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A Gamble

We Gotta Get There

Carl had been driving all night and most of the day to get up into the mountains of Utah. He was tired, and more than a bit cranky at this point. The three other guys with him were in a little better shape, as they had at least gotten to nap along the way. Not that you could sleep very well in a surplus military duce and a half converted over for scientific use on a shoe string budget. To say it wasn’t the Ritz was being generous.

They had stopped to fill up the fuel tanks, and stop for the last civilized bathroom break that they were likely to have for the next two days. This trip would take them up to some pretty remote areas of Utah, in an ancient relic of a truck, that looked like it got lost from a WWII movie set, by way of a B-Movie Sci-Fi prop department. It was really drawing some attention from the locals. Bill, that would be Dr. William Evers Phd. the physics professor from the University of Texas, Austin, who was the primary driving force behind this circus, and also its primary financial backer, had been trying to explain to them that we were seeking areas where alternate universes bump into each other.

When this explanation just got open mouthed stares too many times, Ron and Joe became more practical minded, and told them all we were hunting big foot. Carl found it funny, even if Bill didn’t. Who cares what the locals think. Ron and Joe, may still have their doubts, but Carl believed Bill about the Reality Shards. Items from those other universes that when bumped over into this universe and left behind, had special properties. He had seen too many reports online about strange things not to believe that there must have been a grain of truth to it somewhere.

Carl climbed back up in the truck, then looked back to where Joe was sitting at his station, “How are we doing on time?”

Joe checked the calculations on the laptop against the GPS and gave a grunt, “Probably be dark by the time it hits, but we should make it in plenty of time. At least so long as we don’t hit any snags on that minimum maintenance road that is.”

From the passenger seat Bill gave a sigh, “We knew it would be dark, that is what the floodlights in the roll bar is for.”

Ron gave a little chuckle, “Isn’t this all going to be just higher dimensions colliding, anyway? Do you really think that there will be all that much to see?”

Bill looked over his shoulder at the man and shrugged, “Don’t really know. That is why we’re doing this. Hell, if things work out right, we’ll be picking up those nearly magical artifacts, and make all of this time and expense pay off. Not to mention the papers I could write, assuming I want to publish...”

From the back Joe scoffed, “No way you’re publishing if we have the inside track for magic! Publishing is the only important in the likely event that the magic is all bullshit, and we make it into the science books instead. Probably better anyway. Not that magic wouldn’t be cool and all, but really guys, aren’t we a little old for that?”

Ron chuckled, but Carl spoke up, “Hey, if you don’t want a flying carpet, or whatever we find, I’ll take your share.”

Joe laughed lightly, “Okay Ali Baba, take it easy. I didn’t say I wouldn’t want it if it turns out to be real, just that I don’t see how it can be.”

Bill shrugged, “Physics works different in different universes. Perhaps crossing the barriers between the universes does something to the makeup of the items. I don’t think we can know, unless and until we have something to inspect and test. Most importantly, we’ve got to get there first. This kind of event doesn’t happen every day. If we miss our shot, Joe, have you done the calculations?”

“Yeah, we couldn’t hit it anyway. It is a little over a year out, and in China. I doubt the Chinese would let us just drive around the countryside, even if we could afford to make the trip. The next chance after that is three years later, and down in Brazil. We could make it into the Amazon, but it is a long way away, and if you think this drive was rough, there are no roads in that area.” Joe said.

Bill grunted, “So, you see, this is really our one shot. If it works, we can make the money to take advantage of future windows. If it doesn’t, well, everything is a bust.” With that, they drove on in silence for hours, each man lost to his own thoughts.

◆◆◆

A Wild Ride

It was dark by the time they were in the right area, and Joe was back seat driving. Not that it wasn’t his job, he was the one with the sensors able to detect the fluctuations that helped guide them to the spot. Carl was off-road at this point, and crawling along at a snail’s pace, with the lights all out and using mounted infra-red cameras to see. Driving this big heavy beast, just up the western slope in the narrow valley had them all white knuckle gripping anything they could hold on to for fear of tipping. The box conversion that they had made for the back, had left the truck with a higher center of gravity than normal, and the terrain was making them all rethink the wisdom of that choice.

Up ahead Carl saw something shimmer on the camera. “What is that?”

Bill squinted, “What? I don’t see anything.”

Joe called from the back, “I’m getting readings...” Before he could say what they were, the sky suddenly went from an overcast, starless night, to a cloudless blue sky of early morning. That would have been disorienting enough on its own, but to make matters worse, the truck began to roll on its side at that moment. It was almost slow motion as it threw Carl out of the driver’s seat, and into Bill over in the passenger’s side, and Ron from his station behind the driver across the back into Joe.

Fortunately, they had been moving at such a slow pace that the truck didn’t continue its roll. Nor did it continue its slide down the mountain, but rather simply lay on its side. The engine had died when Carl’s leg struck the gear shift attempting to force a shift without the benefit of the clutch, and left them all in an eerie silence, other than the fans of the computer equipment in the back, and the groans of the four men thrown about the cab. “Just what in the fuck was that Carl?” demanded Ron from the back.

Carl blinked and retorted defensively, “Why the fuck are you asking me? How the hell should I know?”

Ron groaned as he tried to get off of Joe, “You were the one driving!”

Bill was trying to push an offended Carl off of him, “Yeah I was driving, but I don’t think my driving changed night to fucking day asshole!” he shouted as he tried to disentangle himself from poor squashed Bill.

It was only then that Ron realized that it was in fact daylight outside, just as Carl had said, “Oh, holy fuck...” he whispered.

Joe was free and looking out the windshield now, “Holy fuck is right, look out there, there’s snow on the ground.”

Bill raised up to look, “Snow in the mountains in March is not too uncommon.” he said. Then his eyes went wide as he realized there was actually quite a bit of snow on the ground. “Okay, this looks more like late February than late March. Joe, see if you can call out a wrecker for us.” he sighed.

Carl had opened the driver’s side door and was climbing out, when he heard Joe say, “No signal, even sat-phone link is down. No internet connection either...” he said after a few moments.

Ron could be heard trying the CB radio, and after a few minutes, he switched to the shortwave, and even then nothing but static. Even the commercial radio bands were silent. The men all looked at each other, and the worry each saw in the other’s face only started to confirm their own worst suspicions. Carl looked at his buddies, “Okay, looks like we might be on our own for a minute here. First things first, everyone seems to be moving around all right, but I need to ask... is anyone hurt anywhere? Even if it doesn’t feel too bad at the moment, that can be adrenaline. Before we start to work on getting ourselves out of this mess, I should take a look at anywhere that you’re banged up.”

The guys all started to do a self inventory, and were surprised to find that other than a bruise here and there, they had come through, mostly unhurt. Ron spoke up next, “Well, If you can get me the winch off the bumper, and a couple of the camp spikes out of the supplies, some rope, and two of you drag me over a pair of...hmm... say ten foot long, one foot thick logs. I think I can get our ride back up on it’s wheels. At least all the tires still seem to be still on the bead.”

The guys nodded, and Bill went to grab the tool box and spikes, while Carl and Joe headed off to cut some trees. Ron headed over to unbolt the winch, and snag the battery out of the truck. With any luck, they could have her drivable again in a couple of hours, he thought.

Getting the winch off, and staked down into the rock went smoother than it had a right too. Ron could hear an axe off in the distance making short work of the lumber he needed, when suddenly it stopped. Ron grinned. Cutting wood was hard work when you weren’t used to it. He wasn’t that worried about it though. As long as the guys got him his two logs before lunch, they would have enough daylight to find a good spot to camp he figured. He was just about to try to find a spot to get in out of the wind to wait for them, when he heard the radio crackle.

He dove for it! He got close enough to make out the voices, and his hopes died. It was just Joe and Carl, howling like idiots into the mic to the point he almost couldn’t understand them. When he did, his heart lept into his throat. It wasn’t just the pair being young idiots playing with the radio, they were in trouble! “...pack of wolves. They bit Joe before we could get up in the tree, and now they are circling like sharks at the bottom, just waiting for us to come down.”

Hearing the rising panic in the man’s voice Ron took a deep breath and tried to calm him. “Hey buddy, take a deep breath and try to breathe. It is going to be all good. I’ve got Bill opening the gun locker right now. We brought along enough firepower to handle the collection teams that were rumored to be a problem, a few over grown muts won’t give us any problem. Just stay calm and hang on, cavalry is on its way.”

He almost grinned as he heard the relief in the other man’s voice, “Yeah, right, forgot about the firepower. Just be careful, and try to come quick. I don’t know how bad Joe’s leg is tore up, and I don’t want him losing blood and falling to the pack below. They would tear him apart in a heartbeat.”

Ron looked to Bill, who was seating magazines in the rifles as he came around the back of the truck. “I hear ya buddy. You two just hang in there, we’re coming.”

Bill handed him the AR-15 rifle, along with two spare thirty round magazines. If they couldn’t chase off a pack of wolves with ninety shots a piece, they really needed to go back to the city and get out of the food chain. Bill was explaining on the way, “Don’t try to use the optics, not at this close of a range. They are set up with lasers on the side here for situations like this.” He turned the weapon over to show Ron where to turn it on, and just like a laser pointer, he showed the green dot projected on the ground out from the barrel as they jogged over towards the little stand of trees. “Just put the dot on your target, and pull the trigger. Point and click interface. At this range, the sites would mostly be useless anyway.”

Ron asked, “Why not just shoot in the air and run them off, aren’t wolves endangered?”

Bill shook his head, “Not if one of them has bit Joe. We need to be sure it isn’t rabid. Just remember, we’re far enough away, and working together, we’re not really in any danger, so just slow down, line up your shot and make them count. If you scare them all off, Joe has to get all the rabies shots, maybe for nothing, and they are extremely painful, and more than a little dangerous themselves.”

Ron was starting to feel a little sick at the thought of so much responsibility on his head over this. He hadn’t had to deal with shit like this since he got out of the Navy. “Okay, understood.”


Food Chain

Discovery

Ron and Bill could hear the wolves long before they could see them, and it stirred a primal fear in both men. Even armed as they were, something deep inside screamed at them that they were no longer in control of this situation. Ron had a little more training with managing this emotional state than Bill had, due primarily to his military training, so he was the first to settle in and fire. The first wolf dropped as the shot was clean. To the surprise of all of the men, the other wolves didn’t immediately scatter though. It was as if they didn’t realize what had happened to their pack mate and continued in their assault on the treed men. Almost as if they had no fear of firearms. Bill added his fire to Ron’s and six wolves soon lay bleeding out in the snow before the remaining two decided to make a run for it. Ron and Bill each managed to drop one before they got away.

As the adrenaline dumped from their system Ron noticed Bill’s hands were shaking as much as his were, and when he looked to the older man saw the confusion written plain on his face too. Bill’s voice was still a bit shaky as he said, “I’ve never seen any animal not run from gunshots before.”

Ron took a deep breath to try to steady his voice before he replied, “Never did much hunting myself, but I’ve got to say, they didn’t seem to show any fear of men. They must be pretty hungry, or sick. You were right to suggest that we make sure we have them for testing.”

They made their way down to where Joe and Carl were climbing down out of the tree, being very careful to give the dying wolves a wide berth. Carl was kneeling down checking Joe’s leg as they approached. Bill asked, “How bad is it?”

Carl looked up and gave a weak smile, “Not nearly as bad as I feared. It looks like the cut on the leg was from a branch, the wolf’s teeth were mostly stopped by his boot. He still needs bandaged up, and we’ll want a doctor to take a look at it just to be safe, but I think he’ll be all good. Judging by the bruising though, he is going to be sore for a few days.”

Joe snorted, “I don’t think my leg is nearly the lost cause my shorts are. I don’t like being on the wrong end of the food chain.” That brought a bunch of nervous laughter from the others.

Carl spoke up, “We got the tree down, we were just trying to get the branches off so it would be easier to pull, when they came through the woods. Damn, it just all happened so fast.”

Ron let out a little laugh, “When it goes wrong, it always does.” He looked over at Joe, “Space Force still get M4 qualified?”

Joe shrugged, “Yeah, but it is a joke. I’ve been shooting since I was a kid though. My parents were real big on the whole survival thing.”

Ron grinned, “Good. How about you take a little break from manual labor and stand watch with Bill here. Carl and I will finish delimbing the log, and cutting a travois to drag back your little friends.”

Joe snorted, “Thanks.” he said as it took the rifle from Ron. Removed the magazine, safetied the weapon and then seated a fresh magazine before finding a spot to get a good look at the surrounding area.

Ron watched him handle the weapon with comfort an ease, and then relaxed going over to pick up the small hatchet that had been dropped in the scramble up the tree, and walk over to the felled tree to start clearing branches. While Carl picked up the bow saw and started to work on the other side. Ron stopped him. “I can get those quicker with this. Go find us two saplings about as thick as your fore arm. We’ll use those to make a travois to drag back the wolves.” He looked up at Bill, “I think Joe has us covered for the moment, think you can make it back to the truck to grab some rope and maybe one of the tarps?” Bill just nodded, shouldered his rifle and headed off. “Oh, and Bill, while you’re there, maybe grab side arms for each of us. I’m with Joe, I don’t want any of us ending up on the wrong end of the food chain.” Bill just grinned and nodded his agreement.

It took a bit longer than Ron had hoped, and they ended up needing to make two trips. Joe’s leg was bad enough that while he could walk, he was pretty useless at pulling anything, and dragging the log back took at least three of them. Sawing it in half to make two poles took more time, and it was slow going getting the truck righted, the battery and winch reinstalled, and a sled made from the poles he had used as improvised crane arms, repurposed into sled runners, so they could haul out their snow packed wolves without having to pack them in the limited space inside of the truck.

They had also built a fire, and use the travois poles and tarp to make a temporary teepee for Joe to use to get cleaned up. It seems he wasn’t joking about needing to change his shorts. The guys didn’t even give him too much grief about it. None were sure with a wolf trying to chew on their foot, that they would have done any better. So it ended up late in the day, by the time they were able to get a drone in the air to have an actual look around. Joe had figured they couldn’t be more than a couple of miles from the road, and once they were sure which way to head, it would prevent them from getting lost. Their electronics all appeared to be working, but no signals seemed to be coming in. It was strange, but as he said, that was just the way with technology, it was great as long as it worked, and when you needed it, it taught you how fickle it could be.

Ron was putting his tools away and cleaning up himself, when he heard Joe shouting for all of them, “No fucking way! Get over here! You guys aren’t going to believe this!”

They all crowded up in the back of the truck behind him to get a look at the screens displaying the drone footage, and for a moment no one said a word.

◆◆◆

This Isn’t Funny

Finally Carl spoke, “Very funny Joe. You almost had me there. Now pull up the real drone footage.”

Joe’s voice broke and came out about two octaves higher than normal, “This is live footage!” He hit the controls on the drone and the image on the screen reacted, “See!”

Ron’s voice was barely above a whisper, “Are those what I think they are?”

Bill answered him, his voice toneless, “If you think that they are wooly mammoths, then yes.”

Carl’s voice squeaked, “How is that fucking possible?”

Just as Ron asked, “Time travel? Really?”

Bill just sighed, “I don’t think so. Or not exactly, not that it makes much difference. Oh fuck.” He said the last with a tone of complete dread.

Carl was bordering on panic, “Oh fuck what? Bill why are we seeing wooly fucking mammoths?”

Bill leaned heavily against the wall of the truck and sighed, then rubbed his face. “Because it worked. The universes bumped into each other and exchanged items. Only instead of picking up items from the other universe, it dumped us into it. We are the Reality Shards in this universe.”

Joe shook his head, “No, fuck that. How do I get home?”

Bill shook his head, “Joe, you know the calculations. You know when and where the next universe will bump into our old universe.” He shrugged, “Even if it were the same for this universe, and there is no saying that it is, it is a long way off. Farther than we could get on one tank of gas, especially with no roads. Not that it would do any good, because it would just be a different universe, not our old universe. Maybe even a worse one.” He said the last almost at a whisper.

They all sat there stunned. Finally Ron said, “Joe, bring the drone back. We can’t afford to waste anything at this point.”

Joe just shrugged, “What’s the point?” he asked, but he was already bringing it back even as he said it.

Ron just put his hand on his shoulder, “Don’t talk like that man. You know how dangerous that is right now. I’ll start some dinner. We’re all exhausted. In the morning we can start trying to figure out what can be done.”

They were all quiet. They all ate, but no one really tasted anything. The truck had two bunks, and the aisle up the middle where two sleeping bags could be rolled out. They all went to bed, but between the mood and the cold, no one really was able to sleep.

◆◆◆

A Different Life

They hadn’t been in bed long, when they heard noises outside. Joe was the first to notice it, and comment. Ron teased, “Maybe it’s your buddies waking up. Zombie wolves in this world.”

Joe shook his head, “Hilarious Ron, but I heard something, I know I did.”

Bill was closest to the cut out they had made to access the drivers cab, so he got up shivering and went forward to turn on the key and hit the back up camera and the infra-red driving cameras. “Whoah shit!” he yelled.

Everyone started to fight their way out of sleeping bags all at once, “What? What is it?”

Bill hissed back at them, “Shhh! Bear!” he whispered. “Big fucking bear, sniffing at the wolf carcases!”

Carl sighed, “So shoot it, and let’s go back to bed.”

Ron rolled his eyes at the boy, “Plenty of men killed by a dead bear, who just didn’t know it was dead yet. Our rifles were meant for killing men, they will kill bears too, but it takes them a while to die, and they are usually pretty pissed off while they do.”

