp all this at once, so he never tried. 
 Eventually Evy and he would learn to accept the drastic changes about to occur in their lives, but for the present, he sat there as Evy moved around and sat on his lap. There they sat watching the frozen surface go by and it was doing so faster than either had ever imagined.
 


 

After several hours the light on the dash flashed quickly and Martin halted the Grav. It lowered onto the frozen ice as Rod picked up the mike and called, “Rod to city, expedition code Victor, Beta seven. Do you read?”
 

“Rod you had us worried…” A voice chirped  from over the speakers. “Zak’s been up here three times a day since the party you sent from OP2 got here. They gave Zak the sealed message you sent with them and he’s been going nuts ever since.”
 

“Hi sis! Sounds like you’ve got the radio watch today, eh?”
 

The melodic voice replied, “They couldn’t keep me away big bubba. Since we felt the tremor we figured you took care of Scar…” She chuckled over the speakers, “…and maybe yourself. I guessed if you survived unharmed, you’d be here yesterday or today.” 
 

There was a short pause, then, “Rod tell me you are ok?”
 

“I’m fine sis.”
 

“How’s the rest of your party? The man and woman John said you were with.”
 

Rod winked at Evy, “Well sis, the woman killed the man who was Scar’s spy, set off the bomb that killed Scar and the cannibals, not to mention, saved my life.”
 

“I think I’m goin to like this gal a lot.” Rod’s sister replied.
 

“I hope so sis….” Rod gave Evy a little hug. “…I’m going to marry that woman someday.”
 

Rod felt Evy’s body tremble. He turned to her and raised her head. There were tears in her eyes as she wrapped her arms around him and hugged him tightly.
 

“Sis? Send the elevator up. I have a surprise for you. All of you.” Rod paused, “ Better send up the security party as well sis, part of the surprise.” 
 

The speakers crackled back “Oh, you mean more than that, “I’m going to marry her someday?” speech you just gave?”
 

Rod grinned at everyone and keyed the mike, “I’m going to shake your world to the core! We’ll need security to protect my surprise while we come down.”
 

“Does it have to do with the much stronger then usual radio signal? Or the fact you gave the all clear code in your chatter to me, before I prompted you for it?”
 

Ken looked puzzled so Rod cued everyone in. “If I chat with the radio operator about personal things and use certain words, then it means, “I’m safe all is ok.” 
 

“Smart Rod, really smart, but what if we decided to attack you when you gave the all clear before you did the chat thing?”
 

Rod laughed, “Then my new friends you would have been vaporized. I had you land on this spot because there is forty-five pounds of high explosive Thermite right under you.” The radio operator would have turned us all into crispy critters with a push of a button at the first sign of trouble.”
 

The three laughed as Ken shook his head, and slapped Rod on the back, “Glad you’re on our side.”
 

Evy smiled and gave Rod a squeeze, “Me too.”
 

Just then there was a loud crack as the elevator broke through the ice. It was round in shape and ten feet in diameter. It stopped and a wide door slid open. From the opening a dozen well armed men ran out and covered the door and spread out in all directions.
 

“They’re well trained. “ Bill said, “They didn’t pause for a second when they saw the Grav.”
 

Rod laughed, Don’t be too sure Ken.” Rod pointed to the side toward the rearward windows. Men were covering outward, but a few faced toward the Grav, rifles aimed at them.
 

“Those pulse rifles have a short range, but can fire fifty pulses a minute on auto. Naw, they saw the Grav, they just made sure they got it covered from a safe position.”
 

Bill laughed, “Ah, I see now, act like you don’t notice, then cover when clear. Like Ken said, glad you’re all are on our side.”
 

All five donned their suits as Rod and Evy marveled at the three’s superior snowsuits. Rod opened the door first, then all stepped out one by one. Rod keyed his helm’s radio. “Ok guys, we’re good.”
 

The leader of the covering party walked up to Rod and shook his hand. “Usual guard Rod?”
 

“Yep!... Gary, just place a few men around the Grav until we can make arrangements to bring it down with the big lift to the north.”
 

“Don’t need to do that Rod.” Ken said as he moved along side of Rod. He looked over to the leader Gary and smiled, “You or your men can go inside where its warm and watch things from in there. Please just don’t touch anything. As far as the Grav, it is designed to withstand the harshest of conditions.”
 

Gary chuckled, “Thanks sir, but my men haven’t been out in a while and I can use this time to do a little training. Then there is the possibility of Scar or the cannibals seeing it and trying to board it.”
 

Rod grinned at Gary, “Gary my friend, there is no more Scar, his band of cut throats, nor the cannibal army that has been around.” Rod nodded toward Evy, “That little lady over there blew them all up in one explosion.”
 

“Damn! How about introducing me to her? Sounds like my kind of woman.” Gary was grinning from ear to ear. “Why she so damned pretty, I’ll bet if you stripped away all that snow suit padding I bet she has a real nice…”
 

Rod playfully slugged Gary on his arm. “Uhh, Gary? Before you finish that sentence, guess I should tell you that woman is the gal I plan to marry.”
 

Gary grinned sheepishly and finished, “…personality.”
 

They both laughed as Rod added, “Well my friends, the Grav may be ok for all conditions up here, but moving it down to the city will sure make it easier to supply for the return trip.”
 

Ken’s party all grinned and nodded as Ken slapped Rod on the back and added, “Well Rod… Let’s go see this city of yours.”
 

“Later Gary.” Rod said as he moved his group to the elevator. Once inside he pressed a button, then looked into a scanner. The door closed and there was a slight bump as the lift started to drop.
 

“Not completely without technology I see.” Bill pointed at the optical scanner.
 

Rod grinned, “We might have been lost to your civilization Ken, but we’re not completely without some of the amenities. We still have a few inventors and scientists, you’d be surprised at the modifications we’ve made over the years.” Rod chuckled, “Maybe not as advanced as you all, but we aren’t exactly a primitive culture either.”
 

Ken smiled and asked, “How far down are we here Rod?”
 

“Two hundred and seventy three feet under the ice. The city’s dome is one hundred and twenty three feet at the highest point”
 

“And the supports held? Incredible!” Ken gasped, “The ice pressure must be…”Ken looked to be figuring pressure calculations in his head.
 

“A lot!” Rod chuckled, “But once it melted a bit the ice dome actually is stronger than one would think. At some point in time it was sprayed with an insulator to keep it from melting and here we are. As you might have noticed by the surrounding pressure ridges, some of the ice does move over the top of the city’s ice dome quite effectively.” There was a noticeable slowing to the lift as Rod added, “We should be on the main level in a second or two, so you can get a look at the dome for yourself.” 
 

As if on cue the elevator slowed even more, then stopped. The door slid open.
 

Rod and his new love were home….and they had brought guests!
 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 14.


 

Evy for the first time became frightened, not from danger, but from the thought of meeting Rod’s friends and extended family. He had never mentioned a sister, much about his parents other than they were dead. She knew Zak was Rod’s mentor and a father figure. Rod had mentioned aboard the Grav, his ‘sis’ was really Zak’s daughter. 
 What if they didn’t like her, what if… her mind ran so fast it was almost in a panic. She so wanted to impress Rod’s people. Evy had come to love Rod so much she found she actually cared what Rod’s people thought of her, but she felt she had nothing to impress them with.     Evy swallowed hard and sighed softly. 
 

All of a sudden there was Rod, interrupting her thoughts, his hand outstretched, smiling. She  reached out and he held her hand, gently pulling her out of the elevator. She looked at his face, his eyes, his smile, said it all, he was proud to show her off. Evy’s worries faded as she looked deeply into the eyes of the man she loved. He laid his arm around her shoulders and led her and the party around to the side of the huge lift structure.
 

They turned a corner and were met by a large group of people waiting for them. From within the front row a beautiful redhead stepped to the front, threw her arms around Rod and hugged him so hard Evy thought he was going to burst. She kissed him on the cheek and turned to look at Evy.
 

“Wow Bubba, you found someone that beautiful out in the snow?”Stella laughed, “But then again that doesn’t surprise me in the least.” She smiled at Evy who was trying to keep down an unexpected bout of jealousy knowing this girl was not actually his sister. Perhaps she felt something for Rod other than kinship? Stella was really beautiful and she was so young or so she appeared. 
 

Rod gave the redhead another quick hug and led her over to Evy. “Evy, this is Zak’s daughter Stella, I call her sis. She was starting advanced school when Zak took me under his wing.” Rod looked at Stella and smiled. “This is the woman I told you about sis. Evy is the woman I intend to marry someday…” Rod glanced over to Evy and winked, “…that is if she’ll have me.”
 

Stella walked over and hugged Evy who appeared to be a bit embarrassed. As Rod was about to say something, Evy looked at Stella and smiled, “Stella, I hope you’ll get to know me better. I wouldn’t think of any future plans with that big lug over there without you and your dad’s approval. I wouldn’t dream of coming in between…”
 

Before Evy could finish, Stella spun around and locked her arm, through Evy’s and started to drag her off. Stella looked over her shoulder and shouted, “You boys go do your man things. I’m going to show your girlfriend around!” Stella winked at Evy, “You know I used to have the biggest crush on Rod. There’s only six years difference in our ages you know. I just knew there would never be anyone but Rod.” She laughed, “Then I met a wonderful guy and found what real love is all about.”
 

“Did you marry him?” Evy found herself starting to like Rod’s sis.
 

“I did, but he was killed up there in the ice world a few years ago.”
 

“Oh Stella, I’m so sorry, Rod never said…”
 

Stella squeezed Evy’s arm and smiled, “That’s ok Evy. Rod brought his body back for cremation. You know my hubby admired Rod so much he became the last rescuer that was trained. After his death, Rod refused to train any more, I guess he felt guilty for training him and he was with Rod when he died. Rod got shot up really bad by Scar’s men getting to ….” Stella paused, “…my husband’s body. Evy that’s the kind of man Rod is. He damned near died retrieving my husband’s corpse, because Rod knew it would be easier for me to accept his death if I had a body and a funeral.”  
 

Evy felt herself for the first time in a while swell with pride for the man she loved. What Stella told her was pretty much what she figured Rod was all about. There was no question in her mind, Rod was the same for everyone. She caught herself beaming with pride.
 

Stella stopped and started at Evy and wondered why she had stopped walking. Evy snapped out of her day dreaming. She looked over at the people a few yards away and realized they hadn’t gotten very far with all the talking they were doing. 
 Then she noticed the women in the welcoming party, how nicely they were dressed. They were wearing dresses and skirts. Dressed like people back in Delta. Evy pulled off her snow suit because she was getting warm and now dressed in her old sweater and pants, she felt conscious of her appearance.
 

“Geezzz, Stella, I forgot what dresses looked like I haven’t worn one since my husband died.” She chuckled, “I feel ashamed now I’m back in civilization again.” She turned to Stella.
 

Evy looked Stella up and down. She was of medium build, yet near the same size Evy was body wise. Her bust was a bit larger than Evy’s and she wasn’t afraid to show it off with a low cut dress that clung to every part of her ever so gently.
 

“Stella? I’m going to have to have you teach me some girly things…” Evy glanced Stella over once again, “…and show me where to get things like that dress. I seem to be somewhat amiss in the feminine department lately.”
 

“You don’t wear dresses?” Stella stopped long enough to step back and scan Evy’s frame, “With a body like that?” She winked at Evy and shook her head slowly. Even though Evy had a few of her top sweater buttons undone, Stella could see Evy needed help.
 

Evy laughed, “I’ve been years living with old scientists in a remote base. When we left I didn’t exactly have space for my personal belongings. Besides I had no use for dresses at the labs, we were all business.”
 

Stella hugged Evy warmly and whispered in her ear, “You poor girl! All those old men drooling over you. Anyway, we’ll have to get you some pretty things.”
 

“Drooling?” Evy laughed aloud, “Christ Stel, those old geezers as nice as they were to me, never even tried to take a peak down my tops no matter how many buttons I had undone.”
 

Stella chuckled, “Poor girl.”
 

Evy laughed again, “That’s exactly what Rod said.” 
 

They both laughed as Stella asked, “Where are your personal belongings Evy?”
 

Evy looked sadly at Stella, “When I said we didn’t pack personal things, I meant gold as well Stella. I’m afraid I have no way to pay for new clothes.”
 

“Hmmmm…” Stella looked over to Rod, then back to Evy and laughed, “Why Hell girl, you have Rod and Rod has money coming out his fazool. He rarely comes into the city and stays at that damned barracks.” Stella grinned, “We’ll spend some of his money! Zak keeps it for him.”
 

“Out his what!?”
 

Stella laughed, “I’ll tell ya later sweetie. Now let’s go shopping and spend your boyfriend’s money.”
 

“Oh no Stella, I couldn’t do that…”
 

Stella grinned and shouted to Rod who had only been half listening, “Hey big Bubba! Ok to use your credits to buy lots of Evy stuff?”
 

Rod only heard part of the chat the girls were doing, but nodded yes to the last part. He looked at the girls and smiled as he waved bye to them.
 

Evy looked at Stella, then to the floor, “Yeah it was tough living in the old base, but not as bad as when we left and were taken….”
 

“AHEM!” Rod cleared his throat and made a little nod to Evy. Evy realized it was Rod’s way of trying to protect her from letting others know of her past with Scar. At least for the present, she would follow Rod’s wishes, but Stella was fast becoming her friend. Maybe someday, she thought, my best friend. She decided at some point in time she would tell Stella of her past and hope for the best.
 

Evy blew Rod a kiss, then turned and smiled at Stella, “Maybe later Stella, maybe later I’ll tell you all about my past life.”
 

Stella grinned at Rod, then Evy as she latched onto Evy’s arm and started pulling her in the direction of the shopping areas of the city.
 

Evy looked back to Rod and shrugged. Then in a wink of the eye, they vanished through the remainder of the crowd that was gathering.      
 

Stella liked Evy as Rod figured she would and now Rod could breathe a little easier. He watched as the group parted briefly, they walked out of sight holding hands, chatting, laughing. It was a whole new Evy he was witnessing and he loved her even more for trying to fit into his world and her new home.
 


 

The girls walked along the busy streets of the city as Evy kept stopping and looking at all the people. If not at people, then into the store windows.
 

“My God Stella, even Delta city didn’t have this much stuff.”
 

“Evy we make most things here, the rest come from the mines where Rod was born. We have sun lamps so we can grow things…..”
 

Evy came to stop so suddenly, she almost pulled Stella over backward. Evy’s jaw dropped, her eyes widened. “OH MY GOD!...Stel, those are so beautiful.”
 

“The sexy undies?” Stella grinned, “I wear them all the time, so I never think much of it. Never know when I might meet that certain someone.”
 

“Ohhh, you’re bad Stella.”
 

Stella snickered back, “That’s what my late hubby told me and now the pain of his death has eased, I’m not ruling out meeting someone new. Now about the undies?”
 

Evy glanced over to new best friend, “Considering I’ve had two pairs of panties to do me for the last few months…”Evy laughed, “…not fun washing them in melted snow every night when we stopped and hoping they’d dry before morning.”
 

“My God Evy, what did you do if they didn’t.” Stella looked concerned.
 

Evy laughed aloud, “Why Stel….I’d freeze my ass off!”
 

Stella punched Evy on the arm. “Boy I fell for that one didn’t I?”
 

Evy smiled, “Sort of Stel, but it really wasn’t far from the truth and there’s the fact that the two I have aren’t in the best shape.”
 

Stella pulled Evy toward the door. “Well we’ll change that really quick then.”
 

“Stel, can Rod afford to get me another pair?”
 

Stella came to a skidding stop, turned and looked at Evy and winked. “Evy by the time I get done with you, Rod will never recognize you…” Then with another wink added, “…nor be able to keep his hands off of you.”
 

“He has that much money?”
 

“Honey with what you have to work with, it won’t take a lot of money!” She added in an impish tone, “Not that he lacks in the credits department either.”
 

Evy was staring at some other sexy clothes through the window, when Stella’s hand reached out from the doorway and grabbed Evy’s arm and pulled her into the shop.
 

Stella gave another impish laugh. “Poor Rod. He’ll never know what hit him.”
 

“Huh?”
 

Again the impish laugh and Stella pulled Evy past the dress department and toward the racks of lingerie.
 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 15.


 

The next few days were hectic as Zak and the leaders of the city’s communities all met. Plans were made and it was Rod that was elected to be the first to go with Ken and his men back to see what eleven miles under the Earth’s surface was like. Rod thought some of the city’s people would accept living that deep, then plans would have to be made for them to move. Then there was the fact that it was better than what they had here in the city, so he figured there would be plenty going to the new lands. Their city had many things and plenty of food and manufacturing, but room to move around in was limited. Ken’s world offered that much needed elbow room. Once those that wanted to move did so, then there would be so much more room in the city.
 

Days flew, plans were made and the bone weary Rod saw only committee after committee, meeting after meeting. He slept when he had the chance and saw Evy the few times she managed to find him. She and Stella brought Rod and Zak food or they would have starved with so little time for themselves. So tired was Rod, he rarely noticed Evy’s change. She was becoming the woman she once was, so long ago. Even wearing dresses and her raven locks cascading down over her shoulders, Rod barely noticed. One time she brought him food he kept nodding off while chewing. After prodding him to finish, she laid him down on a bench and covered him with an old blanket. Stella had brought the blanket earlier for her father as Zak spent long hours there as well. Neither of the girls faulted the guys for the lack of family time and worried constantly about their health.
 

Finally all the meetings had been held, all the people that needed to be talked with, were. Plans were made for a trip to Ken’s underground world and Rod was unanimously elected to head the party of three.
 

After a little over a week of planning and meetings, Rod got to say good-by to Evy for all of five minutes standing on the elevator’s loading dock. “Damned Evy, a week and three friggin’ days and I’ve seen you all of ten times and nine of them have been when we ate…. The other I think I fell asleep on you. Honey, I’m so sorry.”
 

Evy kissed him gently and with that wonderful smile said, “Baby, you just go do what you must, then hurry back to me. I’ll miss you every day and you know I’ll be here waiting for you when you return.” Evy pulled Rod around a corner into the shadows of the lift’s structure and kissed him deeply. She gently slid his hand down to her rear and pressed herself into him. Then quickly stepping back, she grinned teasingly. “And that my love is what will be awaiting your return, so come back to me quickly.”
 

Evy grasped Rod’s hand and pulled him back to the group of people standing in front of the lift. As they approached the crowd, Zak walked up to the pair and smiled.
 

Zak patted Rod on the back and assured him he and Stella would make sure Evy was looked after and she would stay with them. Stella joked about having a new big sister to stay with her, that her room was more than big enough for two. Rod was ushered into the elevator by the delegation of the men chosen to go to the new lands along with Ken’s party, back up to the surface he went. Evy could do little but wave and sigh.
 

Stella comforted Evy as both knew any trip to the frozen earth above could be ones last and now Rod was leaving to a place none of them knew about. The journey would be long and dangerous and the girls just looked blankly at each other afraid to show how much they were worrying. They turned and walked out of the lift’s building as the hum of the lift vanished and they knew it was at the top. Evy turned and quietly said to the now dark lift room, “Be safe my love.” Stella put her arm around Evy and they vanished out the door.
 

On the Grav, spirits were a bit higher as the group of travelers entered the door and took their places. 
 Rod who was sitting in the front passengers seat, looked over at Martin and muttered, “Christ Martin, what the Hell happened? I arrived, I had a week and three days of meetings, little sleep and sporadic food. I found a woman I could love and was lucky if I got to hold her hand during meals. I get volunteered to go, thousands of miles to check out a possible new home. I saw myself in the mirror as I sat down here and asked myself, What the Hell happened!”
 

Martin was laughing so hard he could barely keep his attention on starting the Grav. He did look up enough to reply to Rod’s lamenting, “Rod my friend, that’s what you get for being the best at what you do. Trust me.” 
 He glanced back to Ken and Bill and grinned, “Last month the three of us were debating going up to the surface just to feel the fresh air. Now look at us, we’ve been gone for several weeks, we’ve had little sleep, now the long drive back. Ken’s wife had to be told about his leaving, because we were volunteered so fast he didn’t get a chance to. Sometimes life just sucks! We all do what we must to assure mankind’s survival, even though it sucks.”
 

“That we do Martin. At least I made a few new friends, no offense meant, but it does not make up for the fact I’ve been sleeping on that damned bench in the City Hall’s meeting room, instead of in bed with my girl.”
 

Ken leaned forward and smiled, “No offense taken Rod….” Ken glanced down at the photo of his pretty wife on the dash of the Grav, “…I was kind of thinking along those same lines.”
 

The guards left the Grav they had been guarding since it was brought back up to the surface and returned to the base. Rod and two others from the city got buckled into their assigned seats and the Grav lifted in a blast of flying snow as the hidden cameras from below watched.
 

The guys laughed and joked, then slowly the reality of a long trip sunk in as they settled down and watched the frozen terrain speed by. The Grav slipped a bit higher to about fifty feet over the ice and Martin pushed the throttle forward.
 

“Geezzz O’ Pete, Martin how fast are we going? There are glaciers and pressure ridges out there you know and fifty feet isn’t as high as most of them.” Rod was sitting upright and on the edge of his seat straining his seat belts just to see down below the nose of the Grav.
 

Martin grinned, “About three hundred and fifty here on the flats. If our avoidance detectors pick up anything within five miles that it can’t maneuver around it, then it’ll slow and this light will flash. Then I take over from the auto pilot.”
 

“Ahh, that makes me feel better. Sorry, I’ve just never gone more than around one hundred.” Rod looked back at the two men that came with him and they were just sitting on the bench seats along the side of the Grav’s walls. Both were buckled in tightly and both had their eyes closed.
 

Rod turned and looked forward again and watched the sharp shards of ice flashing below. He smiled nervously at Martin, leaned back into his seat and snugged his seat belt a bit and closed his eyes as well.
 

Martin looked back at Ken in the mirror and winked as Ken smiled back. They remembered their first times at these speeds and the fact that they had to trust a computer to keep them safe. Martin slowly shook his head and gave another slight smile. As he glanced back at Ken, “Good thing they don’t know our first time in a Grav was only a couple of weeks ago.”
 

Rod’s eyes popped open as Martin looked over and laughed. Rod eased a bit. “Not funny Martin.”
 

“Wasn’t kidding Rod. This is a much newer version. First time out since we took it on its trial run and this Grav goes twice as fast as the older ones. To be truthful after several mishaps, they finally got the bugs out….we think.” He grinned, then added, “Well the test run was good and we didn’t have many problems on our way here.
 