Joe thought for a moment, “Bill, hit the floodlights on the back, maybe we can scare it off.”

Bill whispered back, “Good idea, but won’t it just come back?”

Joe shrugged, “Not if after it runs away we each put a bullet in it. By the time it gets back, it should be good and dead.”

They all looked around at each other for a few minutes, and then nodded. It seemed like the best plan they were likely to come up with on the fly. So everyone got ready, and Bill turned on the light. Sure enough, the bear, never having seen electric lighting before lit out like its fur was on fire. The guys waited for a few moments, then piled out as well. With the night scopes on the rifles, the bear was easy to spot, and hitting the target wasn’t difficult. The bear had no idea what was happening, or where it was being attacked from, and eventually they could see that it quit moving. Joe was the first one to speak, “I’ll take first watch. Try to get some sleep guys, I will be in to wake Bill in two hours, that should get us to dawn. Hopefully by tomorrow night, we’ll pick a better campsite.”

Keeping watch was miserable. None of them were dressed for the cold, so they ended up wrapped in their sleeping bags. Of course this meant that they got snow covered, which when they did get inside, and warmed up a little, meant they were damp, which meant what little sleep they did get was fairly miserable as well. As far as the guys could tell, this new world did have much to recommend it.


Cold Camp

Terrain

Dawn broke pale and cold. All four men, short on sleep and stiff and sore from far more exertion than they were accustomed to, did not look favorably on the morning. Objectively, the scenery was breathtaking, but it was lost on them this morning. Joe, who was moving stiffer than the others was the first to really start speaking as they finished up the pre-packaged breakfast sandwiches hot from the microwave on the truck. “Look, the way I see it, no matter if we try to find another rift back home or if we can’t, we’re going to be here for quite a while.” Seeing the grim nods of agreement from the other three, he continued, “Well, the food isn’t going to hold out forever, and after last night, we’re not really dressed for the local conditions. Assuming that it is still late March here, like it was back home, it should be warming up soon, but we could still get some real storms at this elevation, and... “ he shook his head. “What I am getting at, is my leg is too bad to manage it by myself, but not too far away we have a bear carcass. Bear meat isn’t the best, but it isn’t bad, and in this cold it will keep for a while. More than that though, the hide, when tanned can make for warmer bedding than what we’ve got now, or at least can be an extra layer.”

Ron looked at him with speculation, “You know how to tan the hide?”

Joe shrugged, “I’ve never done a bear skin before, but I have done rabbit, fox, and coyote, like a million times growing up. Not to mention more deer hides than you can shake a stick at. It is the same thing really, just bigger. I was thinking that if we can collect the bear, maybe we could get it skinned and butchered, and along with the wolf pelts...” He trailed off, but waved his hands at them, indicating their coats. “It won’t be perfect, or quick, but better than freezing like last night.”

Ron nodded, “Yeah, the truck should be able to pull it no problem, and the sled we cobbled together should be able to handle the weight, only makes sense I suppose.” He paused and looked thoughtful for a moment as the others waited for him, then he said, “On that topic, we need to police up our brass too.” When they looked at him funny, he continued, “Pick up the shell casings. I don’t have any hope of us being able to reload them, we don’t have the equipment, but every ounce of refined metal is now priceless. We can’t easily make any more of it. Really, that does for all of our ‘trash’. Stuff we used to take for granted, isn’t any more. You never know when a little scrap of cellophane wrapper, will be just the gasket I need to make some improvised gadget we need work. I know it sounds silly, but open everything with care, and save everything from now on. Also, we should go easy on the pre-packaged food, and live off of what we can scrounge if we can. Save the canned stuff for when we may not be able to find something local.”

Bill nodded, “He’s right. We also need a better camp site. Preferably one with a water source. The water tank is half empty already, and while we can melt snow, that takes a lot of time, and requires cutting a lot of fire wood.”

Carl rubbed his face, “So, we drive over to get the bear, and have Joe send out the drone while the rest of us try to load it on to the sled? Then maybe see if we can make our way to a better site the drone finds, before it gets too dark?”

No one looked really happy with the plan, but not having a better one, they first looked for the shell casings around the truck from their shots at the bear, and then as Carl drove over to it Ron and Bill went over to see if they could find any shell casings from the battle with the wolves from the day before. Joe rode in the truck, piloting the drone, getting an areal map of the little valley that they were in, as well as the local area in the open plains just beyond it.

It was slow going. Between the snow and the off-road conditions, the truck was creeping along at barely above walking speeds. Carl looked down into the little ridge where the bear had climbed into to die. It was going to be hell trying to carry it up out of there, he thought. The thing was huge, at least a thousand pounds he would estimate. Even dragging it on skis, he didn’t know how the three of them were going to manage. Even the winch would likely just cut it in half if they tried, he feared. He was still pondering this an hour later, when Ron and Bill returned. They were frustrated, having found only three casings in the deep snow. Fortunately though, Ron wasn’t in the least concerned about getting the bear out.

Ron grabbed several tow straps from his tool stash aboard the truck, and after wrapping one around himself to fashion a harness of sorts, and shoving two more in the pockets of his coat, he clipped the winch cable to his harness, picked up one of the travois poles off of the sled, and started down the steep embankment. It took him another half an hour of struggling to get the tow straps around the heavy bear, but he used the travois pole, cut into three sections as supports under the straps to give all the straps and cables something to bite into, rather than the softer flesh of the bear. Just like that, the winch was able to pull the huge beast up fully in tact. The cable was lowered again, and a few minutes later, Ron was back up on the top as well.

Getting the beast up on the sled was a little trickier, and took building a snow ramp, but in the end, it was accomplished about the same time that Joe had a reasonably good picture of their local area. Bill had to climb up on the top of the truck to clean blowing snow off of the roof mounted solar panels, while the others got lunch ready, but soon they were all huddled in around Joe’s terminal in the truck studying a bird's-eye view of their little valley while they ate.

◆◆◆

A Rough Road

There was a lot of debate over lunch, but eventually a spot was picked out near the mouth of the valley. One of the mountains fell off at a sharp cliff face there, and there was a fast-running stream that didn’t seem to freeze, for a water supply nearby, and it joined a larger stream that ran the length of the valley. It was close enough to the forested slopes of the mountains, and to the open plains to have access to both, while still enjoying a bit of shelter from the winds. There was a small section that was south facing that would let them set up the solar panels from the truck to keep batteries charged, at least for as long as such things held out. The only real worry, was with spring melt, no one was really sure how high the water might rise in the smaller stream.

The biggest issue, was going to be getting there. Unfortunately, there was no cleared path, and with the trees in the way getting the truck through was going to make it slow going. None of them were lumber jacks, and cutting sixty and seventy foot tall trees with only the pitiful collection of hand tools at their disposal was a daunting task. With no better option, they simply set out.

The first night fell as they reached the first densely wooded section, so it was another cold camp, in an insecure location. Fortunately for them, there was no shortage of dead fall in the tree line, so a roaring fire helped to both ward off any predators, and drive back the worst of the cold. Dinner that first night had been flame broiled bear meat. They hadn’t been able to properly skin the bear, but had been able to peal back enough of the pelt to access the thick heavy muscles of the arms and shoulders, and while tough and stringy, it was dense with fat and protein, which sat well in their stomachs after a long day in the cold.

Removing trees the next morning, proved to be a monumental task. The small ax that they had brought along was not exactly the proper tool for the job. Even trading out the job of chopping among the four of them, it took a full day to fell and move the first tree from the path. Ron stared at what lay before them in utter despair. At this rate, it would take them a month or more to reach their new location.

It was Joe who came up with the idea that sped up the process. Using their power drill, and bow saw, he and Bill set to work, weakening the base of the tree first. The bow saw was able to cut out the back notch, while the drill removed a lot of the material before the ax man arrived to start chopping. It still wasn’t quick, and it was still hard labor that required frequently rotating the men through the various jobs, but they were able to increase their speed dramatically. It was still a full week of more manual labor than they were in any ways accustomed to in the modern world before they had made it past the trees, and could see the little rock outcropping that they wanted to set up by.

Luckily, during this process, as Joe kept watch, he had spotted a large deer. Even with Joe’s clean shot to the heart, they had still spent an hour tracking down the creature before they found where it finally lie down to die. The size of a small elk, they had needed to skin, dress, and quarter the animal where it lie, just to be able to carry it back to the sled. Joe was angry, because he had accidentally made a cut in the skin bad enough that they ended up taking it off in two pieces, but at least they thought it would taste better than greasy bear.

To everyone’s delight, they were right, and the celebrated clearing the last tree by stopping work early that day, and using the cast iron dutch oven to slow roast a large portion of the deer hind quarter. It was lacking the fat content of the bear, but was far less gamey and greasy, and by being slowly roasted as they did, was quite tender. The men even spoiled themselves and rationed out one can of beer each from their very limited supply. It wasn’t a feast like they were used to, but after all the long hours of work, and the stresses of the previous week, it felt like it.

Breaking through the trees went a long way to lifting their spirits. Along the way, they had nearly come to blows many times. Each of them blamed the others for their situation. They all knew it was irrational. Each understood that he had undertaken the project willingly. Each chasing glory, or riches, or running from boredom, but after long stressful, work filled, hours, with little sleep, and few creature comforts, that hard personal truth was very difficult to keep in mind. Seeking to cast blame, was a natural human response. While each was immediately ashamed of this reaction, as soon as he had calmed enough to recognize it in himself, in the heat of the moment, it was all too easy to reach for. A comfortable shield against his own poor judgement and life choices that landed him in this situation. They were all grieving the life that they had lost, but far too busy surviving to take the time to do it properly, and it was starting to show.

They had thought that was the worst part of their journey, but were soon to discover that the fun was just starting.


Location, Location, Location

The Crossing

Not far beyond the trees, the truck was forced to stop and all four men got out survey the scope of the problem. What had looked like a nice little stream from the air, was a totally different picture from the ground. They all stood around in silence for several long minutes until Bill finally said, “Well shit!”

Carl burst out laughing. Everyone turned on him like he had lost his mind. “What the fuck do you find so funny?” Joe asked.

Carl caught his breath, “Oh, like we weren’t all thinking exactly that, when Bill finally said it.” and went back to chuckling.

The other men looked at Carl, then at each other, and then they started to laugh too. Ron finally shook his head, “Ok, fair enough. I get it, laugh or cry, and none of us wants to see a grown man crying.”

Carl nodded as he sobered up a bit, “Exactly.”

Bill rubbed his face, and took a deep breath. As he let it out he said, “Thanks Carl, I think we may have needed that. Still, that doesn’t explain how we’re getting across.”

Ron sighed, “Oh, I know how we’re doin’ it, I just really ain’t lookin’ forward to it.” When all eyes turned to him, he shrugged, “Same as we ever do, we’re building a bridge. It means going back and dragging forward between four and six of those big monster trees, and some real tricky work with the winch to lay them across the banks there, and if we have any hope of not losing it in a few weeks to the spring melt, moving four more later on to act as anchors...” he delayed a moment as he thought about it, “better if it were six, and we don’t wait too long, because once the snow is off the ground, they will be a right bitch to drag.” He shrugged, “Might not even be able to budge them now without the truck. How are we on diesel?”

It was Carl’s turn to shrug, “Half a tank, and ten gallons in jerry cans.”

Ron nodded, “Should be enough, but when it is gone, it is gone. I mean that engine is forgiving as hell, but even if we could figure out how to make a wood gassifier with what we have on hand, and I have real doubts that we could, it would be so cobbled together it would never be one that could be mobile.” He let out a long sigh, “If I had known this was what we were going to be dealing with, I would have kitted us out totally differently.”

Bill snorted, “If we had known this is what we would have been dealing with, we would have all stayed home.” The men just all gave him the wry concessionary grunts of agreement.

Joe asked, “Do we have to drag them one at a time, or can we sort of lash them together?”

Carl raised his eyebrows, “The truck is pretty strong...”

Ron shook his head, “I don’t want to risk breaking something.”

Bill asked, “Is it a bigger risk to carry more weight, or to make more trips over the uneven ground?”

Ron frowned. “Point. Plus the fuel expenditure, hmm... Okay, we split the difference. We make four trips, trying to bring three at a time?”

The others each looked around as they each thought it over, but seeing the logic behind his reasoning, they all nodded their agreement. Joe spoke up, “Well, we’ll leave the sled here, and I should probably stay to guard it, and maybe try to make a little camp. My leg is doing better and I think I can probably set us up a couple of lean to’s. Maybe even skin the wolves while you’re off getting the trees. I’ve got a pistol, and if you leave me a rifle...” he shrugged.

They all thought about his words for a bit, and didn’t really like splitting up like that. After all he would have no one watching his back, but decided if they gave him a radio, and they weren’t really all that far away, at least for this first nearest trip, so they agreed and headed off.

Joe had been building primitive shelters since he was just a boy, and a pair of lean to’s facing each other with a fire in between was really not something that took him more than a couple of hours to whip together. Especially when they could use tarps from the truck’s store rather than having to cut and layer branches like he was used to. It wouldn’t be a perfect solution for staying warm, but it was more room than the truck, and with the fire, as long as it didn’t rain or snow, it would likely be warmer. Besides with the likelihood that they would be here for several weeks, and even once they were able to cross, would need to do things on this side of the water from time to time, something semi solid over there would be a good thing. Eventually they could replace the tarps with mammoth hides, or maybe even make a real yurt.

Skinning the wolves took a bit longer than he would have liked, as they had frozen solid, and he ended up leaving a ton of meat on the back side of the skins. As long as it stayed cold that wouldn’t be a problem, but if it warmed up before he got to them to clean it all off, they would rot quick. He rolled each brain in the skin, and wondered what in the hell he was going to use for buckets. He was used to doing this work, but having to make the tools to work with, while having work to do, was a new level of challenge that only his father would have appreciated. Joe found himself smiling sadly thinking of the old man, and how broken up his family would be at his disappearance. Damn, he hated doing this to them. Then again, every man here had someone he had left behind, and there wasn’t anything that could be done about it now. His father’s first lessons about a survival situation had been that wishing for what couldn’t be, was a fast way to death. So he focused in on doing what his parents would have wanted him to do, and worked on what he could do to make his life a little bit better than it had been before.

◆◆◆

Bridges

As a former Navy SeaBee (Combat Battalion) Ron was in his element. It wasn’t quick, they had nearly eaten through the deer, and had taken to adding some bear to stew to make it stretch as they worked, but when Ron was finished with it, they had two stout logs laid down for each tired to roll on. The gap between the runners was a bit nerve-wracking, but even it had stout supports to keep the logs from shifting under load, and each of the four corners of the bridge had three stout piers buried six feet into the ground. Ron said he hoped it would be enough to keep it from washing away in the spring flood. Everyone knew if it did, they wouldn’t be able to replace it with a bridge this heavy again, once the truck was out of fuel. At least not unless they could somehow find and tame horses. A task none of them were looking forward to trying anytime soon.

Joe was able to borrow the batter one evening, and with a little luck, able to stun a few good sized fish in the fast moving water of the river. He lost more than he was able to capture as the current swept them away, but it was still more than enough to give everyone a good change of diet from stewed deer and bear. Most importantly, it was something they could catch without using more of their precious, and all too limited ammo supply. Bill had done an inventory, after the rounds expended so far, they had just under twelve hundred rifle rounds of 5.56, and two hundred rounds of forty caliber pistol ammunition. That had sounded like over kill when they were only worried about running into a little scrape with a collection team, but as all the ammunition in the world, and given the size of the game in this world, it was a pittance, and they all knew it. Even with careful conservation, they would be back to home made bows and arrows in less than a decade. Anything that could stretch their food supply without relying on their guns, was like mana from heaven.

The snow was starting to melt away, too. It was taking its time about it, and the mornings and over nights were still well below freezing, but several hours during the warmest part of the day rose warm enough to melt the top most layer each day. It was during one of these warm spells that Joe finally was able to get the pelt from the bear off in mostly one piece. He had also taken advantage of the time that the others were working on the bridge to fashion drying racks for each of the hides. He still had no idea what he was going to use for a bucket, but figured one worry at a time was all he could deal with.

After nearly two weeks of camping in that location, they were finally ready to make their way over their bridge. The water had risen quite a bit in that time and they didn’t really dare to delay any longer. One nasty spring storm that brought rain instead of snow, and the flooding might endanger the bridge, and even their current camp. So they packed everything up, and dragging the sled through as much mud as snow, they started off across the bridge.

It was a nail biter. Even though they all had confidence in Ron, despite his continual bitching about the lack of proper tools, and bemoaning his lack of C4, they understood that was just a professional being forced to improvise, it was still a make shift solution. The trip across though, was actually rather anti-climactic. They could see the point that they had picked out for their permanent site from the bridge’s far side, and it was really only about a three hour walk away. On good roads, the truck could have been there in minutes, but as it was, and given their over abundance of caution given the way things had been going, the trip ended up taking most of the day.

◆◆◆

Cave Men?

They got to the site rather late that afternoon, and settled for just having a look around and spending the night in the truck. As they gathered around the fire that evening, each man gave a report about what he had found. The general consensus was, they had found a prime site. Where they disagreed was on what to build there.

Bill yawned, “So we can start our log cabins in the morning?”

Ron looked at him like he had lost his mind, “With all of this stone laying around? We could build a full on keep here. One of those big bears would push over any little log hut we might build.”

Joe snorted, “A stone keep? You mean like all Norman invasion? Do you have any idea how many peasants it took to make those?”

Carl grinned, “I dunno, I’d like to live in a castle.”