“Mishaps? You said mishaps?” Rod’s eyes opened even farther.
 

Martin shrugged and grinned, “Trust me you don’t want to know.”
 

Rod closed his eyes once more, sunk back into his seat and muttered, “Aw crap!”
 


 

The journey took four days and was closer than Rod had thought. They arrived at a much closer entrance somewhere in what used to be the state of Kansas. 
 Soon the Grav and all of its passengers were in the lift and dropping quicker than Rod liked as it felt his stomach was now in his throat. It seemed like they dropped forever, but as Rod almost asked ‘How long’ the lift began to slow. Then gently came to a stop and the lift moved out into what appeared to be a vast garage and storage area.
 

“Welcome to Kansas!” Ken exclaimed. 
 

“Kansas? Like in the old state?”
 

Ken grinned, “Yup! You see as we expanded our cave complex, we started naming each set of city complexes’ for the state they were built under. Each state has various cities built beneath and there are many connecting tunnels that not only connect the cities, but connect the states together.” 
 Ken could see Rod was impressed. “Cities are built at different levels keeping at least a mile over or under one another, but most are all on the same level. Last I heard there were nine hundred and something cities  under sixteen states.” He grinned at Rod’s amazement, “That’s counting most of the farms and mining communities, but not all. Damned things pop-up so fast we can’t keep track of the new, so we say around nine hundred. We have quite a civilization going down here and we’re thriving and growing all the time.”
 

Rod and his two friends were stunned at the numbers. The guys had heard some of the numbers before from Ken and Bill, yet, hearing them all together just staggered the imagination.
 

Ken motioned for the party to follow as he spoke over his shoulder, “Think you’ll get a kick out of this.” He opened a big double door and they stepped out onto a walkway that had to be seventy feet off the ground. Rod’s jaw dropped.
 

There before them was a vast domed cavern. There was sunlight! Rod remembered the sun like lamps Ken had mentioned and figured they were like those in Rod’s city. These sun lamps were so much brighter and placed so high up, they actually would have fooled him into thinking he was in the sun, outside.
 

“My God Ken, that has to be over two hundred feet high!” Rod couldn’t keep his eyes from jumping around as he watched the traffic and people below go about their daily business.
 

“Closer to three hundred Rod. All this rock down here is so tightly compressed it’s more like steel. As you see we cut houses in rock as well as build regular buildings the way our ancestors did above ground.” Bill enjoyed giving a quick tour speech as they approached another door.
 

“My God!” Rod stopped in his tracks as he looked down at the bustling towns streets, “My God Ken! Is that grass?”
 

“Sure is Rod. We make dirt as well down here. We’ve actually mined the soil near the surface, it has so many nutrients in it. 
 Everything down here is just like it used to be back before the ice came.” Ken smiled, “Just it’s a bit stuffier down here and the only breezes you’ll find, is if you stand near one of the vent outlets. You see we have to keep our cities fairly small, it lessens the chance of a dome collapse.” He laughed, “It must work we’ve had only six cave-ins in three centuries and those were early on in our building.”
 

One of the guys with Rod chuckled, “That’s good to know.”
 

Ken chuckled again as he opened the next set of doors. They walked into another large room and stood on a beautifully tiled floor. In front of them there were two rails attached to the walls of a rounded tunnel. 
 

Rod and his companions walked into the station with their mouths open and eyes staring. “Daammmm…” They walked across the tiled floor and across the room to a small tiled platform. On either side of the platform was a large round, dark tunnel.
 

Rod moved forward a bit and tried to look down the tunnel. Martin grabbed Rod and pulled him back as a huge rush of air blasted out of the tunnel followed by a round shaped train at least five cars long. Before Rod could regain his balance the train was gone.
 

Rod looked down the tunnel the train had vanished, then over to the one the train had appeared from. “Christ all mighty! What the hell was that? It looked like a trai…”
 

Martin smiled at the somewhat colorless Rod’s face as he reached out and grasped Rod’s arm and pulled him back away from the tunnels. 
 “Uh, Rod? You might want to stay behind that big bright red line on the floor until a train stops.”
 

Ken grinned at Martin and Bill as he pointed to the visible rails on the tunnels wall. “The train runs on those rails inside the tunnels, but when it comes out of the tunnels and travels in open areas, it runs on one large rail under the body, which keeps it well above the ground’s surface and at our level in the stations.
 

Rod smiled weakly thinking of how fast the train shot by. “Geezzz, that was fast…” He looked at the group, “Ahh, just how fast?”
 

“Express trains average about nine hundred miles an hour in the tubes Rod. About seven out of the tunnels.” 
 

“Christ!” Rod felt his knees wobble slightly.
 

“Relax my friend, we’ll be taking the slower one. We have a few stops to make along the way and there are people that want to meet you all. Areas you’ll want to check out, so we can’t take the express trains. Besides there are momentum compensators when starting and stopping, you’ll never feel the speed.”
 

Rod’s tension eased. “Slower is good. Not feeling the speed is good too.” He grinned.
 

“Yeah that damned jumper train only does around six hundred in the tunnels.”
 

Rod cussed under his breath, “Knew I spoke too soon.”
 

The train they needed to catch pulled into the station and they boarded. It started so smoothly Rod and his friends barely felt it move. After a few minutes Rod asked, “Ok Ken, when’s this thing going to start with the speed your were bragging about?”
 

Ken laughed and pointed to a large red LED sign at the front of the car. Rod and the others looked over at it and read aloud, “567…. 583….591….602.” The sign stayed steady at 605. 
 “Wow! Never felt it one bit, these things are smooth.”
 

Phil, one of Rod’s friends from the city grinned at Rod and added, “Beats bumping along on the ice huh?” They all laughed, then without warning there was a bump and the laughing stopped. That is theirs did. 
 

Ken patted Rod on the arm. “It’s normal guys, look! We just transferred out of the tunnel.” Ken was pointing to the windows. The train had come out the tunnel and was now speeding along about one hundred feet over the ground. Building and other structures raced by. Rod looked at the speed indicator in the passenger car and smiled as it had dropped to only 405. Then another slight bump and blackness again as they entered another tunnel and the speed jumped to 605 once more.
 

Rod leaned back and closed his eyes. So much was happening and all he could think about was Evy. He sat there day dreaming until there was a slight hissing sound and the train began to slow.
 

“We’re here.” Ken sounded proudly, “Eleven hundred and sixty miles from where we left the Grav.”
 

Phil beat Rod to the draw, “Holy shit Ken, it’s only been…” He looked at his watch, but Ken told them the  actual travel time. 
 

“Wow so quick?”
 

The three new comers just looked at each other in awe. Then Rod added, “Thought we weren’t making stops?”
 

Ken grinned and slapped Rod on the back as they disembarked, “We will on the way back. I said it wasn’t an express because you three looked a bit hesitant of the express trains speed. So we took this one instead. It’s a slower express and runs at jumper train speeds and gave you all a chance to see what riding these is all about. Then this train slows down a while before it stops, kind of a quick sightseeing tour. We’ve gone to our main area and when done we can take our time to show you around a bit.
 

“Thanks Ken. You were right, sometimes it’s better to ease someone into a new environment.”
 

Martin beamed a wide smile and pointed to a building a short ways away. “How about some real fresh food for a change.”
 

Rod looked where Martin was pointing and saw a huge sign that said ‘Restaurant’, his jaw dropped. “I read about these and the city had some at one time, but as our grown food was limited, we all had to go to the various flavored food bars.”
 

Phil grabbed Rod’s arm and started pulling him toward the smell of real food cooking. Rod stopped nearly causing Phil to fall. 
 

“Hey we don’t have any money, remember?”
 

Ken came up alongside and smiled, “You’re guests of the government, you pay for nothing.”
 

All three of the men looked at each other, then at their hosts, then grinned from ear to ear.
 

A mad dash for the restaurant ensued and the real food within. 
 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 16.


 

A week passed as the three new comers were shuttled from city to city. They were shown varied locations where Rod’s people could be relocated. They spoke to local officials that assured them there was plenty of room and even showed them some of the work that was available.
 

They stopped their tour alongside a vast ocean and as they walked along the sandy beach with waves lapping at their feet Rod couldn’t help but think about how much Evy would love this place.
 

“We brought in many species of fish from the now freezing Gulf of Mexico over a century ago Rod.” Ken had broken Rod’s daydreaming. “Most of the species survived the lesser saline content. They brought in all kinds of things. Fish, various mussels, clams, star fish, hell even stuff called seaweed. Problem with that was that damned Gulfweed started growing too fast and not enough sea life to eat it.” He laughed, “Then they read some old text about it can be used to eat, to make flour and stuff like that. Now we have a plant that makes Gulfweed flour!”
 

Bill chuckled, “Actually it doesn’t make bad hotcakes guys.”
 

The small group spent a few hours in that area, then back to the train station they went and off to another area. Rod’s spirits soared as they were slowly but steadily heading back eastward and that meant they were getting closer to the location where they entered into this wondrous world and that meant closer to home. But for now the tour continued and Rod had several locations and information to tell his people back home about.
 

There were cities that had manmade lakes, cities with rivers flowing through them. There were cities with buildings hundreds of feet in the air. Cities were cut into the rock and work enough for all. Too long had Rod seen the people of his city with boredom in their faces. Now he saw machines that bored into the rock, great hydroponic farms. Orchards that grew in domed areas under huge artificial sun light, huge plants that manufactured things. There were small parks with various trees and orchards with trees that bore many kinds of fruit. Most of all, there was free movement between the different places in Ken’s world and free commerce. Trade, commerce and everything one could imagine, this was truly a paradise.
 

“Ken?” Rod mused upon seeing the orchards, “When Zak first brought me to the city, I got to taste something that he called an apple, I believe?”
 

Ken pointed to the left side of the transport they were on, “All those trees Rod, as far as you can see over there where the dome vanishes behind them…All apple trees. Would you three like to stop and get one?”
 

Rod smiled as he knew he spoke for the other two. “Thanks Ken, but there’ll be time to eat that fruit stuff later. We just want to get these meetings over and go home.”
 

It was true, wondrous things they saw, yet all the time Evy danced through his mind. She’d flit through in the middle of talks. He’d close his exhausted eyes and she’d be there, arms outstretched, beckoning to him. He missed  her so much!
 

After several weeks, Rod and his friends had finished all the meetings and were brought into a small conference room.  Ken introduced Rod to a woman by the name of Loni who appeared on a large television monitor. Loni was the head of one of many exploration and mining teams boring deep under the old state of Ohio. They chatted over a video comm link that was over seven hundred tunnel miles away from where the city’s group wound up. 
 

Loni smiled warmly at Rod and the other two with him. “I guess by now you’d pretty much like to get back to your home and tell the others what you’ve seen and make arrangements for those that would like to move.”
 

“That’s an understatement Loni. I have a new girl back there and I’m missing her pretty much lately. My companions both have families as well and are a bit homesick themselves.”
 

“Well then I have some great news. Based on the GPS locations from the Grav when they visited you. It would seem the last exhaust vent and emergency lift we’ve just completed….” Loni paused, then a wide grin broke out, “…it seems we’re only about five hundred miles from that location. We’re about to finish it up in a few days.”
 

“GPS?” Phil asked.
 

Loni chuckled, “We still have satellites working over head.” She looked in Ken’s direction, “Guess you should tell the guys about GPS Ken.”
 

Ken nodded and Loni finished, “Any way guys, there is a chance that we might even get one finished even closer. No promises, but there is a slim chance as we have a lot of things going in that area since Ken found your city.”
 

Rod and his two pals grinned and patted each other on the backs as if a great victory had been won. Loni grinned watching their happiness.
 

“Ken told me just before you were brought to this vid-comm that he’s made arrangements for you to arrive here later today, towards evening. We just completed an express tube to this sector yesterday. I’ll have more news when you get here this evening. Until then you all have a swift trip.”
 

Loni leaned toward the camera and the vid-comm went blank.
 

Rod’s group just all stood there looking at one another trying to figure out what to do. Ken stepped forward and slapped Rod on the back. 
 

“Well what the hell are you all standing around for? Thought you’d all be packing by now for your trip.” Ken started to say something else, but his three guests headed out the door and sprinted toward their temporary quarters to pack.
 

Ken just shook his head and smiled. The memories of his returning, his wife running to him with waiting arms, holding his son again. He knew how their home coming would be. The stories, then meetings, that he didn’t envy them. Then there would be the nights alone in the arms of their loved ones…
 

“Hey! We going or what?”
 

Ken snapped out of his daydream and turned to see Rod and the other two standing there with their backpacks. All three dragged along the large canvas bags full of items they had been given over the last few weeks.
 

Ken laughed at the three and led them to the nearest shuttle tube. He held out his hand and shook each man’s hand thanking each one for coming. “I’ll see you when you get back with the first group Rod. I’m really glad we got a chance to meet. Thanks for all your help in getting things arranged.”
 

“Thank us Ken? You’ve given us, our people a new life, a new hope. It is we that should thank you my friend.” Rod felt himself getting emotional. “I may be out of a job as I doubt if you need rescuers, but to see my people prosper once again….”
 

“Don’t be silly Rod, the area consul members and I spoke yesterday and the government intends to open a new exploratory division in this area. There are still many of the cities not accounted for. Your city has survived and thrived, perhaps some of the others have. With the information your friend Zak provided, we’re going to start looking for two of the other lost cities that were reported to be south of here.” 
 Ken smiled at Rod, “With your expertise in top side survival, they want you to head the new division up. If you want you can explore as well as train people.”
 

Rod grinned at Ken, “I might accept that Ken, I could be of use, if nothing else as a trainer, but right now Evy is the only thing on my mind.”
 

They walked the short distance to the station. As the group stood on the loading platform Ken looked kind of sad. They all did! Each knew this adventure was nearing its end and it was time to leave their new friends. Yet a new future beckoned and spirits soared. Sadness about leaving friends and excitement about going home, Rod and his friends had mixed emotions about leaving. Glad to be leaving, yet knew they would miss their new friends while they were gone.
 

“Well if any of you get to this area, be sure and look me up. I know some of your people are assigned to this area, maybe you will take us up on that…..” Ken smiled at the blast from the incoming shuttle drowned his words and he just smiled warmly. The train silently came to a stop and the doors opened. The trio got in and sat. They all waved as the doors closed and the shuttle vanished down the dark tube.
 

Rod looked at his pals, “You know I’m going to miss Ken, Bill and Martin. Seems they’ve pretty much changed our entire world for the best.”
 

Phil grinned back at Rod and nudged him with his elbow, “Yeah, but I’ll bet you won’t miss him as much as you have Evy.”
 

The third guy in Rod’s party that was sitting across from them chuckled, “That’s for sure. Don’t know about you Phil, but hearing “Oh I miss Evy so much” fifty times a day was getting a bit old.” As he finished he had to duck flying wad of paper Rod tossed at him as they all laughed. Time was passing quickly now and the small group found themselves on the verge of giddiness.
 

Rod and his friends didn’t mind the faster shuttle, it brought them nearer to their destination each second. One transfer to another shuttle heading to the new areas north and the next thing they knew the shuttle slowed, then stopped. 
 The door slid open and there before them was a really nice looking woman in her mid forties. Her short blonde hair still settling down from the shuttles arriving blast. She ran her fingers through it and smiled at the three.
 

She was beautiful, or so they guessed, as she was still covered from head to toe in dirty coveralls. Dirt was smudged on her face and she dusted off her hands as she extended one to shake each of the guys hands in greetings.
 

“By the load you three are carrying, I’d guess you’d be my new guests.” She looked at Rod and grinned, “And I’ll bet you’re the Rod we’ve all been hearing about.” Loni reached out to shake Rod’s hand.
 

“Hearing about Loni?” Rod was puzzled.
 

“The famous rescuer that set off the blast that killed a few hundred raiders and those nasty cannibals that kept us from exploring the surface in these areas.” She laughed, “Hell we felt the tremor the blast caused way down here. We were the one that reported it.”
 

“Oh, I was there but it was my girlfriend that actually fried their asses while I just sat back from afar and watched.”
 

Loni chuckled, “Somehow I’ll bet it was a little more complicated than that Rod. No matter, though, you’re all here now and I’ll show you to your temporary quarters. We’ll get you some food and a good night’s rest. Tomorrow we’ll take you all up to the surface.”
 

She led them to a tram of sorts as she dusted herself off. “Excuse the dust guys, I just got here after our shift. I’ve been checking the progress on a few of the projects I’m in charge of.”
 

“That’s fine Loni.” Phil blurted out, “It’s nice to see someone so pretty not afraid to get a little dirty.”
 

Loni laughed, “A little dirty?” She slapped her coveralls and dust flew everywhere. More laughter followed by a few coughs as dust was inhaled.
 

“That my new friends is dust from under your state.”
 

“You’re under Michigan?” Rod blurted out.
 

“Quite a ways. But before you get your hopes up not anywhere near your home city.”
 

Rod smiled, “well ya can’t blame guys for hoping.” They all laughed as the four got into an open electric vehicle and drove through the newly bored tunnels and chambers as Loni rattled off a quick tour. Eventually they arrived at a large cavern that was the center of operations. The tram as Loni called it stopped and a man walked up.
 

“This is Jack, he’ll be putting one of you up for the night and bring you to the mess hall for breakfast in the morning. One of Rod’s pals got out and they went to another temporary residence called a ‘Slug’ that was a short distance away. Rod’s second pal got out and the tram headed off toward another group of Slugs as he followed his host. 
 At the far side of the cavern, Loni and Rod stopped and got out. Loni smiled at Rod, “This is my Slug. I have an extra room..” She laughed, “…if you can call these cramped quarters rooms.”
 

Rod was a bit leery about rooming with a woman, especially a pretty one at that. He stepped through the door and was shocked at how cramped it was. It had a small sitting and eating area. There was another open room with a bench that had been folded out to make a bed next to a small hallway.
 

“Here’s where you’ll sleep, the bathroom is in there.” Loni pointed to a door on the wall next to Rod’s sleeping bench. “My bed room is on the other side of the bathroom.” She grinned at Rod and added, “Yeah, ain’t much to look at but when we’re workin’, it’s home!”
 

“I appreciate your hospitality Loni.” Rod looked around as he ducked under an open cabinet door, which Loni closed as her face reddened.
 

“As you can see I don’t have much time to straighten things up, I’m so damned busy.”
 

Rod grinned and nodded, “I know how that goes Loni.”
 

Loni glanced at her watch, “Wow it’s late. We’d better get you some food and hit the sack. I know this seems small, but this is one of the bigger slugs.” Loni smiled, “They have to be small Rod as we move them just about every day as we move along with our work.” Loni picked up a few woman’s articles of clothing and hid them behind her back.
 

“Eat? Heh, we ate on the shuttle, but thanks anyway Loni. Truthfully I just need some sleep, didn’t get much last night, kept thinking about Evy.”
 

“Your wife I’m guessing?”
 

Rod smiled warmly thinking of Evy, “Not yet Loni, but soon.” Rod smiled warmly at Loni and asked, “Say Loni, isn’t Loni a guy’s name?”
 

Loni grinned, “Guess that would depend on where you are. Sometimes I guess, but my Grandmother’s name was Loni and so….”
 

“You’re Loni in her memory?” 
 

Loni laughed, “Nope! My dad wanted a son so he could name him Lonny. Instead I popped out and got Grandma’s name.”
 

Rod laughed, “Then you were named after her?”
 

“I guess if you looked at it that way Rod, yeah I was named after her.”
 

“Then why the doldrums over the name?”
 

Loni hesitated, then grinned, “Because Rod, one of the old crew knew my dad and my grandmother. Ever since I was old enough to come to watch my dad, that bastard started calling me Grandma Loni.” 
 Rod got an impish look on his face, but before he could say anything, Loni added, “And don’t think for one minute of calling me Grandma Loni or you’ll be sleeping out on the dirt tonight!”
 

Rod thought the wiser move would be to just say goodnight, so he did. 
 

Loni wished Rod a good night’s sleep and told him he could use the shower if he wished. She was going to hit the sack as well as she had to be up early to get her crews started on the new tunnel that was already bored well under his state of Michigan.
 

“When you use the shower, just make sure you lock the door to my room as I have to walk through the bathroom to get to my room.” She smiled, “I’m not exactly used to having guests.”
 

“Ok will do.”
 

Loni turned at the door and added, “We’ll have to rise early in the morning to see after my crew.” She grinned, “Hell if I’m not there to kick them in the ass to get them moving each morning…” She laughed and closed the door on the other side of the bathroom.
 

Rod showered and crawled into the covers. Surprisingly the bench was really comfortable and the next thing he knew he peeked through his lids and looked at the clock on the wall.
 

“4:30?” Rod’s eyes slowly opened and he crawled out from under the covers. Clad only in his briefs, he stumbled into the bath room for another colder shower to wake up. He peeled off his briefs and turned in the tiny room to get into the shower.
 

As Rod turned and reached for the shower knob, the door slid open and there stood Loni completely naked Rod jerked completely upright. Loni froze they stood there trying to think of something to say, but it was Loni that recovered first.
 

Her eyes scanned Rod’s lean muscular body, she smiled and asked, “Mmmmm, Just how committed to your girlfriend are you Rod? It’s been a while since I’ve been with anyone, gets lonely down here.”
 

Rod was awed that this beautiful woman before him didn’t attempt to cover anything and had taken a somewhat seductive stance. She raised her arm and slid her hand upward along the side of the door and laid her head on her arm. She then turned slightly and laid her back against the door jam. Her other hand slowly moved up along her leg to her hip as she eyed Rod’s muscular body teasingly.
 

“Down here we make the best of a situation when we can.” Loni smiled, “Not to mention if I had anyone on my crew that looked that good…”
 

 “Ahhh, Loni…” Rod tried to look away, but couldn’t keep his eyes from roaming over her body, “…very committed, I’m sorry to say. I mean not sorry, just…” He had gathered his composure and smiled back, “Too committed to…” Rod tried to gather his thoughts, “You are really one great looking woman and have a nice set of…, I mean, as much as I would like to..”
 

Loni leaned forward and kissed Rod on the cheek, then turned to leave the tiny bathroom. She looked over her shoulder, then slowly turned making sure Rod knew what he was missing. Loni glanced up and down Rod’s body one last time, her gaze stopped at his lower extremities. “Lucky girl, your woman.” She looked down again and giggled as she slowly closed the door. Loni added with a wink, “A really lucky woman!” 
 

Rod looked down, and saw what Loni had noticed.  “Christ!” Rod reached down to cover himself even though he was now alone, “Damned thing has a mind of its own.” He said aloud.
 

From behind the door he heard a another giggle.
 


 

Loni fixed a quick breakfast for her guest and never mentioned the incident earlier in the bathroom. She knew Rod was true to his woman and she would not interfere with true love. Any man that loved his woman that much, got her respect. They chatted and she told Rod things about tunnels they made and boring equipment, things he had asked about and then some. Before long Rod had a pretty good idea on tunnel building and future plans for construction.
 

“I hope you have all the info you need Rod, granted there’s a lot to absorb at once, but it should give you an idea.” 
 She pulled her hair into a short ponytail and put on her hard hat. “Well, I best get over to the mess hall and kick my guys in the ass. Your guys are most likely there too.” Loni pulled on a dirty set of coveralls over her tank top and jeans. She zipped them up as Rod snickered aloud.
 

“And what the Hell is so funny Rod?”
 

“I was just thinking Loni. You and Evy are so much alike.”
 

“Oh? We are?”
 

“Yeah, you’re both beautiful women with great bodies and then you zip up your suits and no one has a clue what’s beneath.”
 

Loni started out the door then glanced back over her shoulder and teased, “There’s one man that knows what’s beneath this suit.”
 

“Oh?”
 

“Damned if you haven’t forgotten already…. This morning? Remember?”
 

Rod turned a bright red and muttered, “Oh…yeah…” With a sheepish grin he added, “And what a fine beneath you have.”
 

Now it was Loni’s turn to blush.
 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 17.


 

All three met in the mess and the two others ate a hasty breakfast, while Rod just sipped that wonderful cup of coffee.
 

“You know,” Rod chuckled, “I’m sure gonna miss this stuff.” He sighed, “Back to Sim-coff!” 
 

The group laughed as he gulped down the last bit of coffee. No sooner had they swallowed the last bite, Loni got up and went to the mess door and hurried them out. They jumped into the tram and off they sped.
 

Rod looked confused as they passed the structure Loni had shown them the night before. “Ah, Loni? Wasn’t that the lift you said we were going to…”
 

“Even better news guys.” Loni shouted over the din of the machinery they passed, “The night crew not only have finished their push into your state, but are ready to open the latest vent. The vent’s lift we just completed last night and ran it to the surface. It’s not completely finished internally, but it is operational three weeks early and it works just fine.”
 

“That’s good…” Rod asked, “..isn’t it?”
 

“Actually it’s great news for you big guy.” Loni grinned. “The vent is only about fifty miles from your city’s location. Granted it’s only large enough for our construction machinery, but Gravs are smaller than some of our stuff, so we’re going to launch from there.”
 

The three all started smiling, then Chris who was one of Rod’s friends got a puzzled look on his face. “Big guy?” He looked at Rod, then Loni.
 

Loni smiled and glanced back at Chris. “Long story, but let’s just say Rod has a rather large head.”
 

Rod’s friends laughed and Rod blushed, then sighed. Best to leave it there lest his little encounter get back to Evy. Nothing happened, nor did he even consider anything, yet he had seen the jealousy on Evy’s face before she learned his sis was just sis. Better not to mention the embarrassing encounter, that might face certain wrath. Rod smiled warmly at just the thought of seeing his love once again.
 

Loni drove her tram up and onto the huge center rail the soon to be train would travel upon. “Ok guys hold on!” The tram dropped down into a large groove so deep the sides were as high as the tram’s seats.
 

Before they could ask why, the tram was moving well over one fifty. Loni looked over to Rod and grinned, “We’ll have you there in no time at all. We utilize these rails as well Rod. These trams are so small they fit right into the groove the train will use so we can’t go off.”  
 

After several hours the tram slowed.
 

“See Rod, we’re almost there. Everything is automatic once we get on this rail.” Loni laughed, “Great for moving our equipment and keeps us from having two vehicles going in different directions meeting head on.”
 

Phil leaned over the seat and stuck his head between Loni and Rod, “That would be bad!” He grinned, “Now you said close….How close?”
 

The tram clunked a few times, then the side rails vanished and Loni rolled out onto the platform and toward the vent structure as Phil added, “Ah, never mind.”
 

Before Rod knew it, they pulled up and stopped next to a huge square structure carved out of massive granite. The maintenance lift’s door opened as they got out of the tram. Inside the massive lift sat two small Gravs. They were smaller than the ones they had arrived on.
 

Loni stopped and turned to face the three. She gently kissed Rod’s two friends and wished them safe travels. She turned and looked at Rod. “Well this is as far as I go Rod.” She leaned to Rod and kissed him on the cheek, then whispered in his ear,  “Although I wish I could have gone farther.” 
 

Rod started blushing. He gently kissed Loni on the cheek and turned to enter the lift. Loni stepped back, waved good-by and winked at Rod. “You and your girl have a good life, Big Guy!”
 

The lift door closed and the bump they felt meant they were on the way to the surface. The parties walked over to the Gravs and Rod’s group walked up the ramp to the first one. 
 They entered and were ushered to some seats in the front. Rod was asked to sit next to the driver so he did. Through the windows they could see the other Grav being boarded by three more people. Rod knew they would be on their way soon as the lift got to the top. All three were smiling in anticipation of getting on with their trip home.
 

Soon the overcast light Rod was so familiar with could be seen and with a jerk the lift stopped. With a roar of the generators the Grav lifted up and onward in the direction Rod had entered the Grav’s guidance system.
 

Home was near and spirits soared.
 


 

Back in the city Evy paced the floor. At times she’d be fuming, then next she’d be almost in tears. All kinds of scenarios raced through her head and none of them were good. She sat down at the table, but just couldn’t bring herself to eat lunch.
 

“Zak, Rod and the others should have been back by now. I’m worried.”
 

Zak reached over the small table and gently patted her hand. “He’ll be fine Evy.”
 

Stella smiled and added, “Big Bubba can take care of himself Evy, you should know that by now.”
 

Evy noticed the concern in both their faces as they tried so hard to convince themselves all was ok. It was true, the couple of weeks had turned to almost a month and everyone was worried.
 

“Well they did say a week travel time Evy.” Zak lamented, “Then I’m guessing there would be a lot to see and learn if some of this city is going to relocate. Plans to be made, you know all that long boring stuff. Making travel arrangements for up to ninety thousand people can take a little while, you know. Then there is another week to return.”
 

Evy stood and tried to smile, but failed miserably. “Well something….someone, has to…”
 

Zak gently grasped Evy’s arm as she passed. “Evy don’t,… you,.. we, wouldn’t even have an idea where to look.”
 

Evy held Zak’s hand warmly and managed to smile a worried smile as she gently pulled his hand from her arm. “Zak, you and Stella have been wonderful to me and I’ll never forget your kindness, but I have to find Rod. I have to know he’s safe.”
 

Stella arose and moved to Evy’s side. “I’m not so sure that’s a good idea Evy. That Ken fellow said it was over one thousand miles to one of their base entrances.”
 

Evy looked at Stella with tears starting to form in her eyes, “That’s exactly what I mean. Suppose that Grav of theirs wrecked or ran out of whatever powered it. What if they were attacked, what….”
 

Now it was Zak and Stella’s turn to look worried, both had thought the worst at times, but now that Evy had brought it to the surface. Evy turned to go get her stuff from the room she had been sharing with Stella.
 

Stella grasped her arm. “I’m going with you Evy!” and off they headed towards the bedroom for their snowsuits. “Rod has taught me a lot about surviving out there….”
 

Zak stood and grabbed his daughter’s arm. “I’m not losing both of you dammit! You’re staying here… Both of you!”
 

Evy just kept going and spoke over her shoulder as she passed into her room, “Zak’s right Stel, you stay! I can move faster alone.” Evy grasped her gear stopping only long enough to pull on the new heated snowsuit Zak had given her a week before. 
 She quickly moved through the living quarters she had begun to think of as home as Stella tried  her best to stall Evy, but again her attempt was futile. Evy kissed Stella on the cheek and out the door she hurried. 
 Evy never noticed Zak was nowhere to be seen.
 

 Down the streets she sped almost in a sprint, to the main lift a few blocks away. Her gear was just too heavy which forced her so slow to a walk. Evy was frustrated to tears as she furiously wiped her eyes so she could see where she was going, which slowed her even more. She was forced to stop a few times as her eyes became too tearful to see. Evy bury her head into the side of a building, then would furiously wipe her eyes, then off again she’d go in the direction of the city’s main lift.
 

Slowly but surely Evy made her way the last long block to the closed entrance of the lift complex. She pressed the button to open the garage and the lumbering door rumbled open to reveal a group of men and women standing across the garage in front of the lift’s door. Evy walked across the garage as she recognized Zak and a few others.
 

“Zak, there’s no way in Hell you’re going to stop me, no matter how many people you’ve brought.” Evy was furious and let everyone know it!
 

“Stop you? Hell Evy these people are here to go with you.” Zak grinned, “Evy, we’re all worried. These are people that were once rescuers or surface guards until Scar drove most of us under ice. Rod had the courage to keep on doing what we all were afraid to do.” 
 Zak looked at Evy and grinned, “Guess it’s about time we had the courage to help you find him. We’ll leave once the crew we sent up to set up our sleds comes back down.”
 

Stella came up from behind still panting from running behind Evy. “I’ll stay on the radio night and day Evy listening for you as soon as it’s fixed.”
 

Evy turned, “Fixed?”
 

“The storm last week toppled the tower for the long range signals. It’s back up, but it has to be rewired. It’ll be down for any communications for the next day or so.”
 

Evy grinned, “Don’t worry about it Stel, by the time it’s wired, I intend to be well out of range!”
 

The group chuckled and Evy started walking toward the lift’s door. As she walked through the dozen or so, she smiled and thanked each one for volunteering. They all turned and walked to follow her to the lift. Evy pushed the ‘Open’, there was a pause, she pushed again, another pause, then the lift door started to move and she sighed a big sigh of relief. 
 

She turned to the group and chuckled, “That’s all we need. The lift to not be working. Or us getting stuck half way up. Why that would…..” She stopped talking as the looks from the group changed from her to staring over her shoulder, then smiles began to crop up throughout the party of rescuers. Evy spun around, she held her breath, her heart began to race. She forced herself to look around as she turned.
 

It was Rod and his party, along with several others. Rod was safe and walking toward her! Evy ran to him and flew into his arms with so much force the men behind them had to keep them from falling to the floor of the elevator. Evy kissed Rod furiously and Rod returned each kiss with one of his own.
 

There was laughter from the lift group and applause from the rescue group, but neither Evy or Rod heard. They stood there embracing, kissing, as the world around them temporarily vanished. For that moment only each other existed as they kissed again and again, then Evy buried her sobbing face into Rod’s neck.
 

“We…I..thought..” She whispered softly.
 

“We’re fine Evy. I’m sorry we took so long, but there was a lot to see and even more plans to make than we first thought.” Rod stroked her hair and added, “Evy, my love, you can’t imagine the scope of what you’re going to see.”
 

She stepped back a pace as if double checking that her love was really here. She ran her hands across his chest and looked him up and down. “At least you’re back in one piece.” She started to move toward Rod’s embrace once again when Zak reached out and gently stopped her.
 

“Evy..” Zak smiled warmly, “…there’ll be time later for you two to catch up. Right now I’ll bet these guests Rod brought with him are about ready for some food and rest I would imagine.” Zak signaled for the security troops to go up and bring down the Gravs and the no longer needed sleds. The men entered the lift and the doors closed.
 

Evy turned to the new group and smiled as she reddened slightly. “Oh, I’m so sorry. It’s just that we were so worried about this….”
 

Rod smacked Evy on her butt teasingly, “Ahem! We’re going to a warmer place, out of this lift area and get food, remember? Not stand around here in the garage and make apologies.” Evy grinned and motioned the group toward the much warmer area outside the lift garage and as they all passed she shook each of their hands and smiled warmly.
 

Rod brought up the rear and as he passed Evy she smacked him on the back of his head teasingly.
 

“Hey what was that for?” Rod whispered.
 

“From now on mister, if you slap my ass like that again, it’d better be in the bedroom and not in public.”  Evy snorted playfully as she tossed her head.
 

 She strutted out, swinging her behind teasingly and joined the rest of the group as Rod stood there grinning as he watched her nicely shaped rear end sway in the tight white heat suit Zak had given her.
 

“Damn… I did miss her so.”
 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 18.


 

Rod said hi to all his friends and introduced the new comers to the others in the no longer needed rescue party. 
 

Zak hugged Rod and snorted, “Glad to see you’re back boy! Thought we’d lost you. I told Evy you probably got lost and not to worry.” Rod just laughed and hugged Zak again.
 

“Where’s Stel? Evy?” Rod asked as he looked around the room.
 

Evy looked around, well she was just here a few minutes ago. We’ve all been talking and stowing gear while you were making the introductions.” Evy looked around again, “Hmmm, now where did that girl go?”
 

As the gathering left the lift area and stepped out into the street Stella burst through the group and leaped into Rod’s arms, wrapped her legs around his waist and began hugging him with all her might. Rod swung her around as she kissed him all over his face rapidly again and again. Finally he lowered her and she regained her composure.
 

“We thought maybe you had…” She smiled, “That is Evy thought….”
 

“Just me?” Evy protested, “Me? Seems I remember…”
 

Stella grinned at Evy, then Rod as she interrupted, “Well, ok, maybe I was a little worried.”
 

Evy just frowned and shook her head.
 

Rod put his finger to her lips and smiled, “Let’s not go through that again sis, seems everyone has such little faith in my being able to take care of myself.” He glanced over to Evy who got a sheepish look to her face as she lip synced the words “Who me?”. 
 Rod hugged Stella again as the group started breaking up into smaller parties.
 

“Ok all of you that are assigned to show our new friends their quarters, do so and be sure to assign someone to show them around a bit before all the meetings start.” Zak grinned, “Then all of you get some food and relax a bit… There’s going to be some short meetings later this evening.”
 

The small parties all left in different directions and Zak shook Rod’s hand one last time and left with the leaders of the new comers.
 

Evy gave Stella a sly grin. “I have to run back to your place Stel, I have to grab my stuff from your room, sorry but looks like you’re losing a roommate.”
 

Stella winked at Evy, “Why do you think I was gone for so long? I took your stuff to Rod’s place when I saw he was back. The house I told you about, remember? I figured you all would be talking for a while, so I got your stuff and took it over there.”
 

Evy looked strangely lost. 
 

“Remember I told you he usually stays at the barracks near the lift and he had a place near here that he usually never uses?”
 

“OH! Now I remember! The dusty one you told me about.” Evy choked teasingly.
 

Stella laughed, “Men! Never could do a decent job of cleaning.” She grinned at the two lovebirds holding onto one another like they were joined at the hip.
 

Rod looked at Evy as he gave her a little hug. “Ready to go home?” They walked in the direction of his place. He turned and looked at Stella, “You coming?”
 

Stella waved and laughed, “Naw, you two go and do your catching up.” She turned and kept giggling. “Somehow I think three would be a crowd today.”
 

Evy looked at Rod and he at her, both puzzled, they just shrugged Stella’s giddiness off to Rod’s returning safely. Arm in arm they strolled, chatting, catching up and loving each minute they were together.
 

Surprisingly Rod’s living quarters were only a short distance from the Central Lift Station much to Evy’s relief. She had missed him so much and barely could wait to get to his place before she was all over him. He unlocked the door and motioned for his love to enter. 
 With excitement bursting from every pore on her body Evy burst through the door and froze!
 

 Evy did a quick scan of the visible rooms and looked at Rod. “It’s larger than Stella led me to believe…..and a lot dustier!” She grinned at Rod, “Seems it’s been a while since you’ve lived here as she nodded in the direction of the sheet covered furniture. 
 

Rod closed the door and watched as Evy walked around the room, then vanished through the doorway on the other side. Rod followed after a few seconds and watched as Evy slowly removed the dust covers from the dresser and bed. Dust fell off and onto the floor as Evy shook her head in disbelief. 
 

“I put those on about a year ago.” Rod sheepishly muttered, “Things were starting to get too dusty. Stella would come over now and then and clean, but I figured covering things would make it a bit easier on her.” Rod smiled, “Stel, is a real sweetie!”
 

Evy nodded and replied, “That she is Rod. I really love her, she’s so….” Evy wiped a window and light actually tried to enter the room.
 

“My God baby, how long has it been since you’ve lived here?” Evy replied as she watched dust fall to the floor from the window.
 

Rod leaned against the door jam and thought for a few more seconds, “Well let’s see. Four? Oh Hell no….six years at least Hon.”
 

“Ok that explains why there is no electricity. So you let Stella clean and…”
 

“Whoa, now don’t make me out to be the heavy here, I told Stel to stop wasting her time coming here and cleaning as I wasn’t living here.”
 

Evy just shook her head and finished folding the dusty cover. “Men!” She looked over to Rod still leaning on the door jam and smiled, “I’m guessing there are some bed linens other than that one sheet still on the bed?”
 

Rod looked at the floor as if trying not to look Evy in the eyes. “Nooo.” 
 

“Covers of any kind? Blanket maybe?”
 

“Uhhh, nooo.”
 

Evy was not going to let her love’s lack of bedroom amenities put a damper on his home coming. First she peeled off her snowsuit, then she slowly strutted across the room, slowly unbuttoning, her blouse. Making sure she showed nothing, yet allowing him to see she wore nothing underneath. Evy slowly raised her arms and slid them up from his chest and around the transfixed Rod’s neck. She slowly, gently kissed him on the neck, then the ear. 
 

Rod could feel her hot breath and hear her heavy breathing. No longer could he restrain himself. As Evy squeeled, Rod swept her off her feet and into his muscular arms, he kissed her passionately. Moving ever closer to the bed the heat of passion rose. Once he felt the bed bump his shins, he stopped and kissed Evy deeply again. 
 

Rod could feel Evy’s hot breath as she moaned, “Now my love. Now, I can’t wait any longer.”
 

With one hand locked around Rod’s neck, Evy took the free hand and slowly pealed back her unbuttoned blouse and grasped her breast. Her head fell backward as her chest heaved in passion, from her soft lips she moaned passionately, “Now my love, take me now!”
 

Rod playfully tossed Evy in the air toward the waiting mattress and started to pull off his shirt. Evy squealed and giggled as she flew through the air, until she hit the mattress and vanished in a cloud of dust!
 

Rod froze in horror as the dust cloud grew. The dimly lit room fell into an uneasy silence as within the dust cloud, Evy could nowhere be seen. From the now settling cloud of dust, Rod heard quite dusty Evy quietly groan, “Just how long has it been since you used this bed?”
 

Rod bent down to scoop Evy back into his arms, “I’m so sorry Honey, I’ve just been alone so long I stayed in the barracks.” He put his knee on the bed. There was a splintering sound, then a sharp “CRACK!” 
 The bed shattered into sections and the mattress’s along with Evy dropped to the floor. Rod wound up falling forward and right on top of Evy creating a somewhat larger cloud of dust than before. They both coughed as they vanished in the surrounding cloud.
 

The dust settled slightly as Evy looked at Rod. He raised up a little and started laughing uncontrollably. Trying to get her breath, she managed to sputter out a few words, “Baby, ….look… you’re….” There were no more words, Evy couldn’t speak she laughed so hard.
 

Rod got up, walked across the small room and looked in the mirror, he was covered in dust. His entire body and face were ashen white. Dust fell from his hair. Rod started laughing. “I can’t believe this much dust has accumulated in such a short time.” He shook his head and dust flew everywhere. Evy roared with laughter.
 

Evy got enough composure back to laugh out, “You’re so funny all covered in dust… the dust keeps falling from your head…” Again she couldn’t finish.
 

Rod stood there and shook his head again as more dust flew and Evy laughed so hard she was crying. He stood there hands on his hips and frowned, Evy laughed harder gasping for air, yet she managed to raise to a sitting position upon the broken bed’s mattress. “When was the last time you dusted these?” Evy said pointing to the mattresses she was sitting on.
 

Rod picked up a hand mirror, dusted it off and looked at himself again, Evy roared. 
 Rod walked over to the bed and held the mirror down toward Evy. The laughing stopped!
 

Now it was Rod’s turn to laugh as Evy jumped to her feet and ran to the dresser mirror, dust fell off and left a dusty trail as she moved and Rod laughed even harder. She turned around and the dust in her hair fell out trickling down her shoulders and over her naked breasts. 
 

Rod was roaring and pointed at Evy’s nicely shaped, but somewhat dusty breasts and replied, “When was the last time you dusted these?”
 

Evy grinned and flew into Rod’s arms and “Poof!”, the ensuing dust cloud enveloped both of them as once again the dust put a damper on Evy’s plans for romance.
 

For the next few minutes both coughed and sneezed as they tried to stop the laughter. Finally it was Evy that managed to speak. In her sexiest dusty voice she whispered in Rod’s ear, “Well, I guess we can start by taking a shower together.” She led him to the poorly lit bedroom door, opened it and walked into…. The closet! 
 “Grrrr…” Evy screamed as she grabbed Rod’s hand and led him toward the only other door in the bedroom, the one to the bathroom. Gathering herself and trying her best to quell her frustration with Rods nightmare of a place, she purred teasingly, “Warm water, makes me feel so relaxed, so…” She ran her hand down her breasts teasing Rod even farther, until more dust fell as Rod struggled to stop snickering. Evy looked at the dust falling from her breasts, then at Rod. “Geezzz, baby it’s been so long they’ve gathered dust.”
 

Rod lost it completely as he leaned against the sink to keep from falling. Evy joined him and soon neither could hardly stand. Finally Evy pushed off of the sink and winked a dusty wink as dust fell off her long lashes. She headed toward the shower. She turned and again more dust fell from her long ponytail. They both started snickering again. 
 

“Maybe we’d just better take a shower before either of us dies from dust.” Evy smiled warmly as Rod walked over to next to her and turned the shower on. There was a groan, some rumbling, then several spurts of brown rusty water, then a substance looking strangely like mud oozed from the faucet and plopped into the dusty tub.
 

Evy gasped, “What the hell is that stuff? It sure doesn’t look anywhere close to water.”
 

Rod turned and stared at Evy and she at him as he frowned and cussed. Evy sighed, “Guess this just isn’t going to happen is it?”
 

Rod thought for a second, then reached into a cupboard under the sink and pulled out a towel. He shook it to make sure it wasn’t dusty, then slowly wiped most of the dust from Evy and himself.
 