Joe grunted, “Until you had to cut and lay all that rock. I was thinking maybe we try just carving back into the cliff a bit. I was looking at it, and the limestone here looks to be fairly soft. I know we’ve got hammers in the truck. Pry bars too, if memory serves, if not I know the tire iron and jack could be repurposed...” he trailed off.

Bill shook his head, “Just because this is the Ice Age, doesn’t mean we need to be cave men.” he said with more than a little bite of sarcasm.

Joe fixed him with a pointed stare, “I’m sorry if it isn’t up to your elevated standards there professor.” his voice dripping with sarcasm in return, “Caves were used for a reason. You’ve never tried to heat a log cabin with a fire place before, have you?”

Ron raised his voice, “Enough! Joe’s not wrong, but there is no way we’ll have time to carve out a cave by hand before the weather turns. Not and put in enough food. There just isn’t enough hours in the day, or enough manpower for it. Fuck, if we had more tools, then sure, but as things sit... and we can’t move enough big logs this far, the truck won’t hold out that long, and little logs, are a death trap. Too hard to heat a bunch of little cabins, not to mention bears, and saber tooth tigers, and who knows what else. If I am remembering right, that bear we shot the other night was a little one, compared to some that were around during this period.” He rubbed his hand over his face, “and that is only if this universes version is the same as our own, and no reason in the world that it should be. You boys need to quit your fucking bickering, and start putting your heads together, or we’re all dead before the end of our first year.”

It was silent as his words hit home, and then Carl spoke up, “Y’know, we could just put the ideas together.” When they looked at him like he had lost his mind, he said, “No, really. We build one big log long house like the vikings did. It was cold where they were, right?” He shrugged, “Well, we build it up against the cliff wall. That way we only have to build three walls, and we spend the winter carving out the cave area. What else we going to fuckin’ do all winter long? No beer, no football, and no women. I’m gonna want to hit something with a hammer, it might as well be a rock rather than you guys.” He grinned at them, and they all started to laugh in response.

Ron nodded, “That ain’t a half bad idea. I got an idea of where we can get our logs from too. Joe, pull up the pictures of the area again on the computer. Show me what is on top of the cliff.”

Joe was already getting up as he asked, “What kinda crazy plan you working on now?”, but he was grinning as he asked to take any sting out of it.

Ron laughed, “Boy, you went through basic training, oh I forgot, you were Space Force, so more like summer camp,” He paused waiting for Joe to give him the expected snort, then continued, “anyway for the rest of us we learned if it is crazy but it works,”

Joe interrupted him with a sigh, “then it ain’t crazy. Yeah, yeah, I get it. So what are you up to?”

As they sat down in the truck, waiting for the computer to boot up, he said, “Well, if we get on top of the cliff, and there are big trees up there, then we can use the winch to pull them over to the cliff, and let gravity take them to where they need to be. If we have a long enough cable and rope, we can even use the winch to help us put them in place. It might take us a couple of weeks to get everything up the cliff and in place, but once it is there...” he shrugged.

Joe nodded, “Sure as hell would make everything else go a lot faster.”

Ron nodded, “That was my thoughts.”

Joe gave him a lop-sided grin as the images finally pulled up, “I’ll be damned, would you look at that? All the wood we could want, right there waiting for us. Hell, might even be an easy way to get firewood for a long time to come.”

Ron grinned, “Ain’t gravity grand?”


Building Project

Who’s Bright Idea Was This Anyway?

“I hate gravity!” Carl grumbled to Ron as they struggled up another steep incline. When Ron just chuckled, Carl continued in a mocking voice, “Use gravity, they said, it’ll be easier they said.” He wiped the sweat from his face as he looked for a better handhold to help him climb up. “I want to know who had the bright idea to cut trees from the top of the cliff, and why they aren’t the ones climbing the damn thing?”

Ron laughed at the boy. “For your information, it was my bright idea, and I am right here with you, and I’m almost ten years older on top of that. Don’t be a crybaby.”

Carl growled, “Who knew carrying rope could be so heavy?”

Again Ron was laughing, “It is a lot of rope. I’m just glad we had enough. Imagine if we had to lug the winch and battery all the way up here instead of being able to lower a rope for it from the top. Not that hauling it all up hand over hand will be any great joy, but dragging timber all the way from the other side of the river, and across the bridge would have been far worse.”

Carl sighed, “Yeah, I know. That doesn’t make this any more fun though.”

Ron grinned behind the young man’s back, “Always easier on your video games, isn’t it.”

Carl finally managed a laugh of his own, “Tell me about it.”

“Welcome to the real world, son. Here you actually need to get your hands dirty. These first couple of days are going to really suck, there is no way around that, but after we have things in place, well, it should get better. I still won’t promise you’ll ever get to go back to the old days of laying around in front of the TV all day.”

Carl sighed longingly, “I’d settle for a night out and a one night stand right now.”

Ron barked a laugh, “You and me both kid, you and me both. It could be worse than this though, Bill and Joe are down there doing site prep. They are moving boulders, and digging trenches in half frozen ground, without the right tools. Trying to level the ground without a bulldozer, think on that for a bit. I won’t say we got it easy, but of the two jobs, I think we lucked out on this one.”

Carl was quiet for a little bit as he struggled up the next little stretch of nearly vertical terrain, then he said, “Yeah, you’re probably right. Plus, there should be one hell of a view, if we ever finally get there.”

Ron just laughed, “Yeah, that there should. I’ve been thinking, we might not be able to do it this year, but eventually, I think we need to put in a pond up top there. I don’t know exactly how we could run pipes yet, but you got to admit, plumbing would be nice...”

Carl sighed, “You mean I could get a real shower? Better yet, the rest of you could? Y’all startin’ to stink.”

Ron barked a harsh laugh at that, “Ain’t none of us smellin’ like roses anymore. Even if we had women with us, they would take one sniff and run for the hills.”

Carl laughed, “That is why we need to find us some smelly, hairy, cave women, who don’t care about our stench. It goes much longer, and I’ll put a clothes pin on my nose, and once it gets dark, I won’t even care anymore.”

Ron actually lost his footing a little as he was laughing so hard at that. “Yeah kid, I think the rest of us probably aren’t too far behind you. I haven’t seen any signs that there are other humans in this universe, but once we get this house built, I agree with you, we need to take a look around for some. We are the most dangerous animal out there, stone age or not, and the four of us have zero chance of perpetuating the species.”

Carl snorted, “Perpetuating the species. Is that old man speak for life without nookie isn’t really worth the effort?”

Ron sighed, “Yeah boy, even for us ‘old men’, lack of nookie disease is a real thing. We just learn to deal with it better, so we don’t act like complete brain dead twits.”

Carl grinned, because he knew he had finally gotten under the older man’s skin.

◆◆◆

Foundations

Joe was getting desperate. He had been packing snow up in the shady spots under the cliff, trying to keep the brains frozen. He had stretched the hides out on the frames and scraped them clean, and been drying them out, but without refrigeration to keep the fatty brains from going rancid and rotting, he wasn’t sure how long he could wait before moving to the next step in the tanning process. His big problem though, was that he couldn’t really do that until he knew what he would use for buckets. It just wasn’t a problem he had ever faced before. Something as simple as containers, just seemed so basic, he hadn’t ever given it much thought. Sure he could make barrels, or even clay pots, but all of that would take time. Especially with the tools at hand, it would take a lot of time, and it was time he really didn’t have. Not with the rapidly warming weather, and all of the other things that needed doing.

He and Bill were even now clearing space at the base of the cliff, and laying what would become the foundations for their home, once the logs were thrown down from above. He had spent the first part of the morning just clearing away the brush, and then they smoothed out the scree of gravel that had accumulated at the cliff base. He found himself really wishing that the truck had a scraper blade on it that they could use. They had needed to use the truck to tow a couple of large boulders out of the way, and it had taken most of the morning.

He and Bill had discussed digging some trenches, but with the ground at the level where they were frozen solid, it was like cutting through solid rock. Instead of risking breaking their tools, they had piled brush up over where they planned to dig, and set it on fire. After all, it didn’t need to be deep, just a foot wide, and about eight inches or so deep. These would serve as smoke channels that would lead from central fire pits to chimneys outside. Joe was familiar with rocket stoves built from cob, and while this would require making masonry versions rather than barrel versions most commonly done, he was pretty confident he could make some basic adobe bricks, half sink it into the ground, like a Dakota fire hole, and it would let him put two or three of the masonry stoves spaced along the central axis of the long house, and that should distribute the heat more evenly and let everyone be just a bit more comfortable.

The hardest part was going to be moving all of the mud, with no buckets, and no wheel barrows. At the moment it looked like everything would need to be loaded on to a tarp, put on a travois, and dragged into place. That could take weeks, and of course that didn’t include cutting and fitting the logs, and hunting for food to eat, not to mention hunting for food for the winter. No one ever thought about how difficult it was to start from scratch. When you lived with an entire system to support you, and could just go buy a tool when one broke, it was a different mindset than if you had to build the tool, then had to build what you were planning to build, all while trying to figure out how to take care of food, clothing and shelter. Truthfully, the four of them just weren’t enough to make a viable community. If it weren’t for plentiful game, and the few technological toys they brought with them, Joe doubted that they would have made it past the summer. As it was, things were going to be very difficult, and if they couldn’t get set up pretty well now, while the guns made food gathering easy and quick, life was going to get very rough as soon as it started to take up more and more of their daily time and calorie expenditure.

Bill called out, “Hey, while we’re waiting for all of this to burn down and melt the ground, lets have some lunch.”

Joe just nodded and walked over to where the older man was pulling the dutch oven from the ashes of the cook fire. They had found that you could just let it burn down between meals, and it would keep the stews reasonably warm. Stew three meals a day was not ideal, but it beat going hungry. He found himself staring at the steam rising off the bowl, and wondering if he should have volunteered to climb the cliff instead.

Bill asked around a mouth full of stew, “Penny for your thoughts?”

Joe blinked, “Ah, just realizing how much we still have to do. Tools to make the tools, and all of that. I need to finish brain tanning those pelts before the brains go rancid and rot, but I need buckets to do it.” he sighed and took a bite. “Never thought about the value of a stupid plastic five-gallon bucket before.”

Bill laughed, “I got a feeling there is going to be a lot of that in our future, but I think I may have a solution for your bucket problem on this one.” When Joe looked up at him with interest, Bill smiled and nodded, “Yeah, how about you just dig a hole? Dump hot rocks from the fire in it to get the temp where you want it, add your furs to let them soak up the water and oils... sure it will be a muddy mess, but so what? Ain’t like the brains won’t make it stink to high heavens anyway, so you’re gonna need to take them down to the river for a wash before you smoke them, right?”

Joe looked and him and just blinked, “You’re fucking brilliant! Why didn’t I think of that?”

Bill shrugged, “Because you didn’t read the same article I did about Amazonian tribes?”

Joe grinned, “Ok, fair point. Yeah, it will be a bloody muddy mess, but so what, it all comes out in the wash. Then after a good smoking, and airing out after, we roll it and break it in good, and we have a start on some bedding, or maybe our first real winter coats.”

Bill grinned back, “Foundations all start in the ground. Mud, man’s primary tool. For dirt you are, and to the dirt you shall return, and well it seems, dirt will be the foundation of our tools, our home, and who knows what else.”

Joe snorted, “Don’t go getting deep on me. We’ve got too much work to do today for all of that.” Bill just barked a laugh as he finished the last of his stew and stood back up, reaching for the entrenching tool.

◆◆◆

Construction Site

It had taken a little under a week to even set up the infrastructure. Between cutting and shaping the right timbers for the support beams, and placing the winch, solar panels, and even one of the large forklift batteries that had been one half of the main power bank for the equipment on the truck, in place at the top of the cliff, all in a protected enclosure, they finally had a working electric crane. It was still cobbled together, and it used nearly all of their rope and even some of their tow straps, but it would allow heavy loads to be moved around the base area with relative ease, and with the box attachment, even functioned as an elevator to bring up men and supplies from the base to the top of the cliff.

When the rope was run the other direction back along the top of the cliff, it would allow any felled trees to be slowly dragged, one at a time to the lip of the cliff, where they could be levered over the edge to fall to its base. Again, this was not an easy or quick process, but it was effective. Steadily the men were finding themselves with a growing pile of usable timber, where they needed it. As the weather warmed, they also found an assortment of wild raspberries and blue berries, as well as dandelion, clover, and wild carrots and garlic to add to their diets. Joe proved invaluable once again, as stored among his ebooks was an assortment of books on wild edibles, a legacy of his upbringing. He also was able to set snares and traps, which supplemented the meat available to them, without using precious ammo. Unfortunately, he was unable to catch any alive as he had hoped. So far, their quest for acquiring livestock had been coming up empty.

Joe had convinced them to char each of the logs after delimbing, and to coat all of the walls with clay, inside and out. Originally this was likely to have been an incredible chore if all of the clay would have needed to be sourced down by the river as Joe had expected. Fortunately, he had spoken to Ron, and learned of Ron’s desire for a reservoir pond on the top of the cliff, so with a little work and exploration, they found a place to dig the clay, and the pond, at the same time. Ron said it was unlikely that the pond would actually hold water until it was lined with lime, but this would still allow them to accomplish two goals at once, and prepare the site for completing next spring.

It had moved toward late summer before they were done with this, but they had managed a weather tight box, large enough to comfortably fit the four of them with plenty of room to spare. They had little to no food stores, and no live stock, and even limited firewood. They even had very few pelts beyond the wolves and bear from last spring, if they wanted to stay healthy this winter, they were going to need to be better equipped. Worst of all, they had no salt for preserving any meat that they did find, and temperatures were way too high to prevent spoilage.


Harvest

Signs Of Life

The hope of getting in enough food for the winter was a slim one. It wasn’t that they couldn’t take down enough game, but rather how to preserve it. They had built a smoke house, and even set up a small pottery kiln to be able to store dried fruits and berries. They had taken to drying them in the smoke house to keep away the insects. It gave all of the fruit a smokey flavor, but at least the needed vitamins would be there. The problem with smoking meat though, was without salt, and in large quantities, there wasn’t much chance of storing it long before it went bad. Mostly they would need to wait until fall, before they could do most of that. It would keep for a couple of weeks when smoked, but not for the six weeks needed for the weather to turn.

They had thought to send a couple of guys south to the area that in their world would be the Great Salt Lake, but Bill was convinced that it was a feature that didn’t come into existence until after the Ice Age, and while the others thought he was wrong about that, weren’t so certain about it that they were willing to take on a perilous months long journey this late in the season to test it. If they could capture and tame a few wild horses, then perhaps, they had decided. Again, Bill was reminding everyone that horses had been brought over to North America by Europeans, but it was Ron who reminded him that the land bridge through the Bering Strait meant that there was no reason that there wouldn’t be horses now. Just because they had died out between now and the time of European settlement, didn’t mean that they weren’t here now. Joe was also quick to point out that this was a different universe, and so none of their assumptions needed to hold true from the old universe. That gave them all pause, while they adjusted their thinking.

They had kept their foraging missions fairly close to home up to this point, but when Carl saw multiple lines of thick dark smoke rising up out of the plains one day, the urge to investigate soon became a priority for all but Bill. Bill thought it likely simply prairie fires, and dangerous to end up out in the middle of them, so was advocating for staying put, but the others had a wide array of competing theories. From human nomad camps, though not likely judging from the scope of the smoke clouds, to hunting parties using fire to drive prey, which seemed more likely. It was finally decided that Ron and Bill would remain behind to keep working on camp, while Carl and Joe would go out for a couple of weeks to investigate.

Ron had decided to hook up the radio from the truck to a tower built up on the top of the cliff, as well as move the high power LED roll bar lights up there as well to create a sort of improvised lighthouse or even a kind of signal tower for morse code. Carl and Joe would each take a hand held walkie talkie with them, and the backpacks with built in solar rechargers to keep the batteries charged, and report in for as long as they could stay in range. The walkies didn’t really have that great of range, but it was hoped that with the open plains, and the height of the cliff to give good line of sight, they might get a little more performance out of them than normal. In hope of boosting this further, Ron even sacrificed one of the tin cans, and a bit of spare copper wire to make a directional antenna for the walkies. There was no way to know if it would work for certain, but it should at least give them a better chance. The problem wasn’t really hearing from base camp, as they could use short wave for that, but while the walkies could listen in on short wave, they weren’t designed to broadcast on it. As a last resort, a small spark gap radio was constructed, that would let them send short morse code transmissions back to base camp if nothing else worked. The problem was, it would take a few minutes to set up, and wasn’t something that could easily be used on the move.

On the off chance that they did find actual people out there, and were able to work out some sort of trade with them, they spent the evening before they left, sorting through looking for minor trade items. Each man emptied the coins from his pockets, and drilled holes in the top so they could be strung on necklaces or sewn into clothes. Found a couple of foolish little plastic toys with company logos that had been given to them by various suppliers while building the truck, and added them to the pile. They took with them one of the side mirrors from the truck as well, though Joe and Ron both cautioned that they might not want to trade it, as it was a useful signaling device. Still, if they met stone age tribes, it could be an impressive display. They also took a pair of disposable lighters. Not something that they really wanted to part with, but weren’t nearly as valuable as Joe’s fire piston or the half dozen magnesium stick firer starters he seemed to have stashed everywhere. When they asked him about it, Joe just grinned, and answered that his parents gave useful gifts, and they should see his collection of multi-tools sometime.