“I’m really sorry baby.” Rod mumbled as he led her into the bedroom by the hand. He scooped up her blouse, shook it out, then handed it to her. “Put this back on, all is not lost.” Rod said with a grin.
 

No sooner than Evy got her blouse buttoned, Rod latched onto her hand, grabbed their two bags and out the front door they vanished. Still hand in hand they walked back toward the lift area. 
 

“Back to the lift? Why?” Evy asked, but Rod said nothing as they turned and faced a building next to the lift complex. “Shana’s Hotel?”
 

Through the door they went, dust still flying off of them and into a fairly large open area with a counter. Rod led Evy up to the counter and the man behind, turned. His jaw dropped as he beheld the two dust covered lovers.
 

“Evy this is Dan Shana, he owns this joint. Dan this is my soon to be wife, Evy.”
 

Dan reached out and shook her hand and smiled, “It’s about time someone snared this guy.” Dan then looked at Rod, “Hi Rod. Don’t think I’ll ask what or how, but I’m guessing you two need a visitor room?”
 

“Hi Dan. Yeah, we need a room.” Rod replied somewhat shyly. 
 

“One that’s been cleaned in…. Oh, let’s say… the last three or four years.” Evy muttered as more dust fell out of her hair, then added, “Oh and just for kicks, a room with a working shower.”
 

Rod looked down at the floor as more dust fell from his hair.
 

Dan looked at Rod and grinned, “Christ Rod you didn’t take her to…” A huge smile broke over Dan’s face, “You did, didn’t you? That explains it.”
 

“Explains what?” Evy asked.
 

“Rod hasn’t lived in that old place for nearly nine years now.” Dan chuckled, “But can’t imagine that much dust.” He looked at the powder still occasionally falling off the two. Dan wiped his finger through some of the dust that had fallen on the counter.
 

Rod turned and stared at Evy. She turned and strained to imagine what was puzzling Rod.
 

“You know Evy, now I think about it. Maybe the bed breaking and the water, but Stella’s been keeping it clean for me, she said so every time I saw her.”
 

Evy dusted herself off a bit more. “Looks like she wasn’t dusting very well.”
 

Dan leaned toward the pair, squinted and shook his head slowly as he looked at the dust on his finger. “Funny looking dust too. Kind of white for dust.”
 

Evy held up her hand and looked at the dust, she sniffed it, then she put it to her mouth. The tip of her tongue slowly touched the powder. “Talc. I think this is Talcum powder.”
 

“Huh.”
 

“Baby this is Talcum powder not dust!” Evy exclaimed with a smile, “I guess you aren’t such a…” A puzzled look came over her, “You use Talc?”
 

“Me no,… Hell no! Evy that stuff is hard to find now days, there is only a small amount of Talc that comes from the salt mines, it’s rare. Only a few lucky women get it, like I get it for Stel every time I visit the mines where I was….” Rod’s face began to scrunch up until a deep frown appeared.
 

“STELLA!!! That wasn’t funny!!” He roared as more dust flew off every part of Rod’s body. Evy and Dan laughed hysterically as Rod started toward the door. Evy quickly grabbed Rod’s arm and gently turned him back to the counter. Dust flew everywhere as Dan roared with laughter.
 

Evy looked at Dan and smiled, “Think we’ll be needing that room now.” Then added, “Before someone strangles his little sister.”
 

Dan handed Evy the key. She took Rod by the arm and smiled. Rod led Evy down the hallway as Evy chuckled once again. 
 

“So I’m guessing this has been going on for a while? Stella said she took my things to your place. Guess that’s when she did it.”
 

Rod finally managed a smile, “Yeah ever since she was a kid. Guess it’s my fault. I started it years ago when I handed her a present I’d found out on the ice.”
 

“Present?”
 

Rod laughed as he unlocked the door to their room, “Yeah I’d found an Ice Snake. It was dead and I knew Stel was nuts about studying creatures that lived on the ice.” Rod chuckled as he led Evy into the room and closed the door. “Seems sis is terrified of snakes. Who knew!”
 

“So she thought you were pranking her?”
 

“Yeaah, I guess…A few weeks later I pulled on my heat suit and found peanut butter in the legs. You know how hard it is to get peanut butter? Better yet, do you know how hard it is to remove peanut butter from a snowsuit? Anyhow it’s been going on since.” 
 

Evy laughed. “I’m surprised Zak didn’t put an end to it.”
 

“Hell Evy, he gets a kick out of seeing what’s coming next!” Rod grinned and added, “That pervert! Sometimes it will take a year or more before one of us gets to pay the other back.”
 

Evy had wandered into the bathroom and now could Rod hear the shower turn on. From the bathroom door he saw Evy’s dusty blouse fly and land with a puff on the floor, followed by her pants. A tiny little piece of lacey material that wasn’t dusty landed atop of the other clothes.
 

“What the Hell is that?” Rod shouted over the shower.
 

“Oh, let’s just say Stella has showed me a lot of places to shop since you left.” Evy shouted over the shower’s spray.
 

Rod picked up the tiny little panties and looked toward the bathroom. “Dammmnnn, I guess!” 
 

“Baby hurry up, I’m getting hot!”
 

“Of course you are, just turn the temperature down.” He laughed, “I can see steam filling the bathroom.”
 

“It’s not the water I’m taking about silly!” She shouted back.
 

Rod looked toward the bathroom, dropped the tiny panties and entered the now steamy bathroom. Through the foggy shower door Rod could see Evy’s lithe body turning and twisting as she let the hot water run over her. She bent down and rubbed her tapered legs. Her silhouette left little for his imagination. Rod ripped off his clothes and slowly shut the bathroom door.
 

“Why’d you close the door baby?”
 

Rod stepped into the shower and with a sly grin replied, “I wouldn’t want any of that heat to get out.”
 

“Heat? What heat? The shower’s fine.”
 

Rod moved to Evy as she looked down and sighed loudly, “Ohhh, That heat!”
 

There was a giggle, a sigh, then silence as the long parted lovers reunited at long last.
 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 19.


 

Evy and Rod were happy for almost two full days before someone found their secret lair. A sudden banging on the door startled them and caused both to jump. Rod got up from the small table they had breakfast on and went to the door. Somewhat frustrated about the early noise pulled the door open so fast it startled Stella.
 

“Sis? What the Hell are you banging so early for, Christ! We’ve just finished breakfa…”
 

“Rod, you and Evy have to come quick. Dad sent me for you two.”
 

Evy walked over to the two and teasingly, gently punched Stella on the arm. “That’s for the Talc!”
 

Stella grinned, “Liked that did you?”
 

Rod frowned and was about to verbally lay into his sis, but Evy replied, “Actually yes I did like it. That was funny, you should have seen Rod’s face, when…”
 

Stella got a really puzzled look on her face. “Huh? You did like it?”
 

“Sure, Rod and I had to stay here and got two whole days to ourselves.” Evy winked at Stella, “Not to mention although Rod’s place was fairly clean, it still had a musty smell, so this is much better. At least until I can get over there and get to work.”
 

Now it was Rod’s turn to be stunned, “Ok let me get this right Evy. You’re a semi-scientist, can handle yourself out above in the world ice, survived cannibals and Scar, killed a traitor and now you’re telling me you do the housewife thing as well?”
 

Both girls laughed as Evy teasingly replies, “Not to mention other wife things, or have you forgotten the last few nights already.”
 

Stella continued by tossing in her two cents worth, “Housewife things Rod? Have you already proposed to Evy?”
 

Rod swallowed hard, looked at Evy smiled sheepishly and spun around and grabbed both their bags they had retrieved from his place days before.
 

“I expect he’ll ask me someday Stel. Though we did talk about marriage a lot these last few days.” Evy teased, “It seems to be…”
 

Rod tossed Evy her bag ending the conversation, then tossed Stella his bag and snapped, “You two are very funny, but if Zak sent for us, then we need to get going….” Rod looked at the two grinning females and added as he squeezed between them and out the door he went, adding as he passed, “Women!”
 The girls turned and followed giggling all the way.
 

Luckily the meeting was a short distance away as Rod had just about all of the teasing he could take. Through the door and up the stairs he went, bursting through the door and plopping down into one of the chairs at the meeting table, which Evy deduced was apparently his chair.
 

Evy whispered to Stella, “I take it Rod is on this council I keep hearing about?” Stella just nodded the affirmative.
 

The room was the same room the council met and made all decisions for the city. On the wall were things from the ages past, relics who’s meanings had long been forgotten. Against one of the walls was a locked glass bookcase that held some of the historical documents of the city. 
 

Evy’s jaw nearly hit the floor as she looked around in amazement. The people from the underground cities, the city’s council members and a few others were there, even the delegates from the mines Rod had grown up in. As Rod sat at the table, all looked over to him and his somewhat late entry. 
 

He looked around then grinned, “Don’t ask!” Those at the table chuckled.
 

The girls sat with the rest of the spectators away from the table. Zak stood and Rod noticed that the meeting was being sent out over the city’s broadcast system as the man behind the camera signaled for Zak to begin.
 

“Good morning ladies and gentlemen.” Zak was smiling like a child on Christmas morning, “Last night our friends here notified us that another crew from their vast underground network of cities arrived with even greater news.”
 

Rod looked around at the new comers and they too were all smiling like parents awaiting their children to open presents at Christmas. He sensed, this truly was going to be a great day.
 

“They informed their leader and he told me, we won’t have to go out on the surface to travel to our new homes in the underground United States.”
 

There were murmurs from the gallery as Zak continued. “I was told their underground boring machines have reached an area directly below us. A little while ago their leader Tom, I and a few others placed a sonic marker in one of the fields we grow food in. They’re boring to the surface and the building of the lift is already under way as I speak.”
 

More and more people started filtering into the meeting. All started applauding the news. Going out on the surface was extremely dangerous for most. Knowing they wouldn’t have to brought a new vitality to those dreading the move.
 

Zak motioned for all to sit or stand along the walls. “The lift and tunnel structures, I’ve been told are all prefabricated and should be finished within a month. We should be able to begin the move to our new homes within a week after that. This is great news for those of us that have elected to stay in the city. We’ll now be connected to the underground and can visit loved ones any time we desire.”
 

One man stood, “Let me get this right. You say it only takes a month for eleven miles of lift to be built?”
 

Tom stood and smiled, “That’s correct. You see as we expand, the need for more ventilation and water in some areas is increased, so over the last century we’ve made some impressive machinery.”
 

The man looked around the room and chuckled, “I guess!”
 

Again there was more applause and some laughter. Cheers could be heard from outside and Rod arose and looked out the window. “Everyone that was downtown Zak, has come and is standing out in front of the hall. Looks like many have their comms turned way up so all can hear these meetings.”
 

Zak smiled and continued, “During these next few weeks, we shall find out who wants to go and who wants to stay. Lists will be made and those going will be given a number to show the order they will leave in. This city still can be a beckon for anyone left out there in the world above. There may be other places like Evy’s Delta or unknown outposts that no longer can sustain themselves as the large glaciers loom near.”
 

Zak looked over the room slowly, sadly. “I will miss your smiling faces and the chats on the street I had with most of you. But Stella and myself talked it over last night and decided to stay here in the only home we’ve ever known.” 
 He smiled even more, “I know there are quite a few of you that have decided to stay and have told me so since the new comers came. Rod went to check out the new living conditions and even with all the wondrous things Rod gave in his report he handed me when he got back, many are still staying. To those, I say, I look forward to seeing you again. For those leaving, I say may you have a great life in your new homes.”
 

Zak sat down to thunderous applause. The chairman of the council  dismissed the meeting by saying there would be more information later and all got up and left the meeting. Zak stood looking out the window smiling as Evy and Rod walked up next to him. Rod started to speak, but it was Zak that did so. “Remember all those stories I told you about the legend of…” Zak spoke as if he were dreaming, yet there was something in his voice.
 

Rod butted in, “Yeah, the old ‘A man will come from underground and lead the city to the new land. Ha! Guess your stories were wrong Zak.”
 

“Perhaps Rod, perhaps, but you were born underground, you found the new comers and brought them here. You went to see their underground and returned to lead the people of the city to a new land.” Zak looked over to Rod.
 

“Yeah but you forgot it was Evy that set off the blast that got the underground’s attention.”
 

Evy snuggled up to her love and leaned her head upon his shoulder. “Have you forgotten baby, you were the one that found me too.”
 

Rod moved away from both Evy and Zak, turned and chuckled, “You two are so full of shi…”
 

Zak interrupted, “Rod, there was always one part of the legend I always left out because youngsters don’t like puzzles. You see the last part of the actual legend says,”
“A man from the underground will come to the city with his mate after calling strange friends from afar using a light that will out shine the heavens. 
 He will led the people of the city to a place far from here to a wondrous new land. 
 Before leaving to this new land  two will be one and the one will lead us to the new land…
 

Zak grinned, “Don’t you see?”
 

Evy snuggled once again against Rod and nodded. Rod on the other hand looked lost as he replied, “Ahhh, nooo.”
 

Zak motioned at both of them. “You’re the man from underground, born in the mines. You came back here with you new mate…”
 

“Aha! There you’re wrong Zak. Evy wasn’t my new mate I never touched her while we were out there.”
 

Evy snuggled even deeper into Rod’s chest and cooed, “You just didn’t know it yet Rod, but I fell for you that time you held me all through the night. I was going to do anything to show you we were destined for one another.”
 

Rod hugged her, “Even if you had to kill Eric and betray Scar to prove it.” Rod looked at Zak, “Well you got me there, guess I’d pretty much decided I wanted Evy that night as well.” He winked and added, “And I sure as hell wanted to mate with her.”
 

Evy playfully punched Rod.
 

Zak grinned, “See the legend didn’t say lovers, just mate and you can be a mate without being lovers. Then you two did call strangers from a far land. Sure it was Evy that made the blast, but you showed her how to do it.”
 

Rod shook his head slowly, “Christ!” Then he looked at Evy, “Surely Hon, you aren’t falling for this load of crap too?”
 

Evy teased, “The legend of Rod!”
 

Rod just shook his head in disbelief. “Ok then….What about that crap about two being one and so forth?”
 

Zak smiled warmly, “Evy Rod told me before he left, he was going to ask you to marry him when he got back.” Zak looked at Rod, “Has that changed?”
 

Rod kissed Evy on the forehead, “Not in the least Zak, I love her. I was going to pop the question tonight, get married next week…. Aw Crap! So much for surprises.”
 

Evy hugged her soon to be husband. Thrilled he had just let the cat out of the bag.
 

Zak got a smug look on his face. “See? You two get married, two will become one. When you two leave you’ll leave as ‘one’ family and the one will lead the people to the new land.”
 

Rod turned to leave and grinned back at Zak, “Well you could almost pull this joke off Zak, but I’m not buying it….. it was a good try anyhow.”
 

“Rod guess it’s time you should see this.”  Zak walked over to a locked glass bookcase and unlocked it. He pulled out the old leather bound book that all knew as ‘The History of the City.’ Zak opened it and pointed to a Chapter marked ‘Legends and Myths.’ 
 He turned to a page titled ‘The New Land.’
 

Rod scanned the page. “So it’s as you’ve told us.”
 

Evy kept reading, gasped, then stepped back and stared at Rod in what he thought to be disbelief or maybe awe?
 

“Funny my love, but you aren’t going to get me to fall for this load of bull!”
 

The now wide eyed Evy pointed to the book and gasped, “Read the last part baby.”
 

Rod looked and read; 
“Two will be one and the one will lead us to the new land.
 The stranger from the underground, who will lead us will bear the sigil of the northern star Polaris.”
 

Evy muttered in almost a reverent tone, “Baby, that birthmark on your back near your hip, it’s shaped like a five pointed star.”
 

Zak smiled, “I remembered seeing that birthmark when I first saw you down in the mine. Remember I was addressing all of the young people for volunteers to join the old Rescue Division?”
 

“Yeaaah?” Rod slowly muttered.
 

“Well when you turned around to pick up your mining gear, I saw the star. I knew then you had to be the legend. You bore the sigil and later in life you found Evy and brought the others…”
 

Rod sat down so hard the chair he dropped down in creaked and slid back several inches. He looked at Zak, then Evy. “Christ!”
 

“ Rod we talked about getting married before Zak told us all this, Neither of us could have know….My God baby, we were fated to meet!” Evy grinned and chirped teasingly, “Oooo I’m going to marry a legend!”
 

Rod was now completely lost, “But how? Who wrote this?”
 

“It was some guy they called the Prophet. He made many forecasts that came true, or so they say.” Zak was enjoying being right, even more Rod’s frustration at being singled out for something. 
 The stories he had been telling each generation was coming true before his very eyes. “All the legend said has come to fruition. All that is, was foretold.” 
 

Rod looked up at Zak, “You’re enjoying this all a bit too much old man.” Rod slowly got up and slid his arm through Evy’s and headed for the door shaking his head all the way. Evy laid her head on his shoulder. 
 

The two left and the large wooden door of the room slowly closed as Zak listened to their footsteps quietly vanish into the distance. 
 

Zak grinned warmly and whispered,  “And like all good legends…. They lived happily ever after!”
 


 

The End.
 


Sandwedge.

Preface.
 


 

Man, after centuries of dreaming, finally traveled to the stars. Leaving his own solar system and traveling to planets beyond his ancestors wildest dreams he reached out. At first to the closest planets, then outward to intergalactic travel. Always seeking, always going further it was man’s dream to reach the furthest star.
 

In the year 2281 an Ion drive pushed man to the speed of light. Within two years man had discovered wormhole travel that allowed him to travel vast distances in short time spans and man pushed outward.
 

In the year 2333 the newly established Space Exploration Agency sent three spaceships to a  system named Quadra located in the Crab Nebula some 6500 light years from Earth. There would be no rescue, no help to call on. They were on their own.
 

2344 after eleven years of suspended animation the ships arrived. Within a week a small base had been established in the fourth planet called Quadra 9. Two of the three ships had arrived, the third was missing and did not appear during the time the base camp was built. All aboard were feared to be lost. 
 Little could the two ships that landed on Quadra 9 know the third ship had a drive failure and after a makeshift repair, was back on its way to rendezvous with the others. Still out of communications range the lone ship pushed on toward its destination.
 

During the years the explorers slept, time on Earth passed more quickly. Even using the worm hole over forty seven years had passed on Earth.  S.E.A had improved the ships with a dimensional drive that could speed along many times faster than the ships that had left decades earlier. Once in a worm hole their speed was increased even more.
 

This fleet of new ships were sent out to find out how the new colony was faring. Soon they were in the Crab Nebula quickly gaining on the explorer ships. Picking up the slowly moving message that the third ship was missing, the S.E.A now slowed the fleet to find the missing ship. The new ships now followed the decades old Ion trail of the older, slower explorer ship.
 

About the time the third ship arrived in Quadra, the fleet of four new S.E.A ships arrived. All sped toward the planet of Quadra 9 once the lost ship was contacted and brought in tow with grappler beams. 
 

There had been no communications from the base on Quadra 9. As they approached, a single escape ship was found orbiting the Earth sized planet. The fleet maintained a high orbit.
 

A rescue ship was flown to the escape ship after detecting one life form and minimal life support. A lone survivor was brought aboard and the fleet unexpectedly left the system of Quadra, never going to the planet, nor returning to the system. Rumors spread among the fleet.
 

The newly promoted Rear Admiral Samuel Godwin had sent a harried message to Earth Command from the brand new base that had been built on Epsilon 5 to establish the S.E.A in the Crab Nebula. The entire system of Quadra 9 was closed to all exploration. All ships and fleets gave the system a wide berth and for over three decades not one ship dared travel to Quadra or any planet within. The files were closed and sealed. The system of Quadra was quarantined.
 

Now over three decades later one lone ship would return.
 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 1.


 

Commander Anthony Starre walked down the corridor toward his quarters. Finally he had his first long awaited command. To his amazement he was given command of the SEA Eagle. The Eagle was the newest, finest deep space explorer ship ever built by man and now as he strolled down the halls of its gleaming white corridors he pondered his fortune to this point in time.      
 

Tony was an orphan and was adopted by the fleet’s Admiral Godwin after his parents death. He always felt no matter where he lived at the time, he never felt like he was home. Even with the loving family that raised him, he felt as if he were a stranger. Tony would stand out in the back yard at some evenings and stare at the night sky. There was always something pulling him to look to the stars, drawing him hypnotically. 
 

With the fleets Admiral being his adopted dad, and his aptitude for command, getting into the academy was easy and one step closer to the very stars he stared at night after night. He and his Stepbrother Sam, graduated less than a year ago with honors. 
 Now his first command, his first assignment, was to go to a planet only two ships had landed upon a little over three decades before. To find out what had happened and why the order was given to ban travel to that solar system. Sam was his second in command and Tony was strangely content for the first time he could remember.
 

     Being the top of his class in just about every school he ever attended, then cruising through the Space Academy a year faster than anyone else, he was strangely drawn to the story of Quadra and the lost colony. Nor did he believe the stories of Quadra being ready to super nova. There was something about all the stories that just weren’t right, what he couldn’t guess. No one had ever written anything other than the super nova theory. 
 Just a couple of paragraphs in a history rich with tomes of exploration reports and scientific reports about everything, only a couple of paragraphs? Now Commander Tony Starre would get his chance to find out what was going on. His dad, Admiral Sam senior had generally briefed him and given him sealed orders, but things were still so vague….
 

Tony’s ponderings were snapped by the sound of running coming from behind him. He spun around just in time to see his best friend and second in command skidding to a halt.
 

“Tony… er, Commander, I’ve been looking all over for you sir. 
 Seems the LT is looking to finish that game of Banzi.” Sam laughed, “You know how those Marine types are about losing.” Sam playfully slugged Tony on the arm, “Not to say I wouldn’t like a chance to get even with you as well, Commander.
 

Sam Godwin Jr. was not only Tony’s friend and adopted brother, but the son of the fleet’s Admiral. They had been friends since as long as he could remember. Sam’s dad had raised Tony since his mother had died during his birth while out in deep space. 
 The Admiral never liked talking about his birth as it seemed to bring back a flood of bad memories. All Tony knew was she died and he was born, the rest was history. Finding only sealed records, talking to others he could find no more information. He had a picture of his mother and father taken the day they left Earth for Quadra and no more.
 

Sam senior was his dad’s best friend and had told him of his dad’s bravery during the destruction of the colony. How he managed to get his pregnant wife into an escape ship before whatever befell the colony happened. All information on the rest had been sealed, or buried deep in the vaults of the S.E.A! Tony never believed the planetary tremor story that supposedly destroyed the colony. But that was the story and it fit the rest he heard, until he was briefed on his mission.
 

Just as Sam Sr. and Tony’s dad had been best friends, he and Sam Jr. were now sharing the same experience. They had been inseparable growing up, in the Academy and now shared in being posted on the Eagle.
 

“Sam, guess you should see this my friend.” Tony pulled out a paper and handed it to Sam. “I just got back from the communications room and this was waiting for me.”
 

“To Commander Anthony Starre:
 

As previously ordered proceed to Quadra 9 of the system Quadra and investigate the cause and loss of the explorer ships Herrod and Jessup. Seek cause of mission failure, gather data and information on the planet’s life forms, if any. Take samples of atmosphere, soil, gather data on areas around the planet its self. 
 

This mission is now ordered to proceed!
 

 Extreme caution should be taken at all times, in and around the planet.
 

Once accomplished, return to the S.E.A Science complex on Epsilon 5 for debriefing.
 

ATTENTION: No crew members are to stay on the planet for more than seventy-two hours. No crew member will be allowed to go to Quadra 9 more than one time! 
 This is a direct order from Admiral Godwin and the S.E.A Command Board.
 

Good luck Eagle.” 
 

Sam looked up and over to Tony as Tony beamed widely. “Sam, don’t you see? We get to go down to the planet. I get to find out what happened to my parents!”
 

“I know Tony, I asked my dad to see if we could get this mission. We both know how much you want answers.” He grinned, “Hell I guess we all do. I overheard some of it as he told mom.” Sam grinned, “Hell Tony he already had permission to send us and you were next in line for a command.” 
 

Tony looked at Sam and slapped him gently on the arm. “You are good people Sam, you and your dad.” A look of sadness crossed Tony’s face, “Sam you’ve been like a brother to me, your mom and dad, like my own, but I’ve never felt like I belonged. Even with all the love you all have given me, there is always this thing in the back of my mind that it wasn’t home…..”
 

Tony’s lamenting was interrupted by an Ensign. “Sirs. The bridge asked if you could come up and double check the information you sent up earlier. Seems the computer will not allow the helm to proceed.” She paused and added in a worried tone, “Sirs, the co-ordinates you gave take us into a code Zulu quarantine zone. There must have been some mistake. Just passing within a parsec of the Quadra system is a court marshal offense for the entire command crew.”
 

Tony grinned and told the orderly to go back and that he would join the bridge soon. As she turned and walked off Sam elbowed Tony in the ribs.
 

“Now that my friend is one nice wiggle she has.”
 

“Sam you idiot, you’re a command officer and she’s an Ensign. Talk about court marshal offenses.” Tony laughed, “Not even your dad could save your ass from the courts.”
 

Sam gave Tony a sloppy two fingered salute and turned to walk away. He paused and glanced over his shoulder and grinned. “No offense in looking and drooling Commander. Request permission to drool… sir!”
 

Tony made a feeble attempt to kick Sam in his rear and grinned back. “No harm in looking, but if she reports you’re bugging her, I’ll kick your ass all the way back to Earth and then let your dad take his turn.”
 

Sam just waved as he passed through the nearby doorway and vanished down the hall. Tony turned and headed toward the elevator that lead to the bridge. After a few seconds the elevator doors slid open.
 

“COMMANDER ON THE BRIDGE!” Shouted the ship’s Captain. Then he turned to Tony and rubbed his head as if trying to rub away a head ache.
 

“Commander, the damned navigational computer refuses to take the coordinates you sent up.”
 

Tony waved the Captain off, walked over to the command console and entered some numbers. 
 

“Mission co-ordinates accepted!” The computer sang out.
 

Tony looked at the ship’s Captain and grinned, “You have to remember there are certain programmed codes locked in the computer Jim. Only I can access them with my command codes. That was just one of them. Just like you have security codes to protect this ship, that only I can over ride.
 

The entire bridge took notice, they all looked nervously at one another. The Captain walked over to Tony. “Sir, those co-ords? They you know they are to…”
 

“Captain, stand down. I know what they are, where we are going and until I address the crew you are to just proceed like this is just another mission. Understood? No guessing, no speculation, just follow orders.”
 

The Captain snapped a salute to Tony as he walked off the bridge, then once Tony had gone, he turned and looked at the bridge crew. They in turn were staring at him. He just shrugged and snapped out the orders, “You heard the Commander, snap to!”
 

The Captain slowly sank into his chair and looked at the large viewing screen in front of the bridge. He looked at his first engineer and muttered, “Scott my friend, I sure hope he knows what he’s doing pulling a mission like this….” Jim shrugged, “…whatever the Hell it is.”
 



Chapter 2.


 

Tony sat in his quarters for a few hours pondering the possibilities of the upcoming mission. He sat upright and slowly reached for the microphone. He raised it to his lips several times, then lowered it. How the Hell could he explain something to his crew that he himself  knew so little about? He had been briefed, but so little was told and during that briefing he sensed things were still being held back. 
 He gave a huge sigh, then raised the mike one last time. In his usual confident voice he spoke. 
 

“Attention to all crew members of the S.E.A Eagle, this is Commander Starre. 
 As you all have probably heard by the grapevine, we are going to the Quadra system. As we were already in the Crab Nebula the trip will take only a few more days.
 

Our purpose is to find out what happened to the first explorers that set up base on Quadra 9 a little over thirty years ago. I will confirm the rumor about my parents. It’s true! My father died on the planet and no one knows why. My mother escaped in an escape ship, but was almost dead by the time the rescue fleet found her orbiting Quadra 9. She was nine months pregnant and I was born on the trip back to Epsilon 5. 
 I was told my mother never was completely coherent enough to say anything that made sense. Command determined that rather than chance another disaster they’d just quarantine the entire Quadra system. Now we are going back and find out what happened and hopefully reopen the entire quadrant for colonization. 
 

I have given sealed orders to the command personnel that I was given upon the Eagle’s departure. To all section leaders you may now read these orders at this time. Adhere to whatever was within these sealed orders. I was informed Command has planned everything to encompass any problems they believe might arise.
 

Your section leaders will fill you in on our rather extreme safety procedures and assignments.
 

That is all. Good luck.”
 

Tony laid the mike down and slowly leaned back into his chair. He shook his head slowly. “Like they have any idea what happened.” 
 Thoughts of his father, his mother and what it must have been like for those first explorers. Those years in hibernation, the dangers they faced, made him shudder. Tony knew the next few days would pass slowly for him as his impatience would prey on his mind over and over again.
 

Over the next few days his sleep was minimal, eating even less. It wasn’t until Major Teri Lynn threatened to ground him if he didn’t eat and Tony did. He knew Teri wasn’t kidding. She was the ship’s doctor and took her job and Tony very seriously. 
 

Teri sat across from Tony grinning as usual when she had the upper hand. Teri knew any medical situations out ranked even the ships stubborn Commander and she made sure Tony didn’t forget! 
 “You will eat something and enough of it to keep your strength up Tony. Like it or not, if I even suspect you haven’t been eating I’ll ground you and confine you to this ship until I feel you’re ok.” 
 She arose from the table and smiled warmly, “Eat Tony, please. I couldn’t live with myself if I let anything happen to you. Just give me your word and that’ll be good enough for me.”
 

Tony smiled warmly and nodded he would as he crossed his heart with his fingers. “Yes Ma’am, Doctor sir!”
 

 Teri grinned and walked away from the table in the officers mess after making sure Tony had plenty of food to make good on his promise to eat all of it. She strolled over to the food counter and pulled out another container of the high protein substance Tony called Slug Slop and brought it over to him.
 

“Eat this instead of that junk you have in front of you today and tomorrow and I’ll clear you to fly.” Teri smiled warmly and gently put her hand on Tony’s shoulder, “Seriously Tony, my sealed orders said something about the planets thick atmosphere and needing all pilots to be in top shape. I wouldn’t want my favorite Commander to crash and burn.” 
 Teri slid her hand off Tony’s shoulder slowly and gave his arm a gentle squeeze as he smiled back at her. She turned and walked out the mess, glancing back over her shoulder once to smile.
 

Sam strolled up and sat down. “Doc is one fine woman Tony. Anyone can tell she’s in love with you.”
 

Tony frowned at Sam as he swallowed almost choking. “Ack! Damn Sam… dammit, be careful what you say.” Tony looked around, “First and foremost, I’m her Commander and it wouldn’t be right to date her even if she did want to. Secondly, I’d have to be interested in her to….”
 

“Aw come on Tony, I’m the closest thing you have to real blood. I’m not blind either, you twerp. I see how you look at her, how the two of you look at each other, sneaking glances during briefings and the like.” Sam laid his hand on Tony’s and smiled warmly. 
 “Hell Tony, the two of you are perfect for each other and no one would fault either of you if…”
 

“Enough Sam and that’s an order.” Tony frowned, “Sam the only interest Teri has in me is purely professional. I’m in charge and she just wants to keep me healthy, that’s all.”
 

Tony gulped down his last bite of food and arose as Sam smiled and added, “Well if you really want to believe that line of crap you keep feeding yourself, fine, but you sure do what she tells you and…”
 

“Sam, enough, Christ you’d think Doctor Lynn would run up and kiss me the first chance she got.” Tony grinned at Sam, “Fat chance of that happening.” 
 

“I’m not too sure about that either Tony, if you’d just let your true emotions show through, I’d be willing to bet Doc would kiss you in the hall, bridge or anywhere you….”
 

“Sam!” Tony frowned and this time Sam decided to let it rest. He wanted the best for Tony, but with his track record with the women he had dated, Sam knew he couldn’t offer very good advice. He looked up to say something to his Commander, but Tony was gone.
 

Tony had left the dining hall, turned and headed toward the landing bay as Sam ran after him to catch up. Stopping at ‘Bay 1’ Sam looked weirdly at Tony. “I thought this bay was closed due to…”
 

“Why Sam, you believe everything you hear?”
 

“Dammit Tony you were the one that said…” Sam stopped as Tony punched in a code, the door opened and Tony vanished through the door. Sam cussed under his breath and entered after him. They entered the landing bay and there in front of them stood a sleek ebony ship. Behind was another and a third was sitting in front of the exterior bay door. Sam’s jaw dropped as he stood there gawking at the ships. A larger fourth ship was partially assembled toward the rear of the landing bay.
 

“When were these brought aboard, Tony?”
 

“About three weeks ago Sam.”
 

“Three? Ahhh, that drill you ran. Landing bay disabled, ship fire… Crap! I should have seen something was up. Then all the hush, hush crap and sealing the bay all this time.” Sam frowned, “Dammit man, that pretending the number one bay was damaged the entire trip was so lame and the worse thing about it all was, I bought your load of crap!”
 

Tony grinned, “Yes you did Sam.”
 

Tony and Sam laughed as they strolled past the large landing transport ship toward the new sleek black ships. He led Sam along side of the first ship. It was long and narrow with two large, flat outriggers mounted on either wing and one large flat one on the front mounted just under the nose.
 

“I call them Sandwedges Sam. They’re designed to land on the deep sandy surfaces of Quadra 9.”
 

Sam was puzzled, “How do you know what the surface is like?”
 

“Your dad told me Sam and before you get pissed…. it was on a need to know basis only and I was ordered not to tell anyone, even you. From what I gathered there are only a hand full of people that know anything about Quadra 9, and what they know isn’t a lot. So don’t ask.”
 

Sam frowned, “I’ll have to have a word with dad about keeping secrets Tony. Why I…”
 

“Sam!” Tony looked sternly at his friend, “Leave it be. That’s about all he knew. It’s about all my mother ever said coherently. Other than never go to the planet and those on Quadra 9 could not be saved.”
 

“Not dead?”
 

“Don’t know Sam, your dad said she told him not to go down to the planet, those that were still there could not be saved. She was the expedition’s chief medical and science officer, not to mention second in command. She even out ranked my dad and was, according to your dad, the second highest medical officer in the fleet. So when she told you dad not to even get close to the planet, your dad believed her and ordered the ships back to Epsilon 5.” 
 

“Well my dad’s told you more than he ever told me.”
 

“Sam, there was more, but mom made him promise not to say more, especially to me. Guess she never figured I’d be the one returning, or the one heading the investigation of the colonies demise.”
 

Sam gently patted his friend on the back and grinned, “Well Tony if you weren’t so damned smart, it might have been someone else on this mission.”
 

“Over my dead body Sam. If I hadn’t been chosen, I’d have hidden away somewhere and come all the same. They could have shot me later.”
 

Sam roared with laughter, “That’s probably why dad sent you. At least he can get accurate reports and have me here as well to keep an eye on you.” Sam walked over to the ship and looked it over.
 

Tony walked up beside him and ran his hand over its sleek skin. “Made of Deterrium Sam. It can withstand the planets violent sand storms. It can land on the wide skids without sinking into the deep sand if we happen to land on some.”
 

“Deep sand? Damn Tony there ya go again…”
 

“Sorry my mom told your dad that most of the planet consists of deep sand. Only the rocky places where there are mountains or plateaus are safe other than the land masses. 
 If a person steps on the deep sand, they’d sink right to the bottom. Guess there are land masses as well….” 
 Tony looked a bit confused himself, “You dad said to think of the sand as Earth’s oceans…” Tony laughed, “….just deeper. In the ocean you need a boat to float, in Quadra’s sand you need Sandwedges or those snowshoe like things over there.” Tony pointed to several pairs of Plasti-foam shoes that slipped over their boots and were wide and long. “See those Sam? Sand shoes! We put them on and walk across deep sand…. In theory that is. They are really awkward to use, but in an emergency, could save a life. They’ll be stored in the landing skids along with the other rations and gear.”
 

“Like in drown?” Sam still couldn’t get his mind around sinking in the sand. “We don’t use them, we drown in sand?”
 

 “I guess Sam, you see the sand samples mom had on her clothes were perfectly round and made of some unknown substance that acts like tiny ball bearings. It’s believed they could be used for many purposes on Earth as hard as they are. Down on the planet, stepping into deep sand would be deadly. Hell, you’d slip right on through to the bottom however deep it is. You see it would be like stepping into quicksand except you’d sink faster.”
 

“So there’s water in the sand? Why can’t we just swim?”
 

“Ah, actually no Sam. From the reports they said it’s just a person would slid through the sand to the rock bottom because it’s so round, hard and slick. It doesn’t pack or stick together like Earth’s sand. I guess one might be able to swim for a few yards before tiring. Think we’d better stick to the Wedges.”
 

Sam patted the outriggers and grinned, “I see why you call them Sandwedges now as they wedge through this slick sand.” Sam chuckled again, “Maybe we should call it slicksand?” 
 

Tony nodded as he scanned over the Wedges to make sure all was in order.
 

“Well my almost brother, I sure am glad I’m not going down there. I like flying not walking.” Sam teased knowing full well he would be going down with Tony.
 

Tony grinned at Sam, “Yeah, brother, you just keep right on telling yourself that….Right up to the time your ass lands on Quadra 9.”
 

The two men laughed as they walked around looking at the new craft and equipment. Lost in their own world of examining everything new, neither stopped to consider the dangers that lie ahead. The same dangers that may have killed the entire crews of two huge explorer ships. The very dangers that may have killed his parents.
 

Sam knew Tony was the best pilot in the fleet and he was the second. Sam would fly the second craft. The third pilot was still a mystery, but Sam knew in time Tony would fill him in on everything.
 

“The Captain will be in charge of the Eagle and if a rescue is needed he will follow specific orders.” Tony gently grasped Sam’s arm. “Those orders are strict Sam, if we need rescuing, be prepared to wait. Rescue will take time. Keep that in the back of your mind.”
 

Sam smiled at Tony and chuckled, “Well we have the backup plan of heading over to the other Wedges if we run into problems.”
 

“Yeah, assuming there are any other Wedges that make it. Remember we don’t know much about the atmosphere and landing so far away from each other, Christ, this is what I pined for all my life?”
 

Sam chuckled and bumped him with his elbow, “See dad always was telling us to be careful what we wished for.”
 

Tony smiled and patted Sam on the back as they vanished around to the other side of the landing craft. Tony chuckled and added, “Christ Sam, a planet full of tiny ball bearings, storms that would rip a man apart if it wasn’t for the flexible Deterrium suits and helmets, not to mention, one wrong step and we’ll be lost forever.”
 

“Yeah Tony, sounds like the perfect vacation spot.” Sam sighed, “What a vacation this is going to be”.
 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 3.


 

The Eagle had taken up orbit around Quadra 9 as the Captain announced their arrival over the ship’s communication system. The day finally arrived for the flight to Quadra 9’s surface and as Tony hurried down the corridors of his mother ship his mind ran wild with thoughts. All kinds of thoughts, thoughts as to what to do when they landed, how they could land, if the Wedges would work and mostly, what would he find once on the planet. 
 Now and then stopping to assure his crew all was in order or to accept their well wishes. He turned a corner and almost ran into Doctor Lynn. He grabbed her arms with his hands and his face reddened for the mishap.
 

“Oh, Teri, I’m sorry. With all the things running through my mind, I fear I’ve not been watching where I’ve been going.”
 

“Oh! Tony, I’m sorry. I mean, I’m sorry sir, I meant to say Commander…. I…”
 

“Teri, look, I’ve know you since the academy. We’ve been friends for so many years, you know you can call me Tony when there’s no one around. Why I always call….”
 

Before Tony could finish his sentence, Teri threw her arms around Tony’s neck and kissed him passionately. Just as he gave in to her warm embrace, she pushed back and with tears in her eyes tried to smile, but kept failing with every attempt. 
 “Tony Starre….” Teri sniffed, “….you’d better take care of yourself and come back to me in one piece.” She reached out and gently caressed his cheek with the back of her hand. “I’ve loved you for almost two years now and I’m not going to let you go down there not knowing you have someone to come back to.”
 

Before the dumbfounded Tony could speak Teri, spun and hurried away around the corner sobbing wildly. Tony stood there in the hall dumbfounded. “Two years?” He mumbled to himself, “Two years? How could I have been so blind?” Managing a smile as he glanced back the way Teri had gone, he turned his thoughts back to his mission and headed down the hallway towards the hanger deck.
 

Most of the crew were at their stations, but many that were not, stood behind the heavy carbonized polyclear walls of the launch bay. Although the walls were too thick to hear through, Tony could see many waving, saluting or just smiling as he approached Sam and the only civilian on board, Hal Green.
 

 “Sam, Hal, you all ready to make history?” Tony shouted to the men as they stood to the sides of their Wedges. Quick affirmatives assured Tony they were and he gave the order to get under way.
 

The Crew chief walked up to Tony and saluted sharply, “Sir, all ships inspected and ready for flight!”
 

Tony grinned at Sam, nodded and the three climbed into the Sandwedges and buckled in. The transparent cockpits lowered into place as the three donned their helmets as the flight crew hastily departed the landing bay.
 

“So Hal…” Sam chided over his radio, “…guess the only civilian on board got chosen to go planet side. What a shock. One would almost believe that was the reason you were on board.”
 

Hal looked over to Sam and replied, “Actually Sam I thought my mission all this time was to take readings sent back from the surface. Then last night Commander Starre dropped the bombshell on me.” Hal chuckled, “Should have known better, I’m a pilot, ex-space marine, gee! Hey let’s volunteer Hal for planet side duty.”
 

Sam and Tony grinned over at Hal as the flight crews sprinted to safety and the hanger doors opened to reveal the dark coldness of space. The large one man crafts lifted with little effort as one by one they fired their directional thrusters and slowly moved through the doors and out of sight of the waving crew. The darkness of space greeted them momentarily, then once out of the ships shadow, there loomed the purplish hazed Quadra 9. Quadra the systems sun was behind the planet and cast an ominous glow around its ninth planet as the ships lined up into their entry formation.
 

“Hey Tony? Did Doctor Lynn find you?” Hal asked over the speakers, “She said she had something to give you.”
 

“Yeah Hal she found me and gave me something alright.” Tony grinned out the cockpit and over to Hal. He then motioned to Sam and Hal to advance toward the looming purplish colored planet of Quadra 9 and the ships lurched forward as their main engines fired.
 

“Ok Sam you’re first in as you have the longest route. Hal you follow Sam. We’ll stay about two seconds apart and about six hundred yards abreast. Sam you have the biggest Wedge so you should cut some of the atmosphere for the two of us. Orders said we should be able to ride behind your turbulence.”
 

First Sam’s ship entered the planet’s atmosphere, then Hal’s. Tony took a look at the giant purplish sun Quadra, rising on the planets horizon, sighed and shoved the stick forward as his ship nosed toward planet entry slightly behind the other two ships.
 

Even through the well protected ships, the roar of the heavy atmosphere could be heard as the craft were tossed and shaken.
 

“Commander, what the Hell is going on? The entry is acting like we are in a class seven atmosphere instead of a three.”
 

“Hal’s right Tony, these ships were not designed for this kind of treatment.”
 

Tony scanned his gauges the best he could as his ship was violently buffeted in the heavy atmosphere. “Well guys, we don’t have the fuel to try again if we managed to pull out of this mess…” Tony’s ship rocked violently,  “Sam, Hal, keep your noses at the proper attitude. If you drop the nose too far down into this crap we’ve fallen into, you’ll tumble out of…”
 

Tony was interrupted by a scream as Hal’s ship started rolling violently nose first like a cart wheel. The ship glowed for an instant, then disintegrated with a burst of purplish red flame and debris as it flew apart, then the parts all burst into flame and vanished. 
 

“Hal’s gone Tony.” There was a pause, then Sam added, “We could be next. I can barely hold the nose steady Tony. If I let it slide down, I’ll wind up like Hal. If it rises too much, I’ll flip over backward and still blow apart.”
 

“Hang on Sam, I’m going to try something.” Tony gave his gauges a quick look, then fired his forward thrusters. Nothing! He fired them again and the craft started to ease the buffeting.
 

“Sam! It worked! Fire your braking thrusters for two, two second bursts to ….”
 

Sam’s ship flared into flames and broke apart before his eyes. “Sam….my brother…” Tony’s thoughts were shattered by a massive shaking. The craft groaned and a snap could be heard. His mind jumped to the present danger knowing grieving for his friends would have to wait.
 

“Christ! That can’t be good.” Tony thought just as a second louder snap was heard. Then before he could scan his instruments warning lights started popping up all over his console. Alarms sounded as he struggled for control of his ship and the usually cool and collected Anthony Starre started to sweat. 
 Now into the lower atmosphere he managed to level out. Still fighting the controls he managed to slow the descent somewhat, yet the planet rushed toward him far too fast. Tony swore and jerked the control stick back and fired all his forward thrusters in a vain effort to slow his decent. The efforts were of little avail as the ground was still rushed toward him as several glowing, unidentifiable parts of his ship shot by him as he slowed.
 