Lastly, when it came time to leave, each man loaded up a travois with poles long enough to be used for a teepee, and a canvas to cover it, as well as a rifle with three hundred rounds of ammunition, a side arm with two spare magazines, a quality knife. One had an entrenching tool, and the other a small hatchet, and tow straps and bungee cords. They would have felt better if they could have had bows to take with them, but there just hadn’t been time to make any bows worthy of the name with everything else they had been building. They had made several small ‘survival bows’, but the draw strength on them was so small, they would be useless on even most deer, much less the larger beasts of the Ice Age prairie. Joe had raided Carl’s medical supplies for enough rubber tubing to set up a fine sling shot at least, and for rabbit, birds, and other small game, it would likely do just fine. They had all been surprised by Joe’s skill with it, but again Joe just grinned and shrugged, “You had to have grown up in my neck of the woods to understand.” was all he would say.

They set off, and traveled far out into the sea of chest high grass. Carl had even commented that he was worried that they might have trouble finding their way back, but as the sun set, and they radioed back that first night, Ron tested the beacon light, and both men were instantly reassured. In a world with no artificial light sources, that bright light source high in their wooden tower up on that high cliff, could likely be seen for miles. The thought crossed Joe’s mind, that they might could just turn it on, and wait for the curious to come find them.

◆◆◆

The Hunt

They had been out from base camp for almost a week by the time they made it to the first darkened patches of grass. From the patterns though, it was obvious that it wasn’t a normal fire. These had been deliberately set. They were busy looking over the evidence of the burn as they crested a small rolling hill, and almost managed to walk past the first kill site. If it hadn’t been for a high pitched scream coming from the next ridge over, they might have missed it completely and walked right past. When the other cries of obvious panic and fear joined the first, both men dropped their travois, and charged around the the ridge.

Joe was faster than Carl and so was the first to take in the scene. He didn’t take time to think, but instead just reacted and charged forward. A large animal had been brought down, and group of primitive women and children had been in the process of butchering it, when a pack of large scavengers that looked like a cross between baboons, and hyenas had set upon them to steal the kill. It looked like two men with spears had tried to fend them off, but both were already down. One woman had picked up one of the fallen men’s spears and was trying to protect the others, but she was badly outnumbered, and her chances didn’t look good. Joe let out a war cry as he charged forward drawing his sidearm as he ran.

The pack broke, and ran off a few feet as he was closing the distance. Not knowing what they were up against with this unknown threat, they had chosen to flee for the moment. It was only for the moment though. He had not even made it all the way to the frightened people before the pack had regained its courage, and with the alpha letting out a blood-curdling screech, they had rallied and were bounding back to rejoin the fight. Seeing them coming, Joe planted his feet, took up a two handed grip on the pistol, and took aim on the alpha first, and put one round in direct in center mass. The impact took the creature by surprise and it fell pawing at its chest.

Joe didn’t wait to see the result. Like ducks in a shooting gallery, Joe lined up on the charging animals one after the other, until his pistol hit an empty chamber and the slide was left racked back. ‘Shit!’ he thought, he was empty, and he didn’t know if he had broken then charge or not. His vision had tunneled down to just whichever one was in his sites at that moment. He dropped the magazine, and was reaching for the next, even though he knew that they would be on him before he could reload. Heart hammering in his chest he finally heard Carl shouting at him over the ringing in his ears, “They’re down man, you’ve done it. Take my rifle, I’m going to see what I can do for the fallen.”

With shaking hands, Joe took Carl’s offered rifle, and scanned the wider area. He was slowly getting his breathing under control now. There were ten of the beasts laying on the ground. Some still moving, trying to crawl off, but most were just laying there. Still breathing, but not going anywhere. Still watching the fallen creatures, and scanning the horizon for a sudden rally by the others, Joe bent down to retrieve his dropped magazine, and spent casings. Once he was fairly certain he could speak without his voice shaking too badly, he asked, “Carl, what’s the verdict on the wounded?”

Carl’s voice came back a bit strained, “Not good. One dead, one badly mauled. I’m doing what I can, but conditions are less than ideal. I need my pack, but it is back on the travois.”

Joe hesitated only for a moment, “Give me a moment to secure things here, and I’m right on it.” he said, as he shouldered the rifle, and holstered the pistol. He walked over to pick up the one spear not in the hands of the terrified woman still guarding the others and her tribe’s food supply. With the crude stone tipped spear, he walked around and made sure to stab each of the wounded beasts in the throat, just to be sure that there would be no surprise recoveries while he was away, and Carl was busy with the wounded man. He went back to Carl and asked, “You have your pistol with you, or is it on the travois?”

Carl grunted, “I’m carrying, why?”

“Because I’m taking your rifle with me, rather than leave it here where one of these people might pick it up while you’re busy. You’ll have to handle your own security until I can get back here with our gear. You good with that?”

Carl wiped the sweat from his face with his shoulder, both hands busy working on the unconscious man lying before him, “No choice. I need to have that stuff, and I really could use your help too. If this guy is to have any chance at all, you are going to need to hurry.”

Joe just nodded, “I’m on it.” he said as he took off back around the bend at a dead run.


Not Alone

Crisis Situation

Joe had to make two trips to get the equipment, but between the trips, he stopped long enough to build Carl a small fire and get some water on to boil from their canteens. Then he was off again. Carl, wished he could have stayed. He really needed the extra hands. The women and children who were the patient’s tribe members were all so terror stricken, and frightened of him, that they wouldn’t respond to him at all. Even the brave one with the spear, only huddled back with the others, and watched him intently.

The man’s wounds were all dirty, and ragged. He had lost a lot of blood, and while, by some great miracle none of the arteries seem to have been hit, the bleeding just wouldn’t stop. He needed to get these wounds sealed up, but in a lot of places, the flesh was missing and there was just no easy way to get it to close properly. Once Joe got him a proper fire going, he was able to heat up one of the shell casings and use it to cauterize some of the worst of the bleeds. The boiling water also let him sterilize some fabric scraps that they had, at least enough to use and then sterilize again and reuse to abraid and clean the worse of the dirt out of the wounds. He really wished that he had enough clean water to flush them out properly. Not to mention getting the guy on IV fluids. His little kit had enough equipment that he could maybe rig up a way to do a blood transfusion, but there was just no way of knowing about blood types for certain. He could do a field expedient test, but that was hardly conclusive, and heaven only knows what these people would think of the procedure.

When Joe finally made it back, he had him scrub up as best he could, and with an extra semi-skilled set of hands, or at least a pair he could actually communicate with, he started to stitch up the wounds the best he could. It took them a long time to get the man stabilized as much as could be under the circumstances. Joe looked to Carl, “What are his chances?” Carl just shook his head. Joe handed him the rifle, “I’ll use one of the teepee poles to set you up a lean to tarp shelter, to keep you and him out of the sun. Make him as comfortable as we can. If you stay with him and handle security, I’ll go skin those critters, and try to improvise a way that the women can move him, and get him back where they come from.”

Carl just tiredly nodded, “Got it. Call out if you need me.”

Far from quality tanned hides by the time he was done, Joe was able to still get all ten skinned, and two of those skins stretched over the frame of a pair of the teepee poles to create a make shift travois. It meant losing their tent, but the women could take home their wounded now. He and Carl move the man on it, and demonstrated for the women how the travois functioned, then backed away, motioning for them to take him. They were very cautious, but eventually they got brave and all gathered around it, and ran off with the man.

Joe and Carl didn’t follow. No need to scare them. Let them go home, and tell the tale. Let them send back people who could talk to them. At least they hoped that was what would happen. As Carl had said, It was getting late in the day, and they were here looking at what looked like a moose the size of an elephant just laying there, they might as well lay in some meat. The hard part was going to be finding enough fuel out here in the grasslands, the already burned grasslands, to properly cook it.

◆◆◆

That’s Some Welcome

Carl and Joe, settled in to camp for the evening. With the use of their steel knives and hatchets, they had managed to skin, gut, and quarter to creature in time remaining. Carl had dragged the baboon/hyena creatures a ways off, and piled them up for the scavengers. Figuring better that they should get their meal over there, and leave the tribe’s meat alone. Joe had still figured that over their evening watch they would still end up expending a few bullets, just to prevent themselves from getting eaten.

It was a long night for the guys. Guard shifts aren’t easy when there are only two of you, and while they hadn’t had any more large packs of scavengers to scare off. There were still two large lion looking creatures to be skinned waiting for them in the morning. Even when it wasn’t your watch, it is hard to sleep through roars, and gun shots. Skinning the two ‘lions’ ended up taking most of the morning. more because Joe was being so careful not to damage the hides than because it was especially difficult. He just really wanted the full pelts as complete as possible. If their neighbors ever did show up, they would make fantastic trade goods. He made sure to collect the teeth and claws as well.

It was starting to get late in the afternoon on the second day, and despite Bill and Ron encouraging them to stick it out, they were seriously considering moving on. Ron said, “You don’t know how far that they had to go to talk to someone, or if they would believe women, or how long it is going to take them to decide what to do about you. The important thing is that we aren’t alone.”

Carl smarted off on the radio, “Ron, don’t get too excited, you did smell these women. Hygiene obviously hasn’t been invented yet, being alone might not be so bad.”

Bill chimed in at this point, “That wasn’t what he was talking about and you know it.”

Ron took back the mic, “The hell I’m not, we can dip ‘em in the river until the stink comes off.”

That made both Joe and Carl burst out in laughter, but Joe said, “Look, all joking aside, we’re out of fuel for cooking, and almost out of water. We’ll stay through tonight, but if they don’t show up by morning tomorrow, we’re pulling up stakes. If for nothing else, we need to find water.”

No sooner had he finished speaking, than there appeared twenty or so people on the top of the ridge looking down at them. It was almost all men, but there was a woman and a girl with them. The woman was the one who had picked up the spear from before. The girl looked like it might have been her daughter. The older woman looked to be perhaps forty, which in this world meant probably twenty five, and the girl looked perhaps thirteen. Their hair might have been brown, or perhaps a dark blonde, but it was so caked with dried blood and mud, it was hard to be sure. Same could be said for their coloration. Of course they had been engaged in butchering a large animal when he had come across them, so that might have had something to do with it Joe figured. Joe raised a hand to wave to them, and at first they all drew back. He hurriedly put his hand back down.

He winced inwardly thinking that from their perspective, perhaps she had told them he waved his hands at the creatures and they began to fall down dead. After all to her, it might have looked like that. Unsure exactly what to do, he elbowed Carl, “Sit down. Lets let them come to us, but keep your weapons handy.” he hissed between his teeth never letting his smile slip.

Carl sat beside him, obviously nervous, but they just waited. The men came down the slope jabbering at each other and to the woman, who pointed out the pile of bodies that the other scavengers had rather aggressively gnawed on. Then they circled the skinned bodies of the two lions. In the lead around those was the woman, her eyes wide as she shook her head when several men questioned her about them Joe was realizing that they were racking up quite the body count in the eyes of the tribe’s hunters, the impressed, but slightly worried looks on their faces made that much fairly clear. “These guys would be great to play poker with.” Carl muttered next to him, forcing Joe to bite back a laugh. Seems Carl was seeing the same things he was seeing.

Joe muttered, “Carl, move slowly, but go get the pack of trade goods. I’ll cover you if they turn hostile, but lets try not to panic them.”

Carl was already moving, but muttered back, “Sure, let me take the first arrow.”

At that Joe did grin, but said, “Haven’t you noticed, none of them are carrying bows? I can get a shot off by the time they pull back to throw one of those spears.” he added with confidence.

When Carl returned with the package, Joe unwrapped it and rolled in out in front of him, laying the goods out on the wolf pelt the way he had read about traders in the old west doing with blankets when they first would meet native tribes, and didn’t know the language. It seemed to work. It must be a universal sign because at that moment the men stopped, spoke to each other for a few moments, and made their way over to look at the items on the pelt. Their amazement at what they saw there made both Carl and Joe laugh. These little trinkets of what was essentially trash in the modern world, were being looked upon as prizes beyond price by the men before them.

When Joe noticed that the two women were hanging way back, and excluded from the excitement, he pointed to the young girl, and motioned her to come forward. She looked panic-stricken, but steeling herself, walked toward him as if walking to her own execution. However, when he produced the truck’s side mirror, and let her see herself in it, she was fascinated. Seeing her reaction, the others crowded around as well, and the hoots and shouts of amazement rang out across the open landscape.

Their trade goods had the desired effect. It was getting late by the time the men were packing up the meat from the kill. The women rushed over to begin butchering the two lions, but it was obvious in the time that they had, and using their stone tools, they weren’t going to get much done before they had to leave if they didn’t want to be traveling after dark, so drawing his knife and hatchet, Joe was able to gut and quarter the animal quick and efficiently. To the wide eyed surprise of all, but especially the two girls. Maybe it was the efficiency of his tools, or maybe it was that he was doing women’s work, he didn’t know, but either way, they wanted the meat, now they had it. He wasn’t sure this lion meat would be much good, but then, out here on the ragged edge of survival, maybe you didn’t get too picky and he needed to rethink what was food and what wasn’t.

He surprised them further when he packed two of the quarters on to each of the travois. They had been lightly loaded before anyway. The other hunters picked up the remaining pieces. When Joe and Carl went to pick up their travois, they found the women already lifting them ready to go. Joe started to protest, but it was Carl of all people who nudged him, “Don’t. This makes sense in this culture. If we get jumped by a predator along the way, it is the men who will need to do the fighting, so it only makes sense that their hands are free to do it. I read about it in an article in National Geographic.”

Joe raised an eyebrow in surprise at his younger companion, “I’m impressed. I didn’t know you could read.” he said with a straight face.


Summer Gathering

More Than We Thought

It was fully dark by the time that they had made it to the camp, but fortunately there was no trouble finding it, as there were bonfires all over the area. Carl hissed at Joe, “I hope they aren’t cannibals, because we don’t have enough ammo.”

Joe looked at the number of fires, and did a quick calculation in his head. If you figured ten people per, then there were at least five hundred people here! He didn’t think stone age tribes were this big! He remembered reading that most tribes were somewhere in the neighborhood of thirty adult men, plus women and children. Either the supposed “experts” were wrong yet again, or this was a gathering of tribes, much like the native pow wows or something. Either way, Carl was right, if this went badly, it could go very badly. He still doubted that the rest would be willing to stick around and fight after they had emptied the first magazine each, but if they were willing to accept the losses, there was nothing the two of them could do against these numbers. “Maybe we should try to make nice then?” he said to Carl in an exceptionally dry tone of voice.

Not to be out done, Carl replied, “Yeah, I’ll keep it in mind.”

The stench of the camp was strong. It smelled like a barn yard, or maybe an open sewer. There were hide tents put up with no semblance of order, and people stopped what they were doing whenever they passed by to stare openly at them. Clothing seemed to be optional, and they passed more than one couple openly screwing in full view of everyone else. It really was a bit surreal.

Several of the fires had large haunches of meat roasting over them, and others had people singing and dancing around them. They were led past them all toward a larger tent in the center of the camp. Outside of this tent, around a large fire, sat fifty or so older men in a ring around a large fire. The one who had seemed to be leading the group went forward to talk to the older men, and after a bit, came back and gently taking Joe by the arm led him forward to stand by the fire. Joe could hear them all talking, and saw some of it get rather heated. One of the younger men sitting around the fire got to his feet upon seeing Joe. A real giant of a man who stood at least a foot taller than even Joe’s six foot height, and he was scowling at him. Most of the men he had seen up to this point were short, barely over five foot, but the big bastard didn’t look happy to see him there at all. Joe wondered if he saw him as some sort of challenge?

Eventually though, the conversation died down, and heads started to nod. The old man in the center of the circle spoke to him in a calm rich voice. Joe couldn’t understand what he was saying, but the tone of voice was kind. Whatever was said, scowling man didn’t like it and stormed off. A couple of others left as well, but most just nodded and a few even smiled. Then the man who had led him there, led him away again, and off to another fire with far fewer people around it. He pointed toward a space by the fire that was open and big enough for one of the normal size hide tents. He put his hand on Joe’s chest above the heart, and then pointed to the spot, and passed his hand over his eyes as if closing them. Then he looked to Joe to see if he understood.

Joe nodded, “Camp here, talk in the morning. Got it.” He went over and took his travois from the girl, and pulled it into the spot, and looked back for confirmation. When the man smiled and nodded, Joe smiled back and set about setting up a little tarp shelter. He was surprised when the others all left, but the woman and the girl squatted down beside them and stayed. Shrugging his shoulders, he and Carl set about getting camp set up, and radioing back to Ron and Bill to give them an update, and let them know a little something about the size of what they had stumbled into.

He looked and noticed the girls had left, and he told Carl, “Go ahead get a little rest, I’ll keep watch.”

Joe had no sooner settled back to watch the others in the little group capering around the fire than the two women showed back up. This time each had a basket in hand. The girl knelt down beside him and held her basket out to him, while the older woman crawled into the shelter where Carl was lying down with her basked. Joe was about to look in the basket when he heard Carl’s shout of surprise, and he had to call over his shoulder, “It’s just the woman. She is bringing you something, in a basket. Not sure what it is, but remember be nice, we’re low on ammo.” He could hear Carl’s snort as he checked out what was in the basket the girl was holding out to him. He smiled, “It’s food. Looks like they thought we might be hungry.” There was roasted meat, and a few roasted root vegetables, as well as a handful of berries. Joe started to pick at some of the food. It wasn’t the worst meal he had eaten. He looked to the girl, “Have you eaten yet?” She just looked at him her eyes wide. He laughed, “Of course, you don’t speak English, maybe I just need to say it louder and slower so you understand.” Again, he heard Carl’s bark of laughter. He picked up a berry from the basket and held it to the girl’s lips. She ate it greedily. He called back to Carl, “I think these baskets are dinner for four, but they aren’t allowed to eat until we’re done or maybe only what we give them. Keep that in mind.”

Carl made a disgusted noise from the dark, “Barbaric. Dude, this chick is rank.”

Joe laughed, “Yeah, this little girl could do with a good wash too. I thought it was bad with us having to wash without soap until we could get around to making some, but I think these people just roll in the mud.”

Carl coughed, “You know, maybe they do. It might be a way to keep off bugs. Seems like I remember reading something about that.”

Joe grunted, “Maybe, but if we end up taking any of them back with us, first thing we teach them is hygiene. Even as long as it has been, none of these women are tempting me.”

Carl laughed, “Yeah, me either, and that is saying something. This one might not be bad once you sandblasted her clean, but she tried to smile at me earlier, and she’s missing teeth.”

Joe shook his head, feeding a little more meat to the scrawny girl kneeling beside him, “Dude, it is the stone age, you are going to need to let your standards adjust some, or your palm is going to get a real workout. Now eat up and get some sleep. I’ll wake you in a couple of hours, and then I’ll want some sleep, and you can wake me again a couple of hours before dawn, okay?”

Carl sighed, “Yeah. I hope they aren’t cannibals, because whatever this roasted meat is, is actually pretty tasty.” Joe just shook his head and laughed.

◆◆◆

Camp Watch

When Joe woke Carl for his turn at watch, the girl nudged the woman who Joe was surprised to see had bedded down on the other side of the little tarp shelter within arms reach of Carl. The woman didn’t complain. She just got up and wandered off, as the girl knelt down where she had been, watching Joe as he settled in for some sleep. She didn’t say anything, she just watched him intently. Joe tried to give her a reassuring smile, and then gave up and closed his eyes.

Carl was surprised when the woman came back after a few minutes with another basket of food. He shared it with her, and watched as the camp started to quiet for the night and everyone settled down, and most went off in pairs or small groups for sleep or other amusements. Carl had never seen such squalor. These people really did live like animals. He was surprised to see no domesticated animals among them though. No dogs, or horses, not even a stray chicken, to be seen. Thinking of chickens, reminded him how long it had been since he had been able to have scrambled eggs, or a fresh omelet dripping with sharp cheddar cheese. He gave a little sigh, he stopped himself before he started lusting after bread. He was pretty sure he would have knifed someone for a cracker at this point. Joe had made them a wood fired clay oven, and he was fairly certain that if they could only find some wheat that they could bake bread, but Bill had told them that wheat as they knew it, was many generations of crossbreeding away from the wild grasses available now. It really was depressing.

The night passed, and when four hours passed, and he woke Joe to finish his watch, the woman woke the girl as well. Joe asked him to stay up for just a bit, and when the girl took off, Joe followed her at a distance. He had been hoping to find what the camp was using for a latrine, and was disappointed to find out that any out of the way spot seemed to be the answer. He made it back before the girl and reported this to Carl who looked at him with horror, “Do you know the kind of diseases that risks?”

Joe solemnly nodded, “Yeah, I do. We need to conduct our business. See if we can maybe attract a couple of followers to teach us the language, and get the hell out of here before our immune systems which aren’t used to living like this take a beating.”

Carl frowned, “I hadn’t thought about it, but what about their exposure to us? You know American tribes got wiped out all the time when the settlers showed up.”

Joe snorted, “Yeah, because Europe was a cestpool, and a perfect breeding ground for disease. Sort of like this place. Only I get the feeling that these people don’t live like this all the time. I could be wrong, but I think we’ve stumbled on to some sort of big meeting. They probably only live all up on each other like this for a few weeks, and then spread back out in smaller groups, like the natives did. It is why the they didn’t infect the European settlers in return. Think about it, sanitation was equally poor in both groups. Only the Europeans lived in cities that acted like incubation chambers for the microbes. A hot war if you will between disease and immune systems. The natives, didn’t live in the cities, so without the pressure to improve their immune system, they were the vulnerable ones. Well, in this case, we come from an area of high sanitation, so our immune systems aren’t adapted to deal with this.”

Carl frowned, “Like why we don’t drink the water in Mexico.”

Joe nodded, “Exactly. All theory, but one I don’t think we want to test too much. We want to get our business done and get out of here.”

Carl sighed, “Well, the good news is, when I put together the med kits, I loaded up on the antibiotics. When you gave me the tip about buying fish and poultry antibiotics, I did some web research. It was cheap enough to buy and so we’ve got big ass bottles of the stuff back at the main camp.”

Joe breathed a sigh of relief, “Carl, you may have really saved our lives with that.”

Carl chuckled, “Yeah, I felt a bit like a rebel getting them like that, so I may have over did it. Score one for youthful rebellion.”

Joe laughed, “Get some sleep, sun will be up soon.”

The girl had come back with a basket of food, and Joe figured eating was probably a good way to keep his strength up, at least as long as he didn’t give himself food poisoning. He wasn’t surprised when he heard Carl snoring almost right away. He was tired too, but his mind was racing with all the possibilities of this new world. He had taken to eating a bite and feeding a bite to the girl. She would eat it right from his hand like a puppy. He knew that he shouldn’t do it, she was a person, not a pet, but even all dirty as she was, she was so cute taking food from his hand like that, he couldn’t help himself. Besides, what did it hurt. She even managed to give him a small smile when he teased her by offering a wild strawberry too her and then popping it in his mouth instead. He had given her the next three to make up for it though.


Trade

Market

When morning came, they packed up their shelter, and both women started to panic. The men smiled and tried to placate them, but they still seemed very worried, and only calmed down when the men settled to wait with them. In the daylight they could get a better look at the camp. It was more of a dump than it had appeared in the night, and that was saying something, but it was also far more populated. At best guess, there was likely two or three thousand people here if you counted everyone over toddler size.

They hadn’t waited long, when the man who had led them into camp arrived. The women chattered at him worriedly and he frowned as he saw that they had broke camp. He motioned for them to follow him, and as they reached for the travois to follow, each woman rushed to grab it first and looked eager to follow along. Joe sighed, and resigned himself that this was going to be the way of things for as long as he was here. He shouldered his rifle and set off behind their guide.

They hadn’t traveled more than about a quarter of a mile through the winding paths through the camp when they arrived at an open clearing. Already he could see people starting to set out baskets of goods, and hides with items on them.. He grinned and nodded at his guide, this was the market. Reaching into his pocket, he pulled one of the lion’s teeth that they had saved out, and handed it to the guide, motioning that he should keep it. The man’s eyes widened in surprise, but he led them over to a spot where they could set up shop. The girls parked their travois, and Joe and Carl began to set up the tarp as a shade shelter. Pulling out the scavenger pelts that were already starting to stink, Joe handed them to the young girl and the woman. They looked at him confused. He smiled, waved his hand to all other traders in the little market, then pointed at them, and said “Trade”. They watched him warily as if not certain of what he meant and not wanting to get it wrong. So he took back one of the pelts and handed her his knife, and said “Trade” then did it in reverse and again, “Trade”. He smiled at the smaller of the two who had been glued to him, “You trade.” he pointed to the pile of skins in her hand. Then to the older woman, and did the same. Their eyes went wide with amazement. He chuckled, and made a shooing motion to send them off. The women went off with looks of stunned disbelief, but he saw them head off to look at the booths.

No sooner had they pulled out their goods, than their little tent was the center of attention. By mid morning, all the trade was coming to them. Each trader trying to outbid the next for the modern items. Joe had pretty quickly picked up the words for “Yes, no, more, and all.” That was the extent of his vocabulary, but so far it had landed them quite the haul. To the point he was concerned he was going to need to call Bill and Ron to come help carry it back.

Everything changed when the scowling giant from last night appeared. Joe warned Carl, “Let’s try not to shoot this asshole if we don’t have to, but I’m not going home without this stuff. We have enough fur and food here to feed and clothe an army.”

The big cave goon sneered at him, and picked up one of the quarters that they had made into a pendant, and then started to walk away with it. Joe considered letting him go, after all it was only a quarter... but it wasn’t. Here he had traded another of those quarter pendants for a full mammoth hide, and if he let this asshole walk away with it, it would be showing weakness that would make them a target. “Cover me Carl.” He said in a low growl as he stood up. Then in a loud voice he said in their language, “No!”

The big thug turned around and gave him a contemptuous look and said something that he thought was funny, and laughed. Joe just held out his hand, palm up expectantly, and glared daggers at the man. The big man just started to turn to walk away. Joe dug his hand into the side cargo pocket of his pants and came up with the slingshot he had cobbled together, and a rock about the size of a robbin’s egg. As he released it he said, “David one, Goliath, zero.” He dropped the slingshot back in his pants pocket just as the impact of the rock on his skull sounded with and audible crack!.

There was a gasp through the crowd, and Joe heard Carl say, “I think you’ve pissed him off now.”

Joe snorted, “Good, now maybe he’ll come back here so I won’t have to chase him down.”

Blood was running from the gash that the rock had torn in the big man’s head. Carl hissed at him in disbelief, “You want to fight him?”

Joe grunted, “As long as I’m winning yeah. If I’m losing, shoot him. We can’t afford to look weak or they will just jump us as we head home.” Carl didn’t get a chance to respond. The giant let out a roar and turned around, the pendant still clutched in his fist, he charged at Joe with a wild haymaker right hook. Part of his prepper parents educational requirements for him in his teen years had been a combatives courses over several summers. Military special forces instructors teaching hand to hand combat techniques for situations much like this one. Joe tucked his left arm up next to his head as a block, and ducked under the swing, while stepping into the charge, and bringing his right boot heel crashing into the back of the giant’s right knee, driving it into the ground and pinning it there. The movement had coiled his body clockwise, which set him up to uncoil it counter clockwise, driving his right hand into the big man’s throat. This drove his head backward, which allowed Joe to bring his left hand down from its guard position into a hammer strike on the nose. The giant was still reeling from the rapid continual assault and could only gasp in horror as Joe’s right hand came back in to grasp his exposed, bruised throat in a ranger choke hold, crushing down on his larynx, and the same time that the left hand came back in a second time to fish hook the nostrils and begin to rip the flesh of the nose up over the top of the head, tearing it from the face up to the eyes so that in only hung from a small patch of skin on the bridge of the nose. Joe gave one final stomp of his right boot heel on the meaty part of the giants calf, and body checked him to the ground.

The whole fight had taken less than four seconds, from the giant’s first swing, until he hit the ground, and the crowd was all staring stunned. Joe wasn’t done with his little object lesson though. Drawing his knife, he went over to the giant’s right hand, which was still clutching it’s prize, and began to cut his way through the wrist. After ten seconds of cutting, Joe was beginning to wonder if this was as good of an idea as he had thought, the wrist had a lot of bones in it and cutting through it was harder than he had expected. He ended up having to break the last of it over his knee to completely get it to come off. Blood was everywhere, and he felt more than a little sick, but there was a reason to this and he needed to make sure that they weren’t seen as easy prey. He drove his knife through the palm of the hand and held it up for the crowd to see, and then he unlaced the pendant from the fingers. With disgust he flung the hand off the knife and back to land on the body of the man laying there bleeding out. He waved the bloody knife at the crowd, meeting their eyes. He noticed that the girls had come running back to the tent and were cowering near the opening. He walked over and to the girl who had been assigned to help him and dropped the bloody pendant around her neck. Then he turned back to the crowd, and yelled, “I give what I want to who I want, but if you try to take what is mine,” he pointed to the body lying in the dirt, “I will kill you. One of you, or all of you, I will kill you.” He stared at them for another long moment, and then turned back to Carl. “Dude, I think I might be sick, if someone comes wanting vengeance, just shoot him. I gotta get out of sight.” and started to go back to where the equipment was back under the sun shade.

Carl looked a little wild-eyed as well, but all he said was, “I got you, man. Oh, and Joe, if I ever did anything to piss you off, I’m sorry.” Even sick as he felt, Joe couldn’t help but laugh a little at that.

“Thanks Carl, I need that. I’ll be fine, its just that I’ve never killed anyone before, and...” he shook his head, “over a fucking quarter if you can believe it.”

Carl sighed as he checked to make sure that the second rifle was in easy range to grab if needed, “It wasn’t about the quarter brother, and you know it. You did what needed to be done, and I, for one thank you for doing it. Maybe we should start packing up?”

Joe’s voice was shaky, and it took him a minute to respond, “Yeah, maybe. We’ve got heavy enough loads, even if we haven’t traded everything. Let’s not press our luck. Give me a minute to pull myself together, and we can get ready to go.”

◆◆◆

Surprise

They started to pack up, this time the women didn’t do anything to delay them. Before they could go, a large crowd had gathered. It was mostly the old men from the night before, with about twenty or so young men with spears. They looked serious, but surprisingly not angry. The old man who had been at the center of the circle last night stepped forward and looked to Carl, and then pointed at the body. Carl shook his head, and called for Joe, “Hey man, I think you need to come up here. I can start shooting, but I something tells me we don’t have to, but this old guy needs to see you. Look you in the eye, or I think it will come to emptying a magazine.”

Joe sighed as he finished tying down the last of their trade goods. He stood up and gathering up his rifle he walked out to stand before the chief. The old man repeated the motion of pointing to the body and looking at him questioningly. Joe nodded and tapped his chest. He pointed to the body, and then back to his stuff, then to the body again, and then made an angry tace and a grabbing motion with his hand and walking away. He turned back to his stuff and made a giving motion, and in their language said, “No”, then a taking motion and walk away. Then he pointed to his chest, and the man laying on the ground still, and made a motion as if cutting off a hand, and then made the throat cut sign. He looked at the old chief and with a firm voice he made the grabbing motion again and said “No!”. He made the grabbing motion, then the cutting motions again, to show cause and effect. Pointed to the dead man, to himself, to Carl, to the camp as a whole.

The old chief’s eyebrows rose as the import of what was being conveyed sunk in. Joe saw that the man understood. As did those standing with him. Joe had just laid down the law, and it was universal for all, including himself, and more over, the speed at which he had taken out the big guy meant that he likely had the ability to back it up. Now the chief just needed to decide if he wanted to assert his authority and trust that the nearly two dozen spears he had backing him up would be enough to get the job done, or if he wanted to let the bold young stranger have his way. After all, the old chief knew he was in the right, and had never really liked the giant anyway. He was a bully and a threat, and having that removed, had actually been good for him. The old chief nodded wisely, and the group stated to break up.

Joe and Carl started to head out of camp toward the bank of the river that they were camped near. Surprised that the girls still seemed determined to pull the travois. Carl asked, “I wonder if this is the same river as the one flowing out of our valley?”

Joe shrugged, “Probably, but rivers don’t run in a straight line. We would likely add days to our travel if we tried to follow it. Of course, we wouldn’t need to carry much water if we did that.”

Carl said, “I wasn’t really thinking about following it this time, but maybe we could make canoes or rafts? It would make transporting heavy trade goods easier.”

Joe blinked, “That isn’t actually a bad idea at all. I wonder if Ron could find some way to turn the truck into a steam engine? A little paddle-wheel steamer.”

Carl sounded a bit panicked, “What? Tear up my truck?”

Joe sighed, “Buddy, we’re going to have to start salvaging from it sooner or later. It is almost out of gas, and at that point, it does us no good at all. With no roads, no gas, and soon enough no tires, I’m sorry, but the truck is just something that is a thing of the past. What we can build from it though, that is our future.”

Carl sighed, and was almost whining when he finally agreed, “I know you’re right, but I so hate to see it.”

Joe gave him a mirthless laugh, “You and me both. It feels a lot like giving up. I know it isn’t. I know it is just making what we’ve got do the most for us, and being realistic about what we can do, but it sure feels like giving up.”

They reached the edge of the camp in silence. They motioned that they were going on, and that the girls were done carrying. Both of them shook their heads and said their word for ‘no’, and each one pointed to the one they had been shadowing. Joe and Carl looked at each other in a bit of panic. This had not been what they were expecting.

Carl shrugged, “We needed someone to teach us the language, and they seem to pull their own weight.”

Joe sighed, “Fine, but we follow the river until we make camp tonight, and we do it early enough that everyone gets a bath. We scrub them down. I don’t care about propriety, I need to get the stink of that damn camp out of my nose.”

Carl laughed, “Yeah, I’m for that. It has been a while, but I still think I can restrain myself.” He waited a moment, then said, “maybe.” that made Joe bust out laughing.

Joe said, “You’re awful, but at least yours is old enough. It has been a while, hasn’t it.”

“You’re telling me. Go to a bar, drink until they are all pretty. Let one take you home and then leave before you sober up and realize just how bad of a decision you made.... sounds like a fantastic idea to me right now.” Carl said with a grin.

Joe laughed at him, “You aren’t old enough for the bar scene.”

Carl shrugged, “I had a fake ID. You?”

Joe shook his head, “I’ve always looked older, so as long as I start my night early enough, before they put a bouncer at the door who checks everyone on principle, I can get in and get served no problem. The only thing is, once I pick the bar, I’m there for the night.”

Carl grinned at him, “We should make our own hooch here.”

Joe looked at him like he lost his mind, “What you mean like prison wine?”

Carl waved his hand back toward the camp, “What do you think it wouldn’t meet the requirements of their refined pallets?”

Joe blinked, and after a moment said, “You might have a point. We would need access to more fruit, but the valley has plenty, we would just need to turn the wild scattered mess into orchards. It would be a few years, but in the mean time we could make boats to move it on...”

Carl started to laugh, “Now you’re talking.”

Joe looked back over his shoulder, and realized that the women were lagging behind. With no burden to drag, they had inadvertently set a rather quick pace, and the girls were struggling to keep up. Joe nudged Carl, “Hey, we’re far enough out, lets go ahead and set up here. The girls look tired and with wanting baths, and a chance to do some real cooking, and maybe get full night’s sleep even with pulling full watches, it won’t hurt us to take it a bit easy this first day out.” Carl didn’t argue, he just pointed out a small bend in the river where a few shade trees grew, and they headed for it.


Travel

Shade Tree Camp

Setting up camp under the shade trees was nice. Even though the seasons were shorter, travel under the late summer sun was hot and taxing. The small bend in the river provided a little beach area that was littered with driftwood. The girls watched in amazement at the speed with which Carl got the fire going. Boiling water in the old tin cans they had brought along also was a marvel. Joe sat first watch while Carl took the older woman down to the river for a bath. She surprised them all by showing no signs of modesty and being only too happy to strip down and jump into the water. She was a bit surprised when Carl wanted to actually wash her, rather than screw her, but she let him. Only wincing a little as he picked up the course river sand to use to help scrape off some of the caked on dirt. When she went to put back on her old clothes Carl stopped her, and put her in one of his t-shirts instead. Both men were surprised, at the result of what was beneath the grime. While she was still no beauty, washing off the dirt had also seemed to wash away ten years from her age, and moved her from the ragged, near feral creature she had been to an average looking woman.

Carl took over watch, and sent Joe down to do the same, and again with surprising results. It seemed the girl wasn’t the child he had first taken her for, but just a very young woman who was likely suffering from some serious malnutrition. Without the mud, she had fair skin, that was marred and blotchy from poor care, but a reasonably pretty face, and sandy blonde hair that hung to the small of her back. She was tiny overall, but if she could get a proper diet, she might fill out to normal proportions. With this new and better look at her, Joe was thinking she might be sixteen or maybe seventeen. It was really hard to tell. Of course, given the state of things, the girl might not even know herself. Coming out, he put her in one of his shirts as well and sat her by the fire to dry out. He took the time to comb through her hair, which was a tangled mess. He had to use his knife a couple of times to cut the worst of the tangles out. She was in tears by the time he was done, but she didn’t complain. After her hair had dried though, he pulled out the truck mirror, and gave her a look at the new her. Both she and older girl were fascinated with the change.

The guys had boiled and purified several gallons of water by this point, and had started some meat boiling. The women were a little uncomfortable that they weren’t the ones doing the cooking, but Joe and Carl had wanted to eat food they knew had been cooked for a long time in the boiling water. They weren’t sure exactly how long ago the meat they had traded for had been killed, and weren’t keen to end up sick.

Just as they were finishing eating, Carl spotted a gaggle of people coming up the path that they had taken from the camp. A quick count showed sixteen adults. Grabbing his rifle, he called out for Joe. Joe pulled the scope up to his eye and sited down the long barrel, and grunted in confusion. They had children with them, and the bulk of those following were women. Only six men were in the group, and most of them looked to not even have their beards yet. A closer look showed most of the women were younger too. Joe said to Carl, “I don’t think they are coming to rob us. Keep your eyes open, in case this is just a distraction, but unless I miss my guess, this bunch is hoping the grass is greener on our side of the fence.”

Joe motioned with his hand to the girl and she came running to him and knelt down by his side. Frowning, the raised her up to her feet, and draped his arm casually over her shoulders. Now that she didn’t stink, he didn’t find having her close by repulsive at all. He still worried that she was likely lice infested and that they would need to figure out how to deal with that, but seeing the crowd approaching, he figured that was going to be an ongoing battle for a while. He wasn’t happy about it, but decided to put squeamishness out of his mind. There wasn’t anything that could be done about it at the moment. He reached up and involuntarily scratched at the beard he had grown in recent months. He was sure it was psychosomatic, or he hoped so, remembering the conditions of the camp that they had just come from. He forced his hand down, and the worry from his mind. He tugged the girl along with him to meet the new arrivals. He looked down at her to gage her reaction to them.

She looked up at him and seeing the questioning look on his face she smiled at him. He laughed lightly, “Ah, so no threat then. Send them to the river to wash.” He said pointing off to the river, and making washing motions, then pointed to her and then to them. She smiled at him and nodded with enthusiasm. Before she ran off to tell the others, he snagged her arm to hold her back for a second. He pulled the pendant that he had put around her neck out from under her shirt and put it out where they could all see it. He had noticed she hadn’t taken it off even while washing, and had caught her looking at it in wonder when she had a quiet moment. He tapped on in with his finger as it lay on her chest, “You’re the boss.” He didn’t think she quite understood, but hoped that the others would see it and remember how she got it and not give her any trouble. Then he sent her off to talk to them, as he went back to Carl.

“I’m sending her to take them to the river to wash up. I think we should probably send your girl down there to help her out, and maybe take turns guarding and making sure the job gets done right. With the new guys, we don’t want them thinking this is a good excuse to just have their way with whoever they want to either.” He shrugged, “I don’t know how this is all going to end up working out, but I know one thing for sure, every society has a hierarchy, and I’ll be damned if we’re not going to be at the top of this one. These new boys need to figure that out damn quick. Because I sure as hell don’t want to have to make any more examples like earlier. That guy was a bastard, and the world is a better place without him, but I still feel like shit for having to be the one that killed him.”

Carl put his hand on his friend’s shoulder. “Man, you did what needed doing, and you have nothing to feel bad about. Sit here and relax for a bit, maybe eat something. We’ll go over and see to the cleanup. You can join us when you’re ready.”

By the time Joe did join them Carl was grinning from ear to ear. “Well, I doubt we’ll be cold this winter, or lonely.” he said, as he watched the women all waist deep in the water scrubbing each other clean, with the two that accompanied them inspecting the job being done and quick to put them back to work if it wasn’t up to standard.

Joe laughed softly, “Yeah, well, I doubt we would have given any of them a second glance this time last year, but it has been a hell of a dry spell lately.”

Carl chuckled quietly, “That it has, but they aren’t really bad once you get the dirt off. Sure none have ever seen a razor, and all that mud has left their skin all blotchy, but that will clear up in time. Best of all, none of them will have the normal bitchy bull shit we used to have to put up with. I mean think about it, can you imagine one of these girls going all cold shoulder and crying that you ‘don’t respect her as a person’ because you wanted a blow job?”

Joe sighed, “Grow up man. Yes, things are going to be a lot more traditional for us, and that is a good thing, but don’t you go believing the feminist bullshit that it means you get to be an ogre. The man was in charge in traditional relationships because it was his duty to protect the women and children in his family. That exploitation lie was the excuse the feminist gave to excuse their misbehavior.”

Carl snorted, “Getting a blowjob once in a while isn’t exploitation.”

Joe laughed, “Fair enough, the point I was making is they come at a cost. That is a lot of responsibility splashing around out there. Do me a favor and get started on it by not making our girls inspect the guys. You know one of them is likely to demand a blow job himself, and you could tell from how the women responded to us that they won’t feel comfortable refusing, and well, those six haven’t done anything to earn one yet as far as I can tell.”

Carl grinned, “Right. If I’m not getting one for standing guard here, then damn it, they aren’t getting one for taking their first bath.”

Joe shook his head, “That’s one way of looking at it.” He didn’t belabor the point though because the younger man was already on his way to take care of it, and he had a pretty good idea that Carl was just trying to get a rise out of him. Joe was far from a stupid kid with a white knight complex, but he had been raised to understand that rights and responsibilities came hand in hand. He wasn’t much older than Carl, but he had matured a lot in the couple of years. He also knew that Bill and Ron were going to help stabilize things as well. Bill might even be a problem, as a college professor, he had been infected by some pretty broken ideas over the years. Ron was the one that Joe really was counting on for some help. As much as the various branches of the service liked to poke fun at each other, Joe respected Ron’s Navy training. The Seabees were well known for being competent, and he had at least been through basic training. If Joe remembered correctly, he even has some time over in the sand box as well, which should give him a little experience handling crisis situations like this one. Joe knew that he and Ron could build just about whatever they might need, and if Carl could manage to patch them up when they got hurt, they should be able to pull through this. It wasn’t that he didn’t like Bill, or that Bill wasn’t brilliant, but he suspected Bill was going to need to flush a lot of what he thought he knew, and learn a whole new set of skills, and at thirty something, he worried it was an old dog, new tricks problem.

Eventually, they all made it back to set up what tents they had. Everyone clean, but naked while the clothes were being washed. The sun was almost down now. He started to understand what Carl meant, after so long a dry spell, all that naked flesh running around was damn distracting. Wood had been piled up, but he had Carl stop them from building up a larger fire until it got darker. He wanted to put on a bit of a show. When it was time to radio back for the evening call in, he had Ron flash the watch lights. He had wanted to get a bearing for heading out in the morning, but he had also made a game of waving his hand and having the light appear, and then waving it again and having Ron turn it off. The locals were suitably impressed. Carl thought it was great fun. In the end though they lit the large fire, and had everyone bed down for the evening. He and Carl taking turns on watch.


Learning To Live

Heading Home

They had taken an extra day at the little camp by the river. Long enough to fashion extra travois, enough to carry the children on, and the men had balked at being ordered to pull travois. Until Joe had driven his stiffened fingers lightening fast into the throat of the one making the most noise, stepped past his choking form, and did a foot sweep to his wingman, dropping the man on his back all in the space of a heartbeat. He just stared at the others, and they hurried to the travois. When the two recovered, they too picked up their empty travois and happily towed them along. Carl had coughed to hide a smirk. Joe’s expression hadn’t even changed, just bland annoyance.

Discipline and order established, Carl and Joe spread out on the flanks with the rifles. Hunting game in this land was more like target practice with rifles than it was like hunting. It wasn’t that the animals had no fear of man, but a man fifty yards away from them was not considered a threat. To a rifle with a scope, that was like fish in a barrel. The animals didn’t even run at the sound of the gunshot, as they didn’t recognize it for the danger it was. Often allowing two or three animals to be hit before the herd would get spooked and flee. The biggest problem that they had was that they had to be so careful with their aim. In general the animals were much too large to be taken down in a humane or even timely manner with the small caliber rounds they were using. After needing three shots to drop the first beast, and deciding that their ammunition would never last if they kept that up, they started taking careful aim for the neck. Always aiming for the base of the skull, trying to hit the spine. It would have never worked with animals accustomed to being hunted by firearms, but in this world, it actually proved highly effective.

By the time they made it back to home base, the children were back to walking, and each of the travois were loaded down with meat and hides. The first cooler weather of fall had also started to leave a nip in the air in the mornings and evenings, meaning that if they could get it all smoked in time, they might just be able to preserve a large portion of it.

Ron met them down by the bridge. Joe and Carl were a bit surprised to see him, but he quickly explained, “Well, I heard you were hunting along the way, and knew you would have hides to tan. Bill and I haven’t been sitting on our hands all this time either. I’ve got something to show you.” He grinned and motioned them to come down a little path closer to the river bank. Joe was in shock to see four long troughs of what looked like concrete. Seeing his face Bill’s grin widened, “Yeah, it is exactly what it looks like.”

Joe and Carl both shook their heads in dismay, “How?” Carl finally asked.

Ron proudly sat down on the edge of the large tub and patted it, “You know that the cliff is limestone, right?” When they nodded their heads he continued, “Well, if you burn limestone, drive off the water, you get quick lime. Basically, what they make mortar with. Mix that with a little sand and gravel, and spread it over a mound of sand, and let it dry. When you turn it back over, presto.”

Joe was grinning now, “That’s brilliant! I’m betting some of the people with us know how to do the tanning. Do you have frames? We could probably set some of them to work now. Take half up, get them settled, then swap.”

Ron’s eyes went up, “No rest for the wicked eh?”

Carl shook his head, “Some of those hides are already four days old with no refrigeration or salt...”

Ron made a face, “Well I didn’t know how big to make the frames, so I just cut the wood. We can do it now if you want though.”

They nodded, and the girls got people organized, and as Ron and Joe made frames, the rest pulled out the hides, and in a state of awe used clay pots to bring water from the river to fill the concrete troughs and also to de-flesh the hides. The men with them were watching the metal saw neatly cut off the wooden poles to length in a fraction of the time and with a precision none of them would have believed possible as if it were magic. Ron was getting a real kick out of the response. Joe said to him in a low voice, “Yeah, they’ve been like this the whole way. Rifles, steel knives and hatches for butchering, your light show each night was a real hit. I think they are mostly in shock. Careful with them though, they are used to a pecking order. I’ve got them scared out of their mind of me after our trouble in the market, and they haven’t gotten the balls to challenge Carl yet, but you and Bill, might need to be ready to put them in their place.” Ron frowned, but only nodded.

They worked until the sun was getting toward late afternoon when they finally had things about as good as they could get them. That was when Ron showed them the little rock smoking rack he had built. It was essentially a cold smoker, with rock walls and a rather solid wooden door. It wouldn’t keep out anyone with hands, but it would keep scavengers off their drying hides. Joe smiled with delight, “You have thought of everything.”

Ron shrugged, “Still no way to keep the brains from going bad, and I know you don’t have enough for doing all of these. I did think of something we might try instead though. The fish here are fairly oily, so maybe we could try using fish oil, or if not, we could always render some tallow. I know it isn’t the ideal, but with a little lime mixed in...” he trailed off, looking to Joe for input.

Joe nodded, “Yeah, might work. Plus, we don’t know what these guys already know. Let’s not forget to tap local knowledge too. I mean they are a disaster. You should have seen their camp, and I still haven’t quite house broken all of them when they aren’t being watched.” At Ron’s look of shock, Joe grimaced, “They are used to just finding any out of the way place and taking a shit. The idea of a latrine is new to them. In daily camps it was hard to get them to understand why, here, if it becomes a problem, I’ll stake them out like an animal until they can learn to act like a human.”

Ron looked at him in shock, “Isn’t that a bit much?”

Joe shook his head, “Carl’s idea actually. He was terrified of what we might catch in the camp. His medical training means the dangers that kind of thing represents are far more real to him, than they are to us.”

Ron grunted, “No, now that you put it that way, I’ve seen what bad sanitation can do when I was overseas. I’ll knee cap the bastards myself.”

Joe nodded, “Okay, we still have a bit of a walk ahead of us, and we should cook up and eat the oldest of the meat we have. The kill was from three days ago. We’ve been eating it as we came along, and I did most of the hunting yesterday to give us the most time, still, we don’t want to leave this to go bad.” Ron just nodded, and the rounded everyone up to head up to the main camp.

◆◆◆

Castle Rules

By the time they made it up to the main camp, it was getting late. Bill had piled up brush where they could have a fire, and cleared space for the setup of tents. Joe directed the men over to that space and had them start setting up their tents. They got on with it, but they were all gaping at the big box that Bill had come out of open-mouthed. Joe draped his arm across the shoulders of his little friend and just walked in. leaving the others not really sure what to do. They were afraid to follow, but were dying of curiosity as to what secrets it held. Joe returned his rifle to the rack, knowing that Bill would likely clean it later during his watch, and if not, Ron would. He kept his sidearm, and decided he would clean it after dinner.

He went to his own bunk, and looked had the girl who was following closely behind, her eyes wide as she looked around taking everything in. Not the least thing that amazed her was the LED lighting. He smiled at her, and she managed a smile back at him, and he shrugged deciding, “Welcome home. This is my bunk, yours too if you want it I suppose.” With a slight laugh, “Should I call you Friday?” She obviously had no idea what he was saying, but he heard Carl near by laugh.

“So you decided to keep her, eh?”

Joe quirked a grin, “What can I say, she’s grown on me. I say we bring the women and children inside, unless some prefer to stay with the men, then we will know who is with who. After that, we let them pick their corners.”

Carl made a face, “There’s twelve of them, including your girl Friday, and four of us. Ten if you count the six outside?” When Joe shook his head, Carl raised an eyebrow, but nodded. “Bit lopsided...” he trailed off, making it a statement, but leaving it a question.

Joe shrugged, “I figure that is why we leave it up to them. If they naturally chose to double up, we let them. If they don’t, then eventually, after a week or so to settle in and get to know everyone, the ones who don’t find someone, end up out to pick from the six outside.”

Carl snorted, “Harsh.”

Joe shrugged, “Harsh world. Free rides are over for all of us. Just as I told you that we have responsibilities for the position we hold, so do they. They choose their own level of involvement. I don’t think it is going to be a problem. I think the six outside are going to spend a long, cold, lonely winter. Then build up a bunch of new skills, and resources over the next year, and are going to rock into their next summer gathering like rock stars. This year is about paying their dues. We need to focus on either learning the language, or at a minimum teaching them enough English that they can translate for us before next year.”

Carl looked at him like he lost his mind, “What do you mean new skills? Our advantage comes from guns and metal from the truck. Once the bullets run out, and we’ve used up all the metal in the truck, what then?”

Joe gave a snort, “Our advantage comes from a few thousand years of innovation and the education trapped between our ears. You’re not seeing it because you’re only looking at what we’ve lost, not what they’ve never had. Did you see any pottery when you were in that camp? How about any cloth? Domesticated animals of any sort? Imagine the revolution, if all we do is manage to break the wings of a couple of ducks, and raise the next generation in captivity. Gathering eggs each morning from ducks in the yard, is so much more efficient than having to hunt your breakfast everyday. In the here and now, that alone would make the be considered right.”

Carl shook his head, “I see what you mean, but we’ve forgotten most of that, out grown it and no longer remember it. I couldn’t tell you how to make medicine from plants for example.”