With one last desperate pull, the nose of his ship raised and his airspeed started dropping. “Not enough!” 
 Tony yelled at his console’s airspeed gauge, “Oh man this isn’t going to be good….” The ground rushed up to meet him and Tony jerked the ships nose up one last time and fired all the braking thrusters he had left. He closed his eyes as he shouted aloud, “Aw crap! This is really going to hurt!”
 

The ship slammed into the purplish brown sand of Quadra 9 with an explosion of dust and debris so hard it stunned Tony. It slid for hundreds of yards skipping back into the air, while other times plowing through ridges of sand. Tony snapped out of his half conscience state just in time to see a large outcropping in front of him. He threw the stick to one side then the other in an attempt to turn the craft. 
 “Nothing? What the Hell is going on?” He shouted aloud as he noticed something out of the corner of his eye and turned just in time to see the right outrigger tumbling past his cockpit window, tumbling out of control and obviously not still attached to his ship. Tony threw the control stick to the left to keep the wing the missing outrigger was on from digging into the sand and flipping him.
 

“You’ve got to be kidding me. This thing is made of Deterr….” About that time he noticed the left outrigger fly past his cockpit, tumble into the air and bury its self into the sand. The nose of his ship slammed into the deep sand, slid one complete circle and straightened back out in the direction he was headed.
 

“Wow! That was close!” He muttered, then he looked up from his instrument consol.
 

“Oh Shit, this just keeps getting better all the time!” Tony had looked forward just as his craft slid upon the outcrop with a high rocky ridge looming directly in front of him. He slammed into a smaller rocky abutment and with a sudden jerk came to an abrupt halt, the nose of his craft only two feet away from the high stony cliff. 
 

“Wow! Now that’s what I call clos…” Tony noticed something reflecting in the cockpits inner side mirror, he twisted around and pressed his face to the cockpits side, just in time to see the first outrigger, still tumbling toward him. It loomed closer and closer as he winced he managed to spit out one last obscenity and he ducked down as far as his harness would allow. 
 

“Aw, Christ you’ve got to be kidding!” Was all he managed to get out before the outrigger slammed into the already cracked cockpit and everything went black. Only the wind blowing through the shattered cockpit could be heard, Tony didn’t move. Then silence fell as the howling wind quickly waned. 
 

The sound of sand trickling down through the broken canopy from where the wind had blown it, that was the first sound Tony was aware of. His eyes fluttered open as he looked through the shattered face shield of his helmet. He began to slowly move as his mind began to clear slightly. He raised his head slowly and scanned around him.
 

The outrigger wound up propped on the side of the craft partially covering the right side of his canopy. He unhooked his safety harness and slowly slid off to the left side of his seat and onto the floor below. He reached over and blew the escape hatch next to him and slowly lowered himself onto the rocky ground below.
 

Stumbling away from his craft, Tony noticed the nose outrigger was gone as well. “Well so much for S.E.A. engineering. Well done guys!” He mumbled sarcastically, then shuddered as the thought passed of how deep he might have sunk had he wound up in the sand instead of this rocky area. Walking around his ship Tony was amazed to find it had stayed mostly intact, but instantly knew this ship would never fly again. Looking at the side of his ship where the radio systems were located, he noticed a rather large gash and reluctantly looked in. Tony pretty much knew what he was about to find and shook his head in dismay when he did, the left outrigger had destroyed his radio along with most of his electronics.
 

Tony walked away from the Wedge and kicked a loose rock in disgust, sending it rolling down the slight incline and into the sand. He watched as it slipped beneath the sand and rubbed his head like he was trying to rub away the anguish of his situation. He let out a frustrated scream!
 

His next few hours were spend gathering up what could be salvaged and might be used to survive this planet’s harsh environment. Tony took inventory, gathered his bearings and prepared to find shelter for the night. The morning would test his abilities, this he knew. He had no working radio, there was no other backup plan other than to go to one of the other ships. As he had seen them explode, that plan was now off the table. 
 There would be no rescue within the exposure limits Command had given in their orders.
 

Tony did some quick calculations and found he was only about twenty miles from his landing point at the location of the first expeditions base. There he might find shelter in the remains of the old colony’s two explorer ships, perhaps even supplies if the storage stasis chambers were still intact. 
 

Tony looked out over the windswept sands toward his new destination. All he had to do was get there and he might survive long enough for the other larger Sandwedge to be assembled and some sort of rescue organized. He knew the third emergency plan was for any one of them in trouble to try to make the old base. That is if they survived!
 

“Make the old base?... How?” Tony looked down at the broken sand shoes, then looked at the three containers of water and two packs of food that hadn’t fallen out of the broken Wedge.
 

He looked back toward the desert, then at the empty shell of the outrigger leaning next to his craft and screamed at the top of his voice, “And who’s idea was it to put the emergency food and water in the damned outriggers!!”
 

Tony was alone. 
 


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 4.


 

Tony awoke as the purplish red sun broke through the dusty clouds of Quadra 9. Tony’s first day on Quadra 9 began, as he crawled out from under the outrigger he had flipped over to shelter himself from the ever blowing winds of the desert like terrain that surrounded him. The counter was ticking. Hopeless as it seemed he did have time to make the old colony, if everything went as planned.
 

Forgoing the food to silence his growling stomach, he looked over what was left from the wreck. “Crap! I’m screwed big time.” He bemoaned. 
 He looked at his outrigger as the wind rocked it back and forth when it hit him. “Tony you idiot!” He slapped his hand to his forehead, “The Wedge!” Tony grinned a wide grin, “How could I have missed that simple of a solution.”
 

He sprinted over to the outrigger and flipped it to where it sat on its upright on its bottom and pulled the last remaining strut upright as its metal groaned in protest. Pulling out a pair of wire cutters he dashed over to the craft and began to cut the wire control cables. Once he had enough, Tony wired the makeshift mast and added another broken strut for a top horizontal support, the third strut made the perfect lower sail support as he tied it to the bottom part of the mast.
 

He stood back to admire his work when a glint of light hit his eye from the direction of the remains of his ship’s wreckage. Once more he grinned and leapt into action. He removed the undamaged front of his cockpit’s windshield and shoved it into the front of the Wedge and wired it down. 
 With a little bit of work, Tony fashioned his tent and some thermal blankets into a large ‘V’ shaped sail and carefully folded it around the lower horizontal mast, the then the top. He stood back and grinned, “Now when I lower the bottom strut the ‘V’ shaped sail should catch this wind and I will sail across the sand like a boat on water!” Then as doubt crept into his mind he muttered, “Or wind up capsizing and drowning in bottomless sand.”
 

It took almost another hour to move the newly created Sandwedge to the sands below the outcropping he had spent the night on. Always careful he didn’t let the sails fall to the open position. Finally he arrived at the deep sands below the outcrop and gently pushed his new craft into the sand. 
 

“It floats!” Tony yelled in growing hope, then sighed and added, “Or whatever goes for floating on this damned planet.”
 

Tony made an imaginary swing of a bottle of champagne at the bow and chuckled “I dub thee ‘My Freakin’ last hope’!” He shouted as he tossed the last bit of supplies into the hull of the outrigger.
 

Checked the wind for one last time and cautiously stepped into the outrigger, he lowered his makeshift rudder into the rear tie down of the Wedge. He unfurled the sail by lowering the lower strut to a horizontal position. 
 The Wedge leapt forward so quickly the seated Tony rolled backward and almost lost control of the sail as it slammed around until the wire that held it snapped taught. Soon the castaway was sailing along on his sea of sand. Now and then the wind would die down to where he barely moved, then it would pick up and he was off again. Tony found by trial and error, he could catch the wind at different angles to keep his speed steadier.
 

He even took time to look over his surroundings as they drifted by. Everything had a gentle purplish hue, but there were varied colors of outcroppings that he passed by. Strange blue plants of varied hues and shapes grew upon these outcrops. Now and then he noticed the color of the sand he was on varied in color. Sometimes it swirled with different shades of color, other times there were long parallel stripes as if there was some current like anomalies going on. Yet times he hit what he began to call a wave and plowed through it. The waves were actually ridges of sand the wind had blow together and was in the process of sliding flat again, when the Wedge hit them with a resulting splash of colored sand.
 

“Crap on a cracker.” Tony mused as he laid back against the rear of the Wedge. “I’m yachting on a purple planet covered with ball bearings. Damn, think I’m really screwed to the hilt.”
 

The day went on and he found he was actually enjoying the beauty and serenity of his surroundings. As the day wore on and into the late afternoon Tony looked more like a man out sailing  for an afternoon, rather than a man trying to survive. 
 He had propped himself back against the stern of his Wedge again and steered a course toward another outcrop he had noticed in the distance. It was small, but large enough to protect him and his craft from the night winds. The strange feeling that had followed him all day was still present. He felt like he had come home!
 

Upon reaching the outcropping the first thing Tony noticed was a large split in the rock. “My God. That’s big enough for me to sleep in and store a few things.” 
 Then he smiled and sarcastically added, “All these centuries, our technology and here man is back living in a cave like dwelling….Christ, talk about de-evolution!”
 

Tony pulled his Wedge up onto the flat rock and tipped it over on its side. He laid a few heavy rocks onto the mast to prevent it from being damaged in the stronger night winds. He crawled into the narrow cave and laid out his sleeping bag. He laid a few large rocks and what few supplies he had in front to help shelter himself from the evening wind when he laid down.
 

“Now…” He thought as his stomach growled, “Now would be a good time to eat.” 
 Tony ate a third of his meager rations, he sat and watched the purplish sun lower until it was just below the horizon. 
 

What happened next stunned the unflappable Tony Starre. The bluish hued plants all around him started glowing various hues of iridescent blues and faint greens. Others glowed an eerie violet and still others gentle reds and oranges. He sat there with his mouth open, completely stunned by the beauty that was displayed before him. Even some of the rock walls on either side of him had glowing streaks of blues, greens and purples which he figured was some sort of algae or lichen. 
 

Slightly below the outcrop in the deep sands various colors lay streaked among the dark sand, as if his sailing has disturbed some strange iridescent minerals that had lain beneath the surface.
 

“My God, such beauty in such a desolate place.” Tony mused as he wandered close to his camp gently touching the strange glowing plant life that laid scattered among the rocky outcrop.
 

Eventually a long day and the stress of survival over came Tony as he crawled snuggled deeply into his sleeping bag and make shift shelter, to protect himself from the winds and dust clouds they kicked up with them.
 

The night winds howled and like the night before Tony barely slept. Nodding off now and then his instinctive mode would not allow him to sleep deeply.
 

His eyes snapped open! His mind raced! “Was I dreaming?”
 

Through the loud wind sounds he once again heard a scream like sound that turned his blood cold. Again and again it rose above the howling winds only to die or merge into the wind. Each time it seemed closer, each time louder.
 

The winds swirled the sand and dust as Tony slipped on his goggles and strained to see beyond his sheltering cave. He reached into his holster and pulled out his laser pistol and checked the charge.
 

“Shit! Only enough for two more shots! Damn I wasted too much power on welding the masts.” Ever scanning with only the faint glow of the plants he strained to see through the wind.
 

Tony tapped the mike fastened around his ear that touched his jaw and spoke quietly. “Log note: Am hearing screams like I have never heard….” 
 

Just as he was about to add more a shadowy figure appeared shadowed in the dusty clouds about fifteen yards away. The wind had died down slightly and Tony arose.
 

“… I see a creature of some kind. Humanoid, but cannot see clearly. Am going to try to make contact.”
 

Tony slowly approached the shadowy shape and stopped when he was only ten yards away. Keeping his pistol behind his back, he extended his hand and lowered it slightly to show he was not hostile. He spoke in calm quiet words and lowered himself into a squatting position to assure the creature he would not attack.
 

The shadowy creature took a step toward Tony, screamed its terrifying scream, raised its arms and charged. Tony whipped his laser around and fired hitting it squarely in the neck. The creature staggered momentarily but wasn’t fazed in any way. 
 Tony had fired while he was squatting, now he leapt to his feet and back peddled as it charged. Now he took aim and fired his last shot. The creature dropped to the ground with a thud as its eye exploded where Tony’s shot had hit and penetrated the beasts brain.
 

Tony slowly lowered his weapon and looked to his left. He had backed up to the cliff wall and could have gone back no farther. He looked down at the creature that had fallen dead at his feet and gave a huge sigh! 
 He looked at his gun hand, it was shaking so hard he had to use both hands to holster the pistol.
 

He tapped the recorder once again, “Christ the creature charged me and I had to kill it. I hit it in the throat and it never fazed it. Geez, that shot would have killed a charging Rhino, if they still existed…..”
 

Tony knelt beside the creature and turned on his survival light and tapped the mike again. He looked at the thing that lay at his feet as some sort of dark ooze ran from the missing eye.
 

“It is humanoid, about six foot nine.” Tony struggled to roll it over on its back. “Damned if it isn’t heavy for its size. Would guess this thing weighs about three hundred maybe three twenty and…” Tony gasped, “My God, it has a thick leathery skin that’s kind of a brownish color and some greenish iridescent high lights. Most of its body is covered in heavy bony plating, even around the neck.” 
He paused and thought for a few seconds, then added, “Note: Looks like it would take a larger laser rifle on full setting and at least a good three second blast to penetrate this armor. Looks like the eyes, mouth or a shot between the plates is the most vulnerable spots to hit it.
 

Tony moved his light up to the head and gasped, “The head is heavily armored as well. The intact eye is completely white. Could be like the Aluvian’s we found on Aquadia. This creature must use some sort of sonar imaging as a way of seeing, could explain the high pitched screams, but I’m just guessing. 
 The mouth is full of sharp teeth, so it must be a flesh eater. This means there must be some forms of food on this planet.” Tony grinned and added, “I’m willing to bet this thing is the top of the food chain, if it isn’t, I want off this Godforsaken planet right now! Either way, I’m out of charges, so if caught, I’d be guessing I rank somewhere in the damned food chain of this planet and it won’t be at the top.”
 

Tony thinking about his last statement decided to roll this thing off the outcropping least it draw others of its kind or maybe something even worse. After a few minutes of straining and rolling the creature, it slipped beneath the sands into a deep resting place.
 

As Tony walked back to his small cave thoughts poured through his mind. Was this cave the creatures home? Had he been the interloper? How the hell did the creature walk over the sand? It had large feet, yet they were not large enough to keep it from sinking into the sand that could be hundreds, perhaps thousands of feet deep in spots.
 

He sat back upon his sleeping bag and pulled his pistol from his holster. “Dead! Damned thing isn’t heavy enough to even hit the next creature over the head with. Didn’t bring anything to use as a weapon. Rocks would bounce off these things.”
 

Tony moved his makeshift cushion so it now faced outward and leaned back upon it. He peered out into the darkness and strained to see beyond his outcropping.  Bathed in the eerie dark purplish glow of the night, he saw noting to his relief. 
 The still hidden giant star of Quadra would be rising soon and another day would begin. Yet he still marveled at the beauty of this planet. Deadly and beautiful he thought as his eyes slowly closed. Then his mind snapped awake, off in the distance he heard another scream. Tony resigned himself to the fact there would be no sleep this night. From another direction another high shrill scream pierced the night.
 

Tony glanced at his watch and muttered quietly, “Running out of time guy, better get your ass in gear come morning.” He couldn’t bring himself to think about what might happen if he missed the deadline to leave this planet he was stranded upon. Nor did he relish the thought of one of these creatures feasting off his bones. 
 

He leaned back against the wall staring out into the swirling dust of night once again. As hard as he tried, sleep over took him. His final thought before nodding off….
 

 “I’m basically screwed….Big Time!”
 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 5.


 

The morning sun cast long shadows across the cliff as Tony’s sleep abruptly stopped. He quickly scanned for signs of other creatures and sighed a huge sigh of relief there were none. The night before had put him on high alert. 
 Hurrying around Tony pushed his newly created Wedge into the sand and unfurled the sail and off he went. Looking through his scanner he could see his goal faintly in the distance. 
 

“That has to be it. Aren’t that many high mountains in this part of the planet, it has to be land mass!” 
 The range finder still couldn’t focus as it was still too many dust clouds racing across the sand. He then focused on another outcrop about six miles away. Using that as a guide to estimate the distance to the larger landmass, he mused to himself, “Well looks like maybe sunset before I hit the main land mass they made their base on”.
 

Tony steered to miss the small outcropping by a mile or so to his right. Just as he passed it the wind died completely the sail barely fluttered and the lull remained all day and into the evening. Just as dark started to creep across the landscape a strong breeze kicked up. 
 Tony swore and swung the Wedge over and toward the small outcrop preferring that to being stranded in the middle of the sandy ocean for the night.
 

Upon reaching the outcropping he leapt out, tied the Wedge down and used his scanner one more time before complete darkness befell him. “If it wasn’t for my bad luck, I wouldn’t have any luck at all!” Tony mused as he reached the top of the outcrop. The entire distant landmass was in the dark and without some sort of light the range finder wouldn’t work. Just as Tony was about to climb back down the entire mass in the direction he was looking started to glow eerily. 
 

“The plant life! Christ I’d forgotten about the luminescent plants!”
 

Before his very eyes more and more faint greens, reds, blues and violets became visible. Like ghosts in the distance the lights shimmered. Still too faint to register a range on, yet he still stared in amazement at the beauty before him. 
 He noticed something and lowered the scanner. The sand’s multi-colored luminescence he had seen the night before was more noticeable. This time the sands almost looked as if they were undulating. It appeared like waves of the luminescent oranges and greens were moving toward the shore of the distant land mass. Tony chalked it up that perhaps there was some sort of windswept tides on this planet.
 

Slowly he climbed down to a narrow ledge he decided to try to sleep on, however after attempting to roll out his sleeping bag onto the ledge, it became obvious if he rolled over in his sleep, he’d wind up falling the ten feet into the deep sand. So this night would find him sleeping in his Wedge. It was secured tightly to some boulders and Tony slept with one eye open all night, lest one of those creatures came up on him without the warning scream he heard the previous night.
 

The morn came and realizing he had finally drifted off and over slept he scurried to the top of the outcrop. Tony pulled out the glasses and scanned for distance. 
 “Three and a half miles! Wow! I’ll be there in no time!” Tony hurried back down and jumped into the Wedge and unfurled his sail. Nothing!
 

“Oh this just keeps getting better and better!” He yelled to the windless sky. He plopped down onto the seat of the Wedge and propped his head into his hands and cussed under his breath. And so went his day and as he was about to find out, the following night as well. 
 

The evening passed and Tony ate what was left of his food and with only one bottle of water left he lay on his back in the craft looking at the sky pondering his fate. Another windless day would mean the end of his deadline of seventy-two hours. The pondering of his fate was abruptly halted by a burst of light in the dark night sky. Tony sat up and stared trying to figure out what was going on.
 

At first the light was what Tony thought to be a ship entering the atmosphere. Perhaps a rescue ship. Then before he could go further, the entire sky burst into what appeared to be some sort of electrical blast. The blast kept spreading wider and wider as Tony squinted and shielded his eyes from the bluish white light. The doughnut shaped circle of light widened to what he guessed to be over two hundred miles in diameter.
 

“Oh Christ it has to be the Eagle exploding!” He gasped aloud, “No with all the anti-mater aboard  it would have wiped out the planet.” Tony’s eyes peered into the darkness at the center of the fading explosion and noticed a small burning trail.
 

“The last Sandwedge!” He leapt to his feet, “It has to be the last Sandwedge! They got it assembled!” Just as he was about to mutter something else, a second, larger trail lit the sky. “That has to be the transport ship, Fledgling! 
 Damned if Cap didn’t figure out some way to break through the heavy atmosphere.” It hit Tony like a ton of Vinulvian bricks,  “Aw Christ, how could I have been so stupid! The anti matter! They used a small amount of it to temporarily burn away the heavy upper atmosphere.” 
 

Tony sat back down and did some quick calculations in his mind. The Sandwedge would go to the plateau he was suppose to land on. So that meant the Fledgling would land it’s crew at the old explorer base and search from there. The Fledgling could hold about fifty people, but Tony doubted that many would have been sent. But they would span out and once he hit the shore, he might run into them. 
 He did have a chance to be rescued!
 

Tony started leaping up and down again. Screaming at the two blazing trails in the sky as he swung his fists, “Way to go guys!” He slowly sat and watched as the trail grew dim and vanished as the ships cooled in the lower atmosphere. His voice calmed, “Way to go.”
 

Suddenly it hit him, “Aw crap! I still have to get to the landmass and God knows how far the old base is from the shoreline.” Filled with hope, filled with despair, Tony never slept the rest of that night either. 
 

Towards morning he felt the winds kick up once again. He jumped up and unfurled his sail. This time the Wedge was swept into the open sand and away from the small outcrop he had spent far too much time resting on. He knew there was no way in Hell he would make the ships within the seventy-two hours, with only a few hours left, but he had to try. 
 

Tony never slowed the Wedge as it neared the shore and with a groaning sound, fully skidded to a halt upon the sand covered rock. 
 He had reached the first goal, Tony was on the landmass. Slowly he packed the few remaining things he needed and climbed out of the Wedge. He took a few steps and turned.
 

“So long old friend….and thanks.” He smiled at the battered old outrigger, then turned and started his journey across the beach and onto what surprisingly enough, appeared to be some sort of soil. Strange mossy like growths he had seen scattered around the outcroppings, was now covering the surface almost looking like a bluish hued grass. In the distance he could see what appeared to be some sort of brush scattered here and there, was getting thicker in the distance. There were even some tree like shapes still far enough away he couldn’t make out exact shapes. But there were tall tree like objects there on the far edge of his vision and that meant shade from the searing sun.
 

Tony stopped long enough to scan for signs of the rescue parties or the base, but there were none. The hilly terrain and scattered high ridges of rock would make seeing anything impossible unless he stumbled upon it. 
 

“Star burst flares! Yeah, the Star burst flares, every hour.” He struggled to remember, “Christ why am I having such a hard time concentrating?”  He shook his head as if to clear away the fog that had settled there. “Must be the reason for the deadline. Must be this air fuzzes up the mind.”
 

For the next five hours Tony struggled to concentrate on his objective, then his mind started to clear. “It had to…” he mused, “…otherwise the explorers couldn’t have stayed here as long as they did.”
 

He no sooner had finished his thought when a brilliant purplish glint hit his eye. He stopped and backed up until he saw the glint again. “I’ll be damned. The sun is shining off something. Maybe the base?” Then noticing the reflection was coming from atop of a ridge it hit him.
 

“It has to be the smaller Sandwedge! It’s small enough to land up there.” Tony whipped out his scanner and looked into it. “Only four point three miles.” He lowered the scanner and put it in his survival backpack as he managed to smile. This was the first time since crashing on Quadra 9 that he felt he had a chance. A real chance.
 

Tony started to gently trot in the direction of the ridge the craft would be on. He came to the base of the ridge and began the short climb to the top. Upon reaching the top of the plateau like ridge he saw the last Sandwedge sitting majestically raised to the launch position. It was as if it called to him, “I’m here, come to me.” He started to trot faster, then he broke into a run. Stumbling, and falling he always got up and ran even faster.
 

The craft loomed closer and closer as Tony ran faster and faster. He started waving frantically, screaming, “I’m here…. I’m here.”
 

Stumbling, Tony fell next to the long nose wedge of the craft. He pulled himself up onto the wedge and looked around. Gasping for air after his long run, sweat running into his eyes, he wiped them with the back of the sleeve of his bright orange survival suit. 
 After almost five minutes his breathing became normal and his strength returned, Tony stood and walked around to the side of the craft. The cockpit was open, the thin hatch pole with the climbing foot pegs was lowered, whoever was flying this was nowhere in sight.
 

“Damn!” Tony cursed as he looked around, “Must be looking for signs of me or the others.” he mused. Noticing the ridge behind the Sandwedge was just narrow enough to land upon, Tony started looking off to the sides thinking whoever the pilot was, they may have climbed down one of the sides.
 

As Tony neared a long clump of brush something caught his eye. He froze! “Orange? That’s the color of our survival suits.” He glanced down to look at his suit to verify it’s color. He sprinted to the brush and found what was left of a survival suit. It was torn and blood soaked the ground around it and appeared to be disturbed as if a violent struggle had occurred there.
 

“Christ! You’ve got to be kidding! Those creatures can climb? Up here?” Tony quickly scanned for other signs of one of the things that had attacked him. Finding none he sprinted back to the Sandwedge and climbed the ladder. At the top he stopped almost falling off, he grasped the side of the ship and pulled himself up and looked inside with horror. The cockpit had been ruined!
 

Tony slowly climbed into the shredded seat and looked over the damaged controls. The control stick had been snapped off and only a few wires stood out of the center of it. The instrument panels had been battered and broken the radio was nowhere to be found. Tony’s heart sunk.
 

If these things could do all this, then what of the larger rescue ship? It could carry over fifty people. If these things found them….. Then it hit him, they would be better armed…. Yet…
 

Tony couldn’t force himself to think of the consequences any longer. He flew down the ladder almost falling and ran to the side of the cliff and pulled out his scanner.
 

In the sky was another explosion like what he had seen the night before. He relaxed as he caught a glimpse of a reflection of the larger ship racing through the hole the explosion had created, toward space.
 

A large sigh escaped his lips as Tony once again scanned the horizon for signs of the old base camp. If the rescue ship had landed there, they would have left supplies, people maybe? Perhaps they might even return later if they didn’t leave a small group behind. Perhaps a radio. “Ok dammit! Stop surmising and get moving dummy.” Tony mused as he began to walk to the end of the low plateau he was on.
 

He scanned all around as a precaution before climbing down. As he scanned his blood froze. There from the shore line he had left only hours before he saw hundreds of the creatures that had attacked him appearing from under the deep sands. 
 

“My God…” The stunned Tony lowered the scanner, then raised it once again, “…they live and travel under the sands!”
 

There was a bursting sound from behind him and he turned just in time to see a Star shell and the trail it had left behind. He swung the scanner to where the trail originated and marked it at eight miles. “Good God, they’ve left people behind! I’ve got to warn them. Jesus, they have no idea…”
 

Tony never finished his sentence as he burst into a full sprint and when he reached the side of the plateau, he clambered down the somewhat less steep side and headed in the direction of the Star shell’s launch point. At the bottom he started to run at his fastest speed for as long as he could.
 

His lungs bursting, Tony stumbled and fell slamming his head on the rock hard ground. He tried to raise himself up, but his head spun and he fell once again. Rolling over on his side Tony felt something warm running from his head. His vision started to fade as he looked at his hand. 
 

“Blood?...I must have…” His mind fogged up, “..am…hurt…can’t…” There was no pain, shock and concussion was exacting its toll as the injured and exhausted Tony collapsed into unconsciousness. 
 


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 6.


 

Through a veil of fog Tony could hear someone speaking. At first it was unclear, then as his mind began to regain clarity, he could begin to understand what was being said.
 

“Well, well Commander Starre, I see you’ve made it.” A deep voice broke through the fog in Tony’s mind. “Thought we might have lost you, which for us would have been disastrous.”
 

Tony struggled to open his eyes but failed. 
 

“I don’t think he’s out of the woods yet Jack.” A softer voice spoke from the other side of Tony’s head.
 

Tony tipped his ear in the direction, then attempted to turn his head. Pain flooded his mind, his head spun. There was a throbbing somewhere in his head. Once again the gray turned to black and a loud ringing filled his ears. Somehow he knew he was going to pass out again and struggled vainly to stay awake, but the last thing he heard was the deeper voice reply.
 

“He has to survive Marella, if he doesn’t, then we’re all doomed.”
 

Tony dreamed wonderful dreams. His plans to ask Teri Lynn to marry him, his hopes to become fleet Commander, perhaps even Admiral.
 


 

A day passed, then… “Hey, Tony you awake there boy?”
 

Tony’s eyes fluttered and he became aware of movement near him. He tried to speak, but no sound came out.
 

A gentler voice broke through the heavy mind fog Tony was experiencing. “I’ll give him some water, that may help, he probably still needs it.”  
 

“Careful if he chokes it could cause more damage. We can’t afford that.” The deeper voice replied.
 

Tony’s eyes opened and strained to see who was speaking but the room he was in was far too dark. “I…I.. can’t see…” He feebly muttered.
 

“It’s best that way Commander Starre, you’ve had a major concussion. You’ve been unconscious for almost a week.”
 

Tony strained to gather his thoughts, “A week, my God, I have to warn…”
 

“Shhhhh…” The softer voice whispered, “You’ll have your answers in time Commander.”
 

His lips felt something on them, then the soothing wetness of cool water. Tony sipped slowly as he strained to see who was just beyond the bright light shining down on him from above. He noticed he was slightly inclined and the water went down easily. He strained to see, but his vision was still cloudy from the concussion. 
 

“Thank you.” Tony whispered hoarsely, “Where am I? Who are you? I don’t recognize your voices.” He tried to raise to a sitting position, but straps on his wrists, ankles and chest prevented him from doing so. “What is going on? Why am I strapped….”
 

Again the gentler voice whispered, “You were struggling when you were in your comma, we…”
 

The deep voice spoke, but this time there was no softness in its tone. “Enough! It’s time Commander Starre knew the truth.”
 

The lights in the room clicked on and Tony focused on the two shadowy figures as they stepped forward. He reeled back against the inclined table he was on, it shook as he gasped in horror. “Christ! Get away from me!” Tony screamed. He struggled against the straps that held him to the bed. “Get away from me you monsters!”
 

Standing before him were two of the creatures like what he had killed his second night on the planet. The creatures stopped and looked at one another, then Tony. Their fearsome faces appeared to be grinning. Their mouths were similar to the one he had killed, yet they were different.
 

“Wait!” Tony shouted as his mind cleared and his remarkable control returned. “You both spoke. English. How the hell… Why the Hell did one of you attack me if you’re….”
 

The smaller of the two started to speak, but the large one held up its misshapen hand and approached Tony’s bed. It stopped and stared at Tony. “Long story Commander Starre, so I’ll make this short and sweet.” 
 

The creature waved it’s hand and the smaller female left the room.
 

“I knew your father and mother Tony. I am…. Sorry, was, Doctor Samuel Lewis the leader of the Quadra expedition.”
 

“Lewis? But…”
 

“Shut up and listen before you pass out again!” The creature roared.
 

Tony cringed on the bed as the beast paced back and forth as it spoke. “This planet changes living things so they can survive here. There are the original denizens, then there are us… ah, changelings, for lack of a better word. Practically every being that has landed on Quadra 9 has changed into what you see before you, or has become food. We look like the original inhabitants of this planet, but still have some differences.” The creature laughed, “Every being that has landed on this planet has changed and yet we all seem to keep some of our old abilities, speaking is one. You see the regular denizens have no vocal cords to use for speaking. Occasionally some refuse to change to beings like us, so they server as food.”
 

“Food, my God Lewis, you’d eat you own kind?” Tony muttered in disgust.
 

“My own kind? You fool, my own kind are the beings that live on this planet now, not humans. There have been over a dozen ships from all over this galaxy that have landed here and changed or were killed. Our expedition was the first race from outside the Crab Nebula.”
 

“You said changed. My father… was he…”
 

“He was a fool!” The creature roared, “He and a few others figured out what was going on and even though he was changing and was becoming one of us, that Dorgan worm lied and said your mother was dead. All the time he hid her in the escape ship. He lied to us long enough to steal the anti-mater and rig up a device to fire it in front of the escape ship. He sent her into orbit with the last remaining bit of anti-mater.” 
 The creature slammed it’s fist down on a table next to Tony sending it crashing to the floor in pieces. “Eventually your father became one of us, but he died about ten years ago when we attacked an Acadian rescue ship that landed.”
 

Tony looked into the creatures pure white eyes and swore it was laughing at him.
 

“You see Commander Starre, even as good of people your father and I were, we changed. Good or bad people made no difference, we all changed, we all serve the common good. 
 We are all separate and individual from the others, yet there is some sort of collective mind that drives us to behave instinctually as one. We put survival of our race before anything else and we are going to perish without your help.”
 

“ME?” Tony laughed, you really think I’d help you in any way? You’re out of your fuc….”
 

“ENOUGH!” The creature roared, “You will help us and you’ll do it happily.”
 

“Hey ugly! It’ll be a cold day in Hell before I help you do anything but die.” Tony snarled back at the creature.
 

The creature stepped back from Tony and it’s tooth filled mouth grinned. “Don’t you see Commander, you’ll change like the rest of us. You’ll become one with us. Then you’ll be willing to assist us in whatever we need you to do.” 
 

The creature held up a mirror to Tony and he looked in horror. All over his body armor like splotches were starting to grow. Tony looked at his eyes and his dark brown eyes were starting to lighten and cloud over.
 

“You see Commander, The change has already started. Why you are taking so long I can only guess it had to do with your mother getting off this planet. You were exposed to this planet while in her womb, but why she or you never changed before, I’ll never know. Maybe it was because of her pregnancy is why she didn’t change. The important thing is you are changing and you’ll stay strapped down until you change completely.”
 

The creature turned and walked to the door. As the door opened, Tony could see in the hall…… he was in the Eagle and to his horror several creatures strolled past the door. They had his ship!
 

Doctor Lewis turned and in what could best be called a chuckle noted, “I see you recognize your ship. We took it over thanks to some trickery and luring the rescue ships down. We took over your ship with little trouble.”
 

“Yeah, if it was no trouble, then why are you here? Something went wrong.”
 

Lewis stopped in the door way and thought for a second. “Guess it doesn’t matter anymore now you’re changing. It would seem the Captain locked out the Eagle’s controls, then put a gun to his head and blew his brains out. We’re stuck here in orbit.”
 

Tony laughed, “Good old Jim. He always loved this ship and his loyalty could never be questioned. Kind of tossed the wrench into your plans eh?”
 

“It matters not. You’re changing and soon you’ll be one of us and working with us to begin the conquest of this quadrant of space.”
 

“Oh good God! Another let’s conquer the universe bunch of nuts. Christ, don’t you know the fleet will stop you? Why they’ll toast your asses before…”
 

“Oh your wonderful fleet is going to help us Tony. We got a message they’re on the way and will arrive in a few days. By then you’ll have changed, we already have over two hundred of our kind on board and we’ll do what we did with this ship.” 
 The creature grinned, “Oh help us Admiral Godwin, we’re losing atmosphere and need to be evacuated to your fleet. Send ships immediately!”
 

The beast roared with laughter and left the room as the door slowly closed.
 

Tony’s head fell back onto the bed as he whispered to himself, “My God if it’s right and if they take the fleet, there is no more protection for the few bases we have in this quadrant.” Then as an afterthought it hit him, “Christ! Even the few bases we have in this nebulae would be doomed by the time Earth sent anyone to investigate….”
 

Visions of humans dying, being slaughtered for food and planets being taken over by these blood lusty creatures made Tony’s blood run cold. Thought of his crew and friends filled his mind. What had become of the rest of them? Had they been sent down to be changed, killed? He gasped! What of Teri?
 

Tears trickled down the side of his cheek as he pondered the possible outcome of the future. Tony cried, Tony screamed in anger, but the scream he heard came from his anguished soul and it terrified him. It was not like any scream he had ever heard.
 

Then it hit him, he had heard it before. The second night on Quadra 9, the creature he killed. It was true, he was becoming one of them.
 

Tony screamed again….
 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 7.


 

The following morning Tony was awoken by the door opening and the light in his room being switched on. Again there was a sort of fog that had crept into his mind and once again Tony struggled to understand things that were happening. 
 

“Well, well Commander Starre, good to see you’re up and about. How do you feel?”
 

Tony’s head began to clear and he managed a mere nod.
 

“Damn boy you sure are taking your sweet time to do the merging. That’s what I call the change to your new life form. As you might have noticed we’ve removed your straps.”
 

Tony managed to look up as he swung his feet off the slightly inclined bed and looked down. His eyes popped open, a gasp escaped his lips.
 

“A bit different than what you’re used to seeing isn’t it boy?” The creature laughed as Tony looked up at it. Before him was a new beast he had not seen before this one was smaller than all he’d seen so far. Still plated and the same sickly brownish-green, yet there was….
 

“Something different about me Commander? The truth be told, I am, er, well that is, I was Orcillian. My race lives on the other side of this nebula. I was the lead scientist working on a project to travel intra-dimensionally. No worm holes, just the ability to move from one place to another almost instantly through time and space.”
 

“Whoa, whoever you are or whatever you are. I don’t give a rat’s ass about you or this planet of leathery sand suckers.” Tony noticed his voice getting raspy and added, “Whatever this change is, I’ll fight you and all your kind. Whatever you have planned for me, I’ll kill myself first.” Tony froze for a second, then it hit him, “Damn, you aren’t talking out loud, but I hear you.”
 

“I think you’ll find that killing yourself is hard to do Commander. Not only does our life span increase, but as you found out we are pretty hard to kill.” The thing chuckled again, “Look Tony, I was called…” It chuckled again, “…well it doesn’t matter, you as couldn’t pronounce it anyway. Just call me Tom. As you guessed I, or my people I should say, are telepathic to some degree. Only short distances, but our race was changing, evolving.”
 

The creature paced the room as Tony tried to focus on what it was saying. Anything that he might use against them could be useful, so he decided to play along yet maintain some sort of hostility so they wouldn’t suspect. It was apparent this thing called Tom could not enter his mind or it would have stopped giving him information. So now Tony could guess that Tom’s race could only hear language and only if one tried to speak through their minds. It was then Tony decided against anything but good sounds to communicate. If it guessed in the least, that Tony’s mind was still completely intact….
 

Tom continued as Tony sighed in relief, it did not hear his thoughts. “We used the Coric-field to travel here from the other side of the Galaxy. To our surprise here was a planet with breathable atmosphere. Granted a rather harsh atmosphere, but while the Coric generator was recharging, some of us landed here for a three day expedition.”
 

“Why the Hell should I care what happened to you in the….”
 

“Because my friend, it’s going to happen to you, just like the rest of us.” The creature walked over to Tony and looked him in the eyes. “So you’re taking a lot longer than us, but you are changing. You see, my small party completely changed on the second day and it only took about six painfully agonizing hours. 
 You can try to just think your words and I might be able to pick them up”
 

“No thanks, I prefer my own way of communication!”
 

The creature walked back to the center of the room and laughed as it ignored Tony’s hostility. 
 “This change? It was worth it Commander. My race did little physical work and had grown weak and puny. Suddenly our party was strong, powerful and we attuned to this strange commonality of survival. We called our mother ship down, saying it was safe to land. They sent out a party to meet us while some of us snuck in and disabled the drive temporarily so my crew could change.”
 

“Your own crew?”
 

“You’ll see your whole way of thinking will change Commander. Ironically with these new powerful hands we seemed to have permanently disabled the drive and were stranded on this planet. But you know, it didn’t matter to us.”
 

Tony managed a laugh. “You screwed yourselves and now you want to get off the planet? What a bunch of idiots.”
 

“Chide us as you will Commander, but you will come around to our way of thinking. We number in the hundreds of millions now and our food source is dwindling. We’ve had to kill off some of our own for survival…”
 

“Well then don’t let me stop you. Kill off a few hundred million more I don’t care.”
 

“ENOUGH!” The creature roared, then it seemed to catch it’s self. “Excuse me Commander I seemed to allow you to get under my rather thick skin.” It chuckled again. “I love this feeling of rage and power. After almost two of your centuries, you’d think I’d be used to it by now.”
 

The creature stopped and Tony swore it grinned, “But I digress, Commander once you’ve fully changed, you’ll see, or should I say feel the same way we do. We are all part of this commonality we can’t fight it, nor do we want to. We act as individuals, yet there is this part we just cannot resist.  It’s a bit hard to explain, but you’ll see.”
 

The thing walked over to the door and it opened as the two guards standing outside glanced in.  The beast turned, “As you see we’ve added two guards here and others down each side of the hall, just in case you try anything.”
 

The door closed and Tony roared with frustration. He ripped open the tight fitting robe he was wearing and tried to rip off the plates of armor that were forming on his chest. He roared again when he failed. He got out of bed and searched the room frantically looking for anything he could use to kill himself before he changed. 
 Tony dropped to his knees in defeat. He buried his head in his partially thick leathery hands
 

“Commander? It really isn’t bad at all sir.”
 

Tony clumsily spun around and fell to one side as he looked up and saw a small creature standing at the door.
 

“Do I know you?” Tony asked as he began to rise off the floor.
 

“Ensign Donegal sir. I was your second navigator sir. Remember I had long blonde hair.”
 

“Yeah I remember, Julie wasn’t it?”
 

“Yessir! I’m surprised you remembered sir, I…”
 

“Julie, listen we have to do something…”
 

“Commander! I’ll not betray my new people!”
 

Tony sat back onto his bed as it creaked under his new weight. “Your new people? My God Ensign, what have you become!” It was more a statement then a question for Tony knew or at least was beginning to understand. “So you betray me now as well?”
 

“Not betray Commander, once you’ve changed you will still be our Commander. The Orcillian you met called Tom? He is more or less the leader of the force that will lure in and capture the fleet. Tom wants you to be his second in command from what I understand.”
 

“Me never!” Tony roared at the small creature before him. She stepped back and stared at him with her pure white eyes. No longer the slight blonde that he and Sam had watched wiggle down the hall existed. No longer would she exaggerate her walk while trying to get Sam’s attention. Now before him was a small plated beast that he saw only as a betrayer of humanity’s trust. 
 Tony tried to spit in disgust at her but only drooled. He felt his mouth with his hand. Shock hit him as he pulled his hand back. Slowly he moved his hand to his lips, there were only two leathery rolls of skin that barely moved. Beyond he could feel sharp pointed teeth. He gasped. No wonder he sounded so different, these outer lips barely moved, yet he felt softer inner lips that seemed to work similar to his old lips.
 

“Commander? Are you all right?” The small beast named Julie asked as she stepped toward him. “Oh the outer plating, it moves enough for us to eat Commander. We form our words with the inner lips, sir. The outer lip plates protect us when we’re swimming through the sand and such.
 

How the Hell do you breath under all that sand? I see no gills or….”
 

The Ensign chuckled, “We store air, or so I was told, like those extinct whale things of old back on Earth, remember? Our lungs are larger which hold a lot of air, but it would seem that there is a sort of air absorption in our bodies as well.”
 

“How do you know all this…”
 

“Commander, I can’t explain it, it’s just like I seem to know some things when I made the change. Just like I know the original beings we resemble, have no lips and only verbally can make screams and grunts. We communicate with them telepathically at short distances, yet know if something threatens us all. You have to remember sir, this is all new and strange to those of us that have just changed.”
 

Tony’s head was spinning as Julie spoke as if her verbal words were also trying to be shoved into his mind through telepathic means at the same time.
 

“Just like when we got your rescue ship and decided to take over our ship, the idea was relayed all over the planet somehow and they all knew to start coming to the old colony.”
 

“STOP! I don’t give a damn!” Tony shook his head and waved her away and the Ensign started to turn to leave, stopped in the doorway, then turned back to Tony.
 

“Commander? …. Commander, we still mate and I was wondering if Sam has changed and where he might be. I would choose him for a mate if he wants me.”
 

“Sam thankfully blew apart eighty thousand feet up on entry.” Tony looked at Julie for a reaction. There was none.
 

“Pity, he would have made a good mate. We would have had strong off springs.” She turned and walked to the door then stopped. “I seem to recall you and the doctor had a thing going, or at least some of the crew thought so.
 

“My God Teri! I haven’t seen Teri. What happened to her?”
 

“I’ll see if I can find out for you Commander.” The creature called Julie replied. 
 

In the open door appeared another huge creature as Julie turned. “Oh wait, I remember now. Seems your Teri didn’t change. Those that don’t change become food.”
 

Tony leapt to his feet and moved toward the door as Julie moved aside and a lifeless body was tossed into the room.
 

“You’ll need food Commander, eat well.” Julie turned and left as the door slid shut.
 

Tony dropped to his knees and cautiously rolled the body over…. It was Teri! 
 From the throat of Anthony Starre came a sound that reverberated throughout the small room and down the corridors beyond his room. A scream that would have made his blood run cold, if he actually cared any longer, which he did not. Now Tony was mad! 
 Tony’s mind instantly formed a plan and even in his grief he knew what must be done. The shock of seeing his beloved Teri’s corpse laying on the floor had snapped him out of his fear of becoming one of them. He knew he would completely change.
 

“Teri, I’m so sorry I let you and the rest of the crew down.” The raspy voiced Tony Starre whispered, “But I will rectify that soon!”
 