Joe snorted, “Sure you can. Maybe not of the same quality we had in our world, but I’m betting you could take a willow bark tea, and boil it down to a thick almost tar, mix that in with some crushed up ditch weed, and have a better headache cure than what they have now. To say nothing if we can get you a way to distill some spirits to use as solvents. Right?”

Carl thought about it for a minute, “Yeah, and knowing germ theory alone would save thousands.”

Joe grinned, “Now you’re figuring it out. We just need to live long enough to boost them from the Stone Age, to say Roman style Iron Age quick enough that the decadence doesn’t settle in right away, and maybe they can skip the Dark Ages. Hell, our grandkids might have steam trains. If we can figure out how to get what we have in ebooks that are with us, into readable format when the solar panels and computers eventually fail.”

Carl grunted, “You’ve put some thought into this.”

“Had a lot of time on the trip back. Once I realized that we had women, and it meant we would actually have kids and grandkids to think about... well, it just didn’t seem right not to build a legacy for them.” Joe said.

Carl nodded, “So, we bring in the women and children, get them settled, and then what?”

Joe shrugged, “Tonight, not much. We take advantage of the lights to have a meat cutting party, and we try to cut up that meat to get it ready to pack into the smoker tomorrow. After that, everyone gets fresh baths, even if it is just from the clay pots, and we get sleep. Make sure everything sharp or that goes bang is locked up, and the guard tonight is watching inside the camp, more than outside. Especially the truck, they were all fascinated with it earlier, and while I know they can’t steal it, I don’t want the monkeys damaging it.”

Carl just laughed, “Good point. I’ll talk to Bill and Ron. You really should take five before we get started, you’re looking a little raggedy.”


Common Cause

Common Tongue

Well Joe had called it, the six young men in the camp outside, found themselves very single. The women found it a bit difficult to adjust to the masonry stoves, and having clay and iron pots for cooking at first. Not because they didn’t delight in them, but rather because there were several rather nasty burns as they learned that the pots got a lot hotter than water tight baskets did when hot stones were dropped in them to bring the water to boil. With the language barrier, a lot of the dangers of this new life had to be learned by experience. Fortunately, by the time fall had settled in firmly, both parties had enough of a broken understanding of the other’s language, that reasonable communication was generally possible. Pillow talk it turned out, was quite an effective tool in language learning.

On that subject, only Bill seemed to be a bit disappointed with the women who chose to fill his corner. When pressed on the issue he would admit that they weren’t bad, he just was still squeamish about missing teeth, and found the inability to hold a conversation of any depth a massive negative. Still, there were grunts and moans coming from his bunk every night, so the others assumed he was adjusting. The other men seemed genuinely happy. The women too, seemed to be quite satisfied with their situation. Ron had put it to them pretty simply on the second night, “It is like it is in a lot of third world countries. We’re providing for them, and the children. We don’t beat them. We even treat them like people. Some of us even make sure they get an orgasm.” he said the last with a chuckle. “Compared to what they are likely used to, they’ve got it good. I would say women back home, didn’t know how good they had it, but you know if they heard me say that...” They all laughed again, “well, kind of just proves my point. Anyway, this isn’t to bash on anyone, but keep treating them well. Don’t put up with any bullshit, because they can smell weakness and will fear it as a sign that it isn’t safe to be with you.” He made eye contact around the group before continuing, “But, as long as you don’t come off as weak, and you are good to them, they will love it here.” He seemed, so far at least, to be right.

The men outside were a different story. They were a bit of a miserable lot. While Bill mostly stayed in and worked with teaching the kids and being a guard at home base, the other three to the six new comers out to see what they could make of them. Cutting lumber, and building small cabins for themselves. Two on each side of the bridge, far enough away from the banks to avoid the flood waters, but close enough that they could be used for keeping men out in the field. Just little timber and earth A-frames with a chimney on the back wall. They also put two up by the watchtower.

Working with them was more difficult. They felt as if they weren’t getting as good of a deal. Which truthfully, they weren’t, but then, they weren’t trading the same thing that the women were. It was hard to explain to them that they were building the infrastructure and skills that would lead to their wealth, because of the language barrier. The words used to explain this, were different than the words used with the women, and so it was harder to know how to convey these concepts. It really only improved after the men had taken them out to cut down a tangle of yew trees. Joe had been careful in the harvesting preparing them as best he could glean from the ebook he had on his laptop to leave the stump behind to regrow small branches. A method called “coppicing”, that would get them a lot of long slender yew poles in a few years, if he did it right. When they brought back the wood, and cut down the first bow, pandamonium broke out. The six young hunters grasped the significance and finally saw a pay off for all the misery they had endured up to this point.. It was still a pretty pitiful bow, as such things go, but for a prototype, with none of the right tools, it was a good first real attempt.

Three weeks later, all ten men had functional long bows, with a quiver of arrows. Everything except what they were aiming for, was in express danger, but they all had a burning passion for practice. Joe and Carl again took the lead here, taking the men out and getting them practice with the bows, and with all of the cordage that the women were now producing, they began to set snares as well. In relatively little time, they sent the two least skilled of the hunters back, to the camp, because the four with the most skill were were soon providing a surplus of game. The two who were sent back, were needed at home. One to deal with the steady stream of hides and pelts, and one to supervise the older boys in working the new fishing nets the women had constructed with their cordage.

Bill’s research had paid off. While teaching the children, and reading to them, he had been reading useful books. He had realized that with a net strung across the river, when the stunned the fish, they could actually catch most of them rather than only a few. With two hunters out hunting the far side of the river, and two hunting the mountainside on the top of the cliff, the fisherman, and the tanner, they soon had quite the going concern. Joe and Carl were able to come back and start construction of an even larger smoke house to help with the meat. Though it wasn’t long before the frost set in in earnest.

Ron displayed with pride what he had been working on, and everyone set dumbfounded. “It’s basically a ballista.” He beamed with excitement to the crowd of confused faces around him.

Bill was the first to reply, “Well, not in the classical sense, but yes, I see your point... “ he trailed off confused, and then asked in a firmer if no less confused voice, “May I ask, why? We don’t exactly have any castles to lay siege to.”

Ron looked at him irritated, “Well no shit! Notice it throws spears, not rocks? Big, heavy spears?”

Carl said, “Yeah, Ron we can see that, but it isn’t like we can take it hunting. The thing must way nearly a thousand pounds. It would take five men and a boy just to move the thing, and what animal is going to hold still long enough for you to get it into position?”

Joe felt himself fighting a grin, but he wasn’t ready to scoff at Ron’s idea just yet. Ron wasn’t an idiot, and if Ron came up with this, he must have thought of something. “Ron, I’m with the other guys in not seeing what you’re seeing. Unlike the others, I don’t doubt you’ve got a plan, but you’re going to need to let me in on it.” He did start to laugh at this point, “On my own, I’m lost.”

Ron flashed Joe a gratified look and sighed, “I can’t believe you guys aren’t thinking of it, but then none of you were in the Navy. Think whaling ships. We strap this baby on a raft, and we float it down the big lazy river, until we happen upon some mammoths taking a drink. We get one, maybe two shots before they figure out what has happened, but one or two shots from this baby, is like hitting deer with a crossbow.”

Joe was grinning madly now, “Being on the river like that, would even make it fairly easy to load the meat up and pull upriver like towing a barge or maybe even pole it up the river.”

Ron tapped his finger on his nose, “Now you’re thinking. We set up a summer processing camp, with docks in the mouth of the valley here, where the river flows out...” he shrugged.

Bill was nodding, “I wish you would have delayed this project for next year, but it is one hell of a good idea.”

Carl spoke up, “What about wheels, or maybe skis?” When they looked to him, he said, “Hear me out, you said five men and a boy to move it, so what? We’ve got that. We put it on wheels from the truck to get it down to the plains now and the put it on skis. We cover it with a tarp, and watch from the tower. This winter if we see a mammoth herd come by, we drop down with snowshoes and push it the last mile or so into place, and take our shot.” he shrugged.

Bill made a face, “I want to see it shoot first.”

Ron grinned, “Me too.” He had the look of a kid who was just told he was getting a pony for his birthday. He used the built in windlass to crank it back, and it took a good three minutes to actually cock it into place, then added a six foot heavy sapling in the groove. He took the rope attached to the firing mechanism in hand, and said, “everyone stand back.”

Motioning for the natives who had all gathered around to watch the debate to move back, Joe, Carl, and Bill backed up as far as they could comfortably get. Each of them understood the insane amount of tension that the homemade device was under. When Ron pulled the line, there was a sound almost like the crack of a gun, and the whole machine jumped, but the spear flew out into the sky, sailing over the valley and was lost from sight far on the other side of the river. There was a collective gasp from behind them, and Joe heard Carl yell out “Hot damn!”

Ron was grinning from ear to ear, and Bill was looking stunned, “That had to be four, or five hundred yards.”

Ron shrugged, “We’re shooting from elevation. I wouldn’t want to try an actual hunting shot from more than two to three hundred at most.”

Joe looked over his shoulder at the six hunters that they had picked up, and could see this was a success whether they got a mammoth or not. This story would be told when they hit the next summer gathering.

◆◆◆

Wealth

As winter settled in, the men inside the castle had taken to various indoor pursuits. They each spent a few hours banging away at the rock wall at the back, a few hours reading, and a bit of time on trade goods. Bill had started to carve bone. A small file set that they had, allowed him to take the seemingly endless supply of bone, horn, and antler that they seemed to now have, and create all sorts of ornate buttons, and figures with it. He enjoyed it, and several of the kids seemed to like to hear him tell stories while he worked.

Along similar lines, Ron had taken to tracing out pictures he had stored on his lap top on to leather items that his women made. He would then go back over the lines with an small branding iron he had made from an old rivet and a rib bone. He would heat it over a flame, then work with it until it started to get too cold, and then heat it back up and start again. He did everything from cartoon characters, to dragons, to tattoos, to some pretty impressive nude sketches. Judging by the reactions of the women who saw it, everyone figured that the items would likely be in high demand.

Carl was playing apothocary. After his conversation about what medicines he cold make, he had gone wild gathering, and was busy trying to make his basic formulas. He knew he wouldn’t have enough product for it to be much this first year, but in the long run, he had a lot of hopes for his prospects.

Joe was a little less concerned about having individual trade goods as such. Instead he concentrated on people. He had made his first little batch of soap. It wasn’t great stuff, but the women seemed to like that it made their work easier in keeping things clean the way he wanted it. He also made them each combs from the yew scraps after the bow making was done. He taught them how to braid each other’s hair. He also made a drop spindle from the retaining pin from the passenger seat of the truck, and while he didn’t have access to wool yet, he was teaching them out to spin using what little cotton like natural fibers like cattail fluff that he had gained access to. He told his women, that when they went to the summer gathering, not to worry so much about trade goods, because he would make sure that part was handled. They were to go out and make friends with the important women, and also with the ones who had no where else to turn. Do favors like washing the important women’s hair with the soap, combing it out, and braiding it with flowers, so that they would tell them all the important news of the camp. The poor women, those who had lost their hunters, or fathers, or were considered bad luck, and had nowhere else to turn, those were to be quietly sent to Elade, the girl who had been with him from the start for evaluation. Elade had once been such a girl. It was she and her sister, whose hunter had died in the attack, and their chief had gifted them to he and Carl in thanks for saving the rest. It was a left-handed gift, since with no hunter to provide for them, they would have been considered a drain on the tribe. Though young as they were, it wasn’t an insult, because it was likely someone from their tribe would have taken them to his hearth. Joe had learned all of this months later, when their language skills finally caught up enough. He found himself glad it worked out this way though. She seemed to genuinely care for him, and he found himself quite fond of her as well. Of his three women, Elade was his most trusted, if not his most beautiful. Joe had quickly come to realize which was more important to him in this new world. He found himself wondering if it was always this way, and the pressures of his life before had just kept him from seeing it, or if the realities of this world had actually changed what was important.

The weeks of cold weather wore on, but far from being a miserable experience, the pace of life simply slowed down. Food stores actually increased from the six hunters still out every day, and the cache of trade goods accumulated.


Risk And Reward

Hurry!

Late in what Bill estimated to be February, while they were all comfortably working on their various task, there came a banging on the door. Joe, being the closest at the time, ran to open it. One of the hunters from the Tower sector was at the door and breathless, “Mammoth!” he said gasping and out of breath.

Joe grinned, “This is it! Everyone, let’s go!” The place turned into chaos, like an anthill that had been kicked over. Bill handed out rifles and side arms that had been locked away for most of the winter. Bill was going up to the tower. Three women were staying with the children, but everyone else was bundling up for a long cold trek.

Joe and the six hunters were the first to take off. As soon as Bill had relieved the last man left up manning the tower, they had strapped on skis and were off to the spot where they had left the ballista last fall. Carl and Ron would be support and protection for the women coming up behind them. They were bringing two TeePees and the butchering supplies on a bunch of travois. With any luck, they would form a supply train taking butchered meat back up to cold storage.

For that to happen though Joe and his band had to be successful in their hunt. It was two hours of hard skiing before they reached the plains, and Joe was glad it had almost all been down hill, or he would have shuddered to think about the time they would have lost. When they finally made it to the ballista and began to pull off the cover, Joe radioed back to Bill, “Okay, we’re here. Swapping skis for snow shoes now, how far away are they?”

Bill sighed, “I can see you, and they are still nearly two miles off, at best guess. The laser range finder is next to useless in this cold, especially at this angle.”

Joe sighed, “I get it, not ideal conditions. Never will be ideal, just give me a bearing.”

Bill wasn’t exactly happy with Joe snapping at him, but he tried to remind himself that while he had been sitting out here in the cold for two hours, Joe had been out skiing down the mountain to get down there to do the work. He took a deep breath, “If you can see that big shoulder there in the south, angle off to the west about twenty degrees. That should put you on an intercept course. Assuming of course they keep on at about this same pace.”

Joe grunted, “Got it, we’re on it now. Keep an eye on us and vector me in if the situation changes. I’m leaving the radio on for your instructions.”

Bill’s voice squawked in, “Are you sure that is good with this cold sapping the battery life? Might be better to turn them on every half hour.”

Joe keyed the mic, “No, not going to risk being out of position by not getting a course correction in time. This thing isn’t likely to turn on a dime, or move fast. I’ve got the radio itself in next to my skin keeping warm, it is only the ear bud that is out exposed to the weather. You call as soon as you see that it looks like we’re not going to line up.”

“Roger that. Happy hunting.” came Bill’s reply.

It took Joe a moment to get his snow shoes on, and wasn’t easy to get the ballista’s skis up on the snow instead of buried under it, but with all of them lifting they got it done. Then they started pushing it. Like sled dogs, they just pushed their way on through the storm. Six long hours of course corrections, and fighting with mountains of snow drifts late, they finally were going to get their shot.

Fortunately, it was a large herd, and they were at the top of a little rise. Wind too was in their favor. With two men working on the windlass, it still seemed to take forever, but was likely only a couple of minutes, the machine was cocked, and loaded with an arrow the size of a spear. Its heavy barbed steel point forged from a piece of the truck bumper. After all the work, they took the best aim they could and backing off a safe distance, fired.

◆◆◆

What Now?

The ballista released with a loud crack, and jumped. The bolt sprang into the air, arching out toward the young male near the outer edge of the herd. Joe was holding his breath to see how this baby was going to do. The bolt scored a hit, but his heart sank. It was off true aim, and had hit the young bull high in the front shoulder. The creature let out a bellow of pain and rage, and Joe watched him stagger, even as he looked around, trying to figure out what could possibly have bitten him. As Joe watched, the rest of the crew was already busy working the windlass to try for another shot.

Two minutes after the first shot, Joe was lining up a new shot on a new mammoth. This time, the aim was better, and the giant beast wandered in confusion for a few steps, and the fell dead. It had never really managed to connect the pain it felt, with the spear shaft that seemed to come from nowhere. At this point, the local crew was celebrating, but Joe yelled at them, and got them back to work. In their minds, you kill a mammoth, you mourn your dead, and you party for a month. Joe’s idea of dropping more than one confused them, but they followed along.

By the time they actually managed to alarm the herd enough to send them stampeding away, there were six dead mammoth to clean, and the one wounded that the others were taking with them, that would likely drop in a day or so if they followed. Joe asked the others, “Are there any winter camps close by?” They looked at him like he was mad. “That wounded mammoth that is going to drop a ways away. I don’t really want to have to protect a recovery crew all the way out where ever it drops. I thought once everyone else gets here, maybe a few of us could follow the herd, chase it down, see where it falls. I guard it, while a couple of you go trade the knowledge of its location, to a tribe that might well be damn hungry, for the tusks now, and the tanned hide at the summer gathering.”

Their eyes went wide as they realized what he was saying. “You would obligate this tribe to us greatly. Show much generosity.” The young hunger grinned and nodded appreciatively.

Joe laughed, “Urt is it?” When the man nodded, Joe grinned, “Well Urt, that is part of it yes. The other part is, word will get out that we had so much, we could spare a whole mammoth in the middle of winter. Then, when they go to cut it up, they will see only one spear thrust. They will wonder how this can be. At the Summer Gathering, they will ask when they give us the tanned hide. Then they will learn how we managed to hunt more than one mammoth each this day. How many women will be wanting to fill your lodges when that story gets out?” He grinned at them, and they all looked stunned, but considering his words. “You boys thought I was just stealing all the women and the glory.” He laughed and shook his head, “I just wanted to find out if you would do the hard work to be worth having it shared with you. You’ve been working hard with damn little to show for it. You’ve been building the skills needed. Don’t go just giving that away. When we get to the Summer Gathering, you will have women, and other men who want to join themselves to you. Of women, don’t take on more than you can house, and think about where you live. Of men, you may only bring in two each. I would prefer that they were two younger boys with no bad habits to break, but they are the ones you will teach, so they are your choice. You can only ever have two at a time. Ideally, one with some experience, and one who is brand new. Teach them the skills that we’ve taught you, and always be looking to add to your own skills.” He grinned at them, “You didn’t make a mistake coming here, it only seems like that for the first few moons.”

They all started to laugh, and were well on their way to celebrating when Ron and Carl showed up with the support team. The girls set up teepees, and lit fires, and got started turning mammoth carcases into butchered cuts of meat, ready for the spitting roast, or stew pot. Joe and his hunters made their way into the tents, got food, and a little rest, then were back off again, trailing the herd, and the wounded ‘one that got away’. Each of them had grand plans in their heads now thanks to Joe’s letting them have a peek behind the curtain. Very grand plans indeed.

◆◆◆

Horse Clan

It had been a three day trek to reach the fallen mammoth. Another two and a half days of guarding it after they sent out their runners to the Horse Clan, before they saw them returning with a large party to harvest the beast. While they hadn’t been hungry, having plenty of mammoth right there to eat, it had been cold, and Joe was exhausted, as he took all the over night watches. He had ended up using quite a bit of ammunition as well to keep away the many nocturnal predators.

Judging by the reaction of the Horse Clan, it had been worth the expense. For in addition to the mammoth, they had quite the pile of other critters large and small. From wolves, to even a bear, though what he was doing out of his den at this time of year, or down on the plains, Joe had no earthly idea. They even had four large saber-tooth cats. All of these giant predators missing their pelts, fangs, and claws of course, but the meat just casually donated as if it were of little importance. Joe watched as half of the tribe who was there looked as if they wanted to beg to follow them home right there on the spot. His people didn’t press their advantage though. While the leader of the Horse Clan’s expedition wanted to talk more, Joe shook his head, “Sorry, our own people are busy trying to get the other six back to our home. We can’t leave them without protection for long. The men we left to guard it, will be tired. You can have what you want of the extra scavengers. Use it yourselves, or share it with neighboring clans if you think they will have need of it. Sorry, we need to go.” He turned to leave.

On the trek back, Urt said to him, “They were watching our snow shoes and our bows very closely.”

Joe laughed a little, “Don’t worry so much. There are a hundred little things that make them work right that they will need to figure out, and even when they do, it still won’t matter, because we have a thousand more things to make beyond those things.” Joe laughed at his expression. “A lot of what they are going to be doing is trying to figure out how we made the tools, that make the tools, to make what they see you boys carrying for the next few years.” Joe shrugged, “Come on, I wasn’t kidding about not wanting to leave the others out here by themselves. That damn bear scared the hell out of me, and I don’t fancy letting Ron or Carl deal with one like that on their own.”

Urt just nodded and kept up with the others. As they got back to where they left the others, everything had been going according to plan. Travois were headed back toward the main camp, scavenger bodies were stacked up here as well. Urt, Joe and the rest ate, and collapsed in the tent to sleep through the night. They had been going for days with little shelter and harsh conditions. Camping out here on the plains still wasn’t luxury, but at least there was a fire, warm food, and soft furs to sleep in.

The following morning, Ron and the others were very happy to include the other men in the rotation. They, too, had been pushing themselves to the ragged edge of exhaustion. While it was harder on the women, upon whom the most of the hard work of actually butchering the meat fell, they at least had many hands to take up the work. The few who had baby bumps were left back with Bill and the children to pack snow into the icehouse that had been carved back into the cliff face during the early part of the winter, but several of the others seemed to tire easy, and Elade told Joe she thought that they too might be with child. Frowning, and not wanting any woman to lose the child because of this, he had Elade rearrange the work assignments to set those women to tending the cook fires and preparing the food. He would have sent them home if he could have spared the hands, but it was better to let them rest on light duty and gather strength before starting a long trek back in these conditions anyway.

The blizzard blew in before they got the last mammoth harvested, and they all spent three days huddled in two small tents. It was a tense time, and more than once Joe and Ron questioned if they made the right choice to stay out here working, rather than striking out for home. After all, they had the hides, which was their real goal, and more meat than they could eat, and as the tent shook in the wind, the fear that greed for all of it, might have doomed them, was never far from their minds.

Yet when the storm blew over, and they were able to dig out, harvest the last of meat and bone, and even haul the ballista back to the spot where they had decided to make their eventual river port, all were in high spirits and glad they had made it through. Ron, Joe, and Carl agreed that they might be a little less overly ambitious next time though. While it had paid off in this instance, they really had risked everything on one toss of the dice. Luck wouldn’t always favor them in the future.


Thaw

Tree Tapping

After getting back, everyone spent a couple of weeks recovering. Not that there wasn’t still plenty to do, but the pace of life slowed back down, and everyone was grateful for it. Bill had been reading through the ebooks during this time and over dinner asked a question that sent everyone into a fresh flurry of activity. “I’m assuming you’re planning to tap the pine trees for tar and resin as spring approaches?” When Ron nodded, not looking up from his meal, Bill continued, “Have you considered tapping for syrup, too?”

That caused Joe, Ron and Carl’s eyes to all focus in on him. They had all been missing sugar from their diets. After the abundance of it in their previous life, to its almost total absence now, they were feeling a real craving. Ron asked, “But there aren’t any maple trees around here, are there?”

Bill gave him a small smile, “I just read the other night that you can make it with Birch sap as well.” At the hungry look in their eyes, he held up a hand, “Easy guys, there is a little problem. The sugar in the Birch sap is a different kind, and burns easier. At almost the same temperature as water boils, as it happens. So you have to be very careful when making Birch Syrup, to get the water off without burning the sugar you want. He shrugged, I don’t even know for sure if we can manage it, but I thought it worth giving a try.”

Ron and Joe said almost at the same time, “Hell yeah it is worth a try.”

Bill nodded, “I figure if nothing else maybe we could use one of the windows out of the truck, and set up a solar still? Those use natural evaporation as I understand it, and might not be as harsh.”

Ron scratched his chin for a minute, then nodded, “Yeah, that might actually work best. Make a pottery base, like a separatory funnel, so sediment can be removed from the bottom, filtered and then the liquid added back in... yeah, I’ll start work on some ideas.”

Joe grinned, “You do that, I’ll stick to pitch production, it is more at my skill level.”

Carl shook his head, “Man, it ain’t like that. Pitch is more important than sweets, but maybe not by much.” He grinned.

Joe laughed, “No, I get it. I just mean that Ron does great at detailed mechanical work, where as I am more grunt labor in that area, but that isn’t a bad thing, we’re in the grunt labor era.”

The rest just snorted in amused agreement. They needed the pitch for so many things they didn’t even want to try to count them, but even the hope of a little sweeter brought back into their lives seemed to make the waning days of winter a little less stressful.

◆◆◆

Timber!

In addition to the trees they were tapping, all ten men became involved in selecting and felling trees for use at the river port. It was just easiest to pull them along the ground when they could use sleds and skis to assist, rather than trying to drag them across dry ground. Unfortunately, they were short of cordage. No rope of the quality they would need for a lot of the things that they really wanted to build. Most of what the women had been able to make so far, had already been used on earlier projects. They were also stuck waiting for the thaw, and the flooding to recede before the bulk of construction projects could begin.

While waiting, a great deal of effort was put into raiding duck nests, and other small birds to recover eggs. Only instead of eating them, as most starving tribes resorted to during this time of year, they tried to incubate them. The success rate was abysmal. It turned out that children were the answer to acquiring poultry. Arming the boys with lightweight bows with blunt tipped arrows, that would stun birds, or break wings, but not kill them, had limited success. Their sisters however, following behind with a simple sack, and picking up hatchlings and tossing them in, then nursing them to adulthood, seemed to work much better. The older women, usually got involved to help out, once the chicks and wounded adult birds made it back to home base. By early summer, much to the four from the modern world’s delight, eggs were back on the breakfast menu. Bill grinned as he announced, “I’m no farmer, but I’d say we can cull half of them this fall, and just lay off the eggs for a few weeks in the spring, and still have plenty to stock not only our own pantry, but to trade off.”

Joe snorted, “Bill, this is where that old saying comes from, you know the one about counting your chickens before they’re hatched?” The others all laughed, but Bill made a face at him. Bill was getting tired of Joe. Ever since they had come here, Joe had decided he just knew more than Bill. Joe had never been to college, and Bill had a Phd. Who did Joe think he was to talk to him like that, Bill fumed. Still he kept his thoughts to himself, because the others all liked Joe, and he wasn’t going to get anywhere rocking the boat. He would just wait. People like Joe always slipped up. Always thought they were smarter than they were, and got in over their heads. Bill had barely noticed that Joe kept talking, “Maybe it will work out just that way, and hot damn, that would be great, but even back home, I remember hearing about bird flu wiping out whole flocks of birds and stuff.” He shrugged, “Let’s just enjoy the eggs for now, and start sawing up that timber when we’re done. With any luck the last of the ice will be out this week, and the water level will start dropping soon.”

◆◆◆

Water Wheel

The first few weeks after dragging all the logs to the site had been spent with a bow saw blade set into a special rig that held it off to the side instead of straight on like normal. Then this whole rig had been set up like a spring pole lathe to allow foot power to operate the saw rather than wearing out the shoulders. Ron was rather proud of it. Not that it didn’t have serious issues, but it was still a vast improvement over a traditional saw pit, even as clunky as it was.

Even so, it was weeks before enough lumber was milled, to make the first water wheel. Which of course, powered the saw mill. Again, far from perfect, but a vast improvement. The locals thought it magic, and Bill took the time to explain, while Ron and Joe were just busy setting up a forge to turn a piece of the truck’s passenger door panel into a circular saw blade to increase efficiency again. It also allowed for the wood to be cut into thin strips and planks. His first project, was to cut sixteenth inch thick planks, just barely thicker than the kerf of the blade cutting them.

He then lay these planks out edge to edge and coated them with a glue he had made from the joints and tendons of the animals, and lay a second layer on top cross grain to the first, coating it with the glue as well, before sandwiching a final layer on running cross grain to the middle layer, and weighting it all down to dry for a couple of days. When it was good and dry, he cut out six shields. Covered each one with a layer of glue, and wrapped them with wet rawhide, and again set it to dry and harden. Joe had the women who had been working on cordage, make a thick rope, and they coiled it into a hat with long sides, forming a protective padded helmet from it. Once done, he had them stitch down wet rawhide while it was pliable, and let it harden. It wasn’t the most protective of helmets, but it would do well enough for his purposes.

He strapped up the shields and helmets, and padded up sticks from the forest. He couldn’t afford to lose men to broken bones in practice. With mock spears with big padded heads, to represent the native forces they might come across and sword and shields for friendly forces, he began to spend a few hours every week getting the six familiar with providing security against people, not just scavengers. The men took to the game. Three spearmen to a swordsman when ever possible. Swordsmen learning to work together, and use their shields to protect not only themselves, but each other. It wasn’t as if they never got knocked a bit senseless in practice, but not so much that they couldn’t get back up the next day.

Carl ran the sawmill. More thin strips were cut, but this time only about two inches wide. They were soaked, and the women made baskets from them. They made steamers, and smokers, and bird cages, and all manner of containers. When wood that was dense and would take a polish well was found, the older boys would work with it to make boxes, and combs, and other little wooden tools. Having the vast store of meat, meant that they could dedicate this time to making things and building things that would be useful. Several little stone cottages had sprung up down by the river. Simple stacked stone with with quick lime mortar, but to these nomads, each one a mansion.

Bill had his own little contingent of worker bees as well. He had taken to moving berry bushes closer to the main camp. Replanting them where they could be easily harvested. He had his women planting orchards, and even started preparing a small garden plot. Most of his time went into building up a stone wall around it, to prevent it from being eaten by the abundant wild life, he said. Though Joe had set his teeth on edge by commenting that if the wild life came to eat it, they could just shoot them and add them to the pantry as well, like Bill hadn’t thought of that too. Was Joe volunteering to guard the garden around the clock? No, of course not, but still he ran his mouth like he knew what he was talking about.

Bill wished they had dairy cows, but it wasn’t like those wild beasts out on the plains were the tame Daisy who was going to let you milk her, he thought with amusement. He was never one of those pretentious east coast, Ivy League type professors, but right now he would kill for some cheese and wine, and intellectual conversation. Instead he gets Joe and Ron’s idea of wit and wisdom, and Carl is a good kid, but it is too much like speaking to one of his students. He shook his head in disgust. The girls were nice, but they could barely speak English, and hardly comprehend that the world isn’t flat, and that only because he told them so, how can they be able to uphold a conversation on anything important? He discovers the greatest find of the century, and no one knows, and is punished by being sent to the Stone Age to live among cavemen. Bill thought himself brave for continuing on under such conditions.

Spring was passing rapidly into summer.


River Life

Boats

Ron and Joe had been debating boat design for months. Several options had been discarded long before it got to this final stage, but now they were down to it. Joe wanted a traditional flat boat design, the same as plied the Ohio, and Mississippi rivers back home from the late eighteenth century until nearly the middle of the nineteenth. Ron had thought they would be better off with out rigger canoes, and several of them. Carl was the one who stumped them both by bringing up an alternative, “I saw this boat on the History channel one time that the Egyptians used to move heavy stones down the Nile. Two boats, with a platform between them to carry the stone.” He just said it offhand, and then shrugged, and moved on back to the sawmill.

Ron and Joe stared after him for a moment, and then looked at each other thoughtfully. Ron raised an eyebrow, “Catamaran?”

Joe grinned, “Basket frame, wrapped in leather, coated with pitch?”

Ron shook his head, “Shit, I think we’re on to something. I think we may have been making this too hard all along.”

Joe nodded, “Though, your idea about a couple of small scout craft to make sure we don’t run into trouble isn’t a bad one. We make two prototypes to make sure we figure out how best to weave the pontoons, and we use them for scout craft.”

Ron was just nodding and had a bit of charcoal in hand sketching out on a board, and muttering to himself. It was two days of planning, and a week of sawing and weaving, more of stretching freshly scraped giant elk skins over those frames. Hunting the elk had taken two days alone. Drying the skins in place over the frame, so that they shrunk to hold the basket tight, and then adding the pitch to them, for water proofing had been almost a week in and of itself. Fortunately, it was work that didn’t take up full days, but instead mostly just a lot of time waiting for the various layers to cure, but still summer was well on by the time the first prototypes were being tested.

Ron was glad that they had tested two different methods of building. Each one had minor flaws, which didn’t make the boats unusable, but less than optimal. When combined though for the large boat, should make the final product a superior craft that was likely to last a few years at least. Assuming they were able to protect it from winter’s ravages. Setting about making the final craft was no small feat, and required everyone to assist. Fifty foot long, and twenty foot wide, it was the kind of thing sure to impress. Ron had even spent time repairing the ballista, and loading it aboard as well, in the hopes to do some hunting from the river bank as they traveled.

◆◆◆

Crew

The next question that arose, was who got to go. Major disappointment was expressed among the women when it was learned that not everyone would be going. Traditionally, tribes traveled together to these gatherings. That their tribe would not be doing so was met with an outcry. The four who came from the modern world, not being familiar with the custom, had tried to explain that someone needed to stay and protect all that was left behind. To care for their small flock of poultry, and see to the gardens. When they pointed out that last time, Bill and Ron had remained behind, while Carl and Joe had went, and this year more would be able to go, but that with more work to do, more would still need to stay behind, grudging acceptance started to take hold.

Joe tried his best reassuring smile, “We’ll bring back fun stuff for all those who don’t make the trip. You get all the goodies, but don’t have to make the long trip.” He could see that they weren’t buying it.

Bill, it seemed was happy to remain behind, and while his women weren’t happy about being held back with him, he decided for them, that they would be staying. The children too, it was decided would be staying. Ron also wanted to leave his women behind, but agreed to let one go to pick up things for the others. Carl the same. Joe caused a bit of disruption though, “I’ve taught my women skills to use for recruitment and information gathering. I need them to go.”

This set off a flurry of protests. Joe couldn’t help but remember how these women acted when they arrived just a short time ago. None of them would have protested any decision their men made for them. It seemed being well treated had made them far more demanding. He wondered if there was a lesson in that, but let it pass. Bill said, “I don’t see why yours should go when none of the others are.”

Joe was getting frustrated with Bill. The man had been petulant for the last few months. Joe had tried to let it go, but he wasn’t having his plans foiled because of it, so he replied a little harsher than he likely would have, “I don’t see where the decisions I make with my women are any business of yours.”

Bill’s face twisted in indignation, “They are if it causes disquiet in my house from my wives who can’t go.”

Joe snorted, “You being hen pecked isn’t my problem.”

Before things could get more heated, Carl piped up, “Hey, easy, both of you. Bill, you should send one of the women to do your trading for you.” He shrugged, “Joe, would two be enough? That way one can stay and keep an eye on things here? I mean we’re all leaving people behind to tend things at home, you should too.”

Joe wanted to growl. They were just saying this to pander to Bill, but he couldn’t fault the logic behind it. “Fine, Sefi will stay behind since she has her boy to look after anyway.” He hated watching Sefi’s face fall in disappointment. He hugged her up close and whispered in her ear, “I’ll bring you and Lev something special back.” Even as he did so, he wondered if he was just being fair to her, or if he was showing the same weakness he had accused the others of, but he put it out of his head. He actually had feelings for all of the women he had taken to his bed and under his care. There was no reason he shouldn’t be good to them. He even liked the boy she had brought