Tony laid his misshapened head in his leathery hands and wept.
 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 8.


 

Tony’s dreams were of the hideous type that night and the morning found him jarred awake. The horror of the last few days was weighing heavy upon him. The horrors of all that has transpired since landing on this planet tormented him. Thoughts of what he may become terrified him mostly. Things had to change! 
 

Tony swung his feet off the bed. They were huge. He dashed over to the mirror and stepped back in horror. He realized he was now looking at himself through some strange new black and white way of seeing and this hideous beast in the mirror looked back at him. It’s mouth opened in horror as it’s lips parted to show razor sharp teeth as he gasped. The Tony Starre he saw staring back at him had fully changed!
 

His vision took a few minutes to get used to, then as if he had been born this way, his sight cleared. “No colors, but the clarity is amazing.” He mumbled as he flexed his huge arms and felt the power of his new muscles. The sense of belonging was overpowering his head swam with thoughts of…
 

“What the Hell? I can feel something….it must be that commonality they kept mentioning.”
 

Once again Tony looked down at his mighty arms, then to the mirror. He slowly reached up and touched the remains of the robe he had been wearing for the last two days. It was shredded about his body now to show him that his physical change had became final during the night. He grasped the material and slowly pulled it from his body and let it drop to the floor.
 

From the corner of his enlarged eyes Tony noticed the small lifeless frame of the woman he once loved. He turned and walked over to her and knelt beside her. “Teri, I had hoped you were going to be my bride and now you’ve been offered to me as food.” The powerful need to eat was staggering and Tony wondered if he could resist the urge.
 

He slowly reached out and touched her. He lowered himself toward her. “Teri…” He growled in his new deeper voice, “Teri… my love… forgive me.”
 


 

The door of Tony’s quarters flew open and he stepped out as the two guards stepped in front of him.
 

“GET OUT OF MY WAY!” Tony roared. 
 

Startled the guards stepped back, then one stepped toward him. It reached out and ran its leathery finger over his face and chest. It looked down at Tony’s bloody hands, then at the other guard and the two approaching from down the hall as it put its leathery finger in its mouth.
 

“It’s human blood. He’s eaten the flesh of the human woman.”
 

Tony grinned at the leader of the guards with his new toothy grin and they could see bloody stains on them.
 

“He’s one of us!” He waved the others away.
 

“Yes my friends I’ve changed and it feels fantastic!” Tony slapped the guard leader on the arm, “I need to go to the bridge. Our leader Tom told me he needed my help in overriding the lockout.” He spun around as the guard’s leader was about to grasp his arm and added, “By the way, no one touches the rest of my food, I’m saving the last of her for later once we get this ship underway.”
 

“I see you’ve developed a taste for your kind.” The leader said warily. “Tom figured if you could feed on the woman you had affection for, then we could be sure of your change.
 

“My kind? I’m no longer human you fool, they’re just food now.” Tony growled at the guard leader. He then turned and walked down the hall as the leader waved two of his guards to leave. It motioned for one guard to stay at Tony’s door to see no one entered Tony’s chambers or took his food. 
 

“No one enters the Commander’s cabin and that’s straight from Tom.” The leader turned and escorted Tony down the hall.
 

They walked through the blood stained corridors of the Eagle.  Now and then a body part or half eaten corpse would lay off to the side and Tony kept thinking of the bloody horror movies he had seen in the past.. As they passed one room the door opened and several creatures could be seen eating from a pile of dead bodies that had been stacked there.
 

“When you finish the human we left in your room you can come here. This is where we are keeping the food. The rest of your old crew that didn’t change are in the food stasis compartments.” The guard leader shouted at one of the creatures that appeared to be cleaning blood off the wall, “Get all of it you fool! We have to lure the humans here and if they see one spot of blood…” The creature looked back at the guard leader as it scrubbed even harder.
 

Tony looked at the guard and asked, “The fleet, it should be here any time now. It was coming to check on us and if they haven’t gotten the safe signal, they’ll increase their arrival time. We have to hurry.”
 

“Relax Commander. The fleet is here and Tom has stalled them by talking to them and telling them our video is out.”
 

“That won’t stop the Admiral.”
 

“Sadly  when we took over this ship someone on your crew caused an explosion on the starboard side and had to seal off that area of the ship. Tom told the Admiral it destroyed the video even though it didn’t. Then Tom told the fleet to stay away as we have quarantined our  selves due to some mysterious malady, but we thought we have found the cause and cure.”     The creature looked over to Tony and gave him a toothy grin. “Seems the old fool believed it, especially when Tom told him you had it, but was getting better. Once he heard he could talk to you in a few days, he pulled the fleet back and waited. The old fool calls every day to see if you’re better.”
 

Just as the guard was finishing his story, they approached the door to the Eagle’s Bridge. The door slid open and Tony walked into the room as if he were in charge. “I need reports now!” 
 He shouted. “I want read outs for everything, environmental, engineering, navigation…”
 

A smaller creature stepped in front of him as Tony came to a screeching halt. Tony turned his gaze over to the thing that had called it’s self Tom. 
 

“Get this son of a bitch out of my way if you want my help Tom. Let me get us up and running or let the fleet will eventually vaporize us. Your choice my friend.”
 

Tom grinned at Tony and waved the creature off as Tony strolled over to the security console. He made a few clicks with his huge hands, raised them over to the overhead console and pushed a few more buttons.
 

“Damn the Captain was good. He did a fine job, but he isn’t as good as I am.” Tony went back to the main console and typed in several codes. Many of the dark consoles sprang to life throughout the bridge. Tony’s old crew started doing their jobs as best as they could with their now larger misshapen hands.
 

Tom walked over to Tony and patted him on the back. “Don’t worry about time. You see we’ve adapted the force field generator from my ship to yours. The entire fleet couldn’t harm us.” Tom laughed, “Commander your fleet might have us outgunned, but they can’t touch us. We just need to figure out a way to get from the Eagle to their flagship, then from there to the others in the fleet.”
 

Without looking up from the typing he was doing, Tony replied, “No problem I’ll just tell them I’m cured but we need all their medical staff we can get for assistance. When they come over, we can have them ask for help from the other ships in caring for our crew and that they’re bringing back many patients. Hell Tom, we can have the medical teams bring our attack squads right into their midst.” Tony laughed, “We’ll send the med teams down to the planet to change and our teams can knock out as many of the rest and do the same to those ships.” 
 

“Brilliant Commander! You’ll make a fine second in…”
 

Tony snapped upright and shouted “There! All finished we will have complete control in a few minutes.” He pointed to the dials on another panel as the first light flashed, then another and another. “See power is building for the engines.”
 

Tony walked around and looked at the different dials and various consoles as the creature called Tom followed him. Tony pointed and explained the various things he was checking. Now and then he would stop and adjust something, then continue on.
 

Tom gave Tony what he perceived as a grin, “My old Orcillian race was so advanced above yours, I had no idea what most of these indicators meant. I fear your ship is just too primitive.” It laughed again and added, “And too damned advanced for the members of the changed humans from the old colony to understand. Thirty some odd years is hard to catch up on without the manuals which the Captain locked out when he locked the ships computer as well.”
 

Tony glanced nervously around at the creatures that were once his old crew. They were resetting the basic things that he had just put on line. One by one they all gave Tom go signs letting him know, all was in order. 
 

When the two reached the ships viewing screen he stopped and looked at the eleven ships that lay just off their port side at a safe distance. The entire fleet was aiming at the Eagle.
 

“If your plan works they’ll never know what hit them.” The creature mused, “God I love using your human language, it’s so colorful.”
 

Tony laughed, “I was wondering about that.”
 

“Ever since your expeditionary ships landed here and we realized we couldn’t get off this planet by using them due to the damage your father caused. We knew the only possible rescue  ships would be humans. So we had those of your old expedition teach us. Well, all of us that could still speak after the change. You see the humans when they changed were some of the very few beings that kept their full speaking abilities.”
 

“So all of you don’t speak?”
 

Tom shook his plated head slowly. “No, but we still can communicate through a mild telepathy. My old race had short range telepathy and it seems so did the original beings from this planet. As you might know telepathy doesn’t need descriptions. We merely think of what we say and the others understand. Your humans never developed telepathy, but maintained speech. Just another mystery about the changing.”
 

Tony asked, “So just how many different races has landed here and been absorbed?”
 

Tom almost looked proud, the best Tony could tell, “Sixteen over a span of seven hundred years.”
 

“And not one has sent a rescue party?”
 

“Some, but the ones that make it through this planet’s atmosphere always managed to disable or destroy their ships. We always took the destroyed ones and put them beneath the sands so others wouldn’t find a planet of wrecks and not come down.” Tom was bragging of their cover ups.
 

“What about this feeling of belonging and of commonality I feel?”
 

“I don’t know Commander, there is no real leader that we have. No one controls us, we just decide what we want or need to do as a group or race and do it. As you know we can’t go against this, survival at all cost feeling, but other than that we’re mostly free to be ourselves. 
 As far as who will lead, it’s more of a feeling who would be the best to lead and do what needs to be done for that instance. I was the Captain and head scientist of my ship, so I took command of this operation. Eventually once we take over the fleet, you will be in command of the fleet if we can’t save the Admiral. The Captains of the fleet ships will be put in charge of their ships once they change, and so forth. Do you understand now?”
 

“I see, so….” Tony was interrupted by a smaller creature moving hastily over to them.
 

“Tom, the fleet is on the short range communicator.”
 

Tom turned to Tony and smiled it’s toothy grin. “Looks like it’s time for you to go back to work again Commander. Would you like for us to still call you Tony or Commander? Perhaps…”
 

Tony raised his beefy hand and grinned, “It matters not what you decide to call me Tom. I’m one of you now. I’ll let you all decide.” He started to walk away, but Tom grasped his leathery arm.
 

“Commander sounds best I think! It may make things go more smoothly in the upcoming war for control of this sector of the nebula. Someone heard us call you by your first name they might get suspicious.” 
 

“Good thinking Tom. Let me get over to the radio and get some support ships over here. So we can this little war started.”
 

Tom gave him one more toothy grin as Tony walked over to the radio. He looked at the control panel he had worked on first, that now had fully lighted, then back to the comm. He flipped  several switches and pushed buttons, then the communications switch. He spoke into the mike to acknowledge the Admiral’s flagship’s hail. 
 

The Admiral replied, “Attention SEA Eagle! We have received your command codes and are responding.” The Admiral paused, then…. 
 “To the beings that have taken over the Eagle, I must warn you if you harm Commander Starre, we will vaporize your ship. If you try to leave orbit we will vaporize your ship. We have your ship targeted and you will do as I say.”
 

One of the creatures screamed, “The force shield is down!”
 

The creature known as Tom looked at Tony and snarled. It pushed Tony aside, dashed to the radio and flipped the switch. The huge communication screen jumped to life and all Tony saw from off camera, was the Admiral staring back at Tom in horror.
 

“What the Hell! Or should I say who the Hell are you?”
 

“Enough Admiral, you will surrender your ships or we will kill Commander Starre as it seems he didn’t change mentally after all and is not one of us.”
 

The Admiral roared back, “Harm him and you all die.”
 

Tom looked into the screen and gave the Admiral a toothy smile. “Admiral Godwin I believe. It would seem we have what you race calls a stalemate….”
 

“Put Tony on and he’d better be there or….”
 

Tom reached over and pulled Tony in front of the viewing screen. Tony lowered his head. “I’m sorry Sam, I failed you. The ship has fallen into the hands of the Quadrians…. Sam, your son, my friend died on entry. 
 There are many races here and as they change they all call themselves Quadrians. This Tom you’re talking to at one time was an Orcillian from the other side of this galaxy. He’s more or less the lea….”
 

“That’s enough prater Commander, step back.” Tom ordered. So Tony did step back a bit, but still just enough so the Admiral could see him, but he’d be out of Tom’s way.
 

The Admiral still trying to accept the fact that this thing he saw was his adopted son Tony, tried to feebly smile. “Tony…son, I suspected trouble. Sam was suppose to contact me two days ago if everything was ok, sort of a backup plan. When he didn’t, the fleet went on high alert. When we got here we played along until we could figure out what the Hell is going on.”
 

The Admiral, paused then with a sigh added, “Tony, don’t blame yourself, everything that has happened, well son, it’s my fault. I never told you everything I knew about your folks and the expedition…. Now it’s too late.” Admiral Godwin lowered his eyes in shame, “Tony I’m so sorry.”
 

“So you knew I’d change?”
 

“Oh God no Tony. If I had just an inkling you would, I would have called the entire mission off. The scientists told us, myself and command, that they thought your mother being exposed to the planet’s atmosphere while you were in her womb might have given you some sort of immunity to whatever harmed the first party members as you never changed on the trip back to the base.”
 

“Sam…dad,” Tony calmly asked, “…perhaps if you started from the beginning? Maybe I could understand better.”
 

All the time Tom and the Quadrians stood back and listened. This could be a break for them. If the Admiral could accept Tony for his son the way he was now, then he could be used for a hostage.
 

Tony sadly looked at his adopted father and felt sorry for the grief he could see on his face. “Dad, I had to play along with them. The Captain locked out the ships controls and I had to get to my master panel. So I took my newly developed claw and lowered myself to Teri’s dead body and slashed her neck. I smeared myself with her blood, it worked.”
 

“My God Tony! You mean they killed that doctor you cared so much for?”
 

“They did dad, somehow I managed to put enough of her blood into my mouth so it looked as if I had eaten her, then dragged the body away from the door which smeared blood along so the guards could see it.”
 

The Admiral, stepped backward a pace and slowly sat into his chair. He looked sadly into the screen as Tony’s words came. Slowly visions of the past once again invaded his mind. Of Tony’s mother destroying herself, or the sadness and the pain of not knowing what would happen to Tony.      
 

Once again the Admiral would have to relive the past. 
 Once again the nightmares he had forgotten, crept into the present. 
 Admiral Sam Goodwin would have to face the possibilities he’d hoped he never would face!
 


 


 



Chapter 9.


 

“Everything started back after we rescued your mother from the escape ship that was orbiting this planet. Tony. She was almost dead, but managed to tell a few of us everyone else was dead and not to attempt a rescue. She said something about the planet had a disease that we couldn’t detect and to quarantine the planet. Mostly she was incoherent, but there were times she was cognizant.    Tony, your mother was the best at what she did, that’s why she was chosen for this mission. I had no choice although she and your dad were my best friends. 
 We had to try to return and get your mother to a base with better medical facilities, to get her well enough so she could be debriefed. There were so many unanswered questions. 
 We had hoped that she might awaken on the return trip to tell us something…anything.”
 

Sam Sr. leaned forward in his chair and stared at Tony in the viewer. “Son, your mother did awaken. She just looked at the ceiling as if in a trance, but asked for me. The doctors figured it was shock of knowing her husband and the rest died. Personally I think she knew what was about to happen to her and wanted to tell me as much as she could. She did tell me some, what I’ve told you, then she passed out again. 
 The following morning when the doctors went in to check on her, they found you laying on the floor still covered in blood and amniotic fluids. They found death as well Tony, your mother had changed. She killed the doctors and one nurse, the other nurse pushed the quarantine button before she died. The medical bay locked its self down and the alarm sounded.”
 

The Admiral got up and started pacing back and forth in front of the screen. “We all watched through the Phornic force shield in the Medical bay. 
 The alarm must have startled her as she stood there completely changed, like you are now, yet she cradled you in her leathery arms, protecting you. You were crying and she couldn’t seem to sooth you, so she gently placed you in the containment box on the wall and pushed it closed. Your mother watched as I opened the other end and took you out.” 
 Sam smiled at Tony, “You’re so much like her Tony. You see she had changed, but still seemed to keep some of her human traits as well. You were hers and she loved you until…” Sam lowered his eyes.
 

“Sam…dad, tell me…” Tony stepped to the screen and peered at his adopted father.
 

“Your mother watched as the doctors checked you out and gave her the ok. Once she had made sure you were alright, she watched the doctors that checked you over, give you back to me and I stood there in front of the force field holding your tiny body in my arms. She reached up and so gently touched the field as I held you up to it. 
 Tony, I promised her then I would raise you, love and protect you. She paused for a second and I swear she smiled at us, then she walked over to the emergency medical jettison hatch and after looking back one last time, broke the cover and pushed the release jettisoning herself into space. I’m sorry Tony, but we were traveling too fast to go back and find her. We knew nothing except whatever changed her, we could not allow to happen again to anyone. 
 We had so little information and the risks were too high, so the government placed a quarantine on the entire solar system. The rest you know.”
 

Tony stumbled back into the Captain’s chair with so much force it almost broke free from its moorings. He raised his hand to his face and stared at its leathery features.
 

“Tony, all those checkups, weren’t routine physicals like we told you, they were to see if any side effects could be detected. None ever were found all those years. You were thought to be free from the effects of whatever changed your parents. 
 We thought you were safe, maybe even immune. We hoped once you were old enough, it would be you that could unravel the mystery of the demise of the first expedition. What happened to your mother….” Sam lowered his head, “….if you were immune like we thought, the change wouldn’t take place, but sadly, you weren’t immune.”
 

Tom stepped in front of the screen and roared with his gritty laughter. “Well Admiral, your boy sure found out the hard way. Now stand down, I believe that is the correct phrase. Shoot at us and we kill Commander Starre. We’ll leave your fleet alone, you leave us alone.”
 

“We’ll vaporize your ship if…”
 

“And you’ll vaporize your son Admiral. Leave it be, we just want a planet to live on. One that isn’t dying.” Tom waved his hand for the newly changed navigator to take the ship out of orbit. The creature turned back to Admiral Godwin and snarled, “Your call Admiral, shoot us or let us go. At least Tony will live, even if it is on some other planet.”
 

“You’ll give up any thought of invading?” Sam asked as if trying to find any reason not to destroy the Eagle.
 

The Eagle started to move slowly out of orbit. The Captain of the Admiral’s ship looked at him and asked, “Admiral? What do we do?”
 

“Captain….” Sam lowered his eyes in defeat, “…let them go.”
 

“NO!” Tony roared as he leapt to his feet, “Damn Sam I knew you’d do that! I went through all the pain of this change and resisting the mental take over. Christ Sam, I even smeared myself with Teri’s blood to enhance my deception, now you’re going to let us get away?”
 

“Tony, I’m sorry I can’t bring myself to…”
 

Tony walked to the screen and tried to smile. Tony spoke gently, “That’s ok Dad, I understand. I kind of figured you’d never kill your sons, no matter what I looked like, no matter if you thought Sam junior was still alive.”
 

The Eagle lurched forward and out into space away from the bounds of Quadra 9. The navigator screamed to Tom, “I didn’t do that, the ship is running on a program. I’m locked out!” The navigator frantically hammered on the controls with its meaty fists and quickly shattered the panel with his new found strength.
 

Tom spun and roared at Tony, “What did you do? Release this ship or you’ll die!”
 

Ignoring Tom, Tony sat back into the Captain’s chair and nodded at Sam. “I knew you couldn’t kill me dad. Not as long as there was a chance I might be restored to normal, but I can’t be changed back. I can feel the change taking control of my mind like it did my body. My immunity was only a delay in the certainty of what I would become.” 
 

Tony waved Tom off with a gesture as he added, “Doesn’t matter anymore Tom, I entered the emergency code for the ship to fly into the nearest star, which happens to be Quadra.               With the anti-matter we still have on board, Quadra will super nova and take care of the rest of your….our kind.”
 

Tony stood, turned back to Sam and gave Sam a salute. “You’d better get going dad, only a few minutes left and you know as well as I do the Eagle cannot be stopped now.
 

Just about then the SEA Eagle leapt into planetary drive and veered quickly toward the purple giant sun Quadra. Tony sat back into the Captain’s chair and flipped the viewing switch in time to see the fleet jump into hyper drive and in a flash of light, vanished in the opposite direction.
 

The Admiral’s face reappeared upon the viewer as Tony turned to look at the second screen to see Quadra was quickly approaching. Tony looked at Sam and smiled, then switched to put the ever growing Quadra on the large screen. Tom and the other creatures roared in terror and ran from the bridge to the escape ships.
 

“Don’t worry dad, there are no escape ships left. I programmed the computer to jettison all of them once we left orbit. The ships are all laying on Quadra 9 or at least what’s left of them.”
 

Although Tony couldn’t see Sam, Sam could see Tony as he looked at the sun fill the viewer.
 

“Tony?” Sam asked, but there was no reply as Tony was transfixed at the huge purplish sun that now filled the huge screen.
 

Admiral Samuel Godwin slowly stood to attention. The others on his bridge all did the same. All watched this horrible creature that was once one of them now sat there ready to die. One by one they started to salute until the entire bridge stood at attention and held their salute. A salute to one that was about to make the ultimate sacrifice. 
 As they watched Tony’s cold white eyes.  A tear could be seen as it formed in the corner of Tony’s eye and trickled down the side of his leathery cheek and fell to the deck as Tony leaned forward in his chair for one last time.
 

Still the crew held their salute to one who was still, one of their own.
 

A second tear formed and rolled down Tony’s cheek, it paused momentarily on his jaw, then fell toward the floor. There was a puff of steam as the tear vaporized. All looked back up at Tony and the last thing they saw was this beast that had been Commander Anthony Starre saluting back.
 

Admiral Godwin, slowly turned momentarily away from the screen, his eyes red and soaked with tears. “Good-by….” He turned back to the screen and smiled weakly. “… and well done my son. Your folks would have been so proud.”
 

From a safe distance the crew still saluting, watched the darkness of space as the monitor had changed to show the tiny purple pin point that was Quadra. 
 Out in the void of black came a tiny pin point of light that grew to the size of a dime then vanished.
 

One by one the crew lowered their salute and with tears in their eyes slowly sat in their chairs.
 

 The fleet slowly faded into the distance towards home.
 


 


 

Epilogue.
 

In the blackness of space located somewhere in the great Crab Nebula, there is a sunless void.  A Void where once a great purple giant stood. Where now a small satellite drifts in a vast dusty cloud of solar debris that was once the Quadra system. The satellite emits a continuous ping to let those passing through the quadrant know it is there. 
 On that satellite is a plaque that reads:
 

“This is to commemorate the crew of the S.E.A Eagle for their bravery and sacrifice. 
 This area once known as the Quadra system is where they gave their lives to preserve peace for all worlds. 
 Here in this void, is their final resting place. 
 Let all that pass, never forget those that gave their lives for the exploration of new worlds. 
 They will be missed.”
 


 

The End.
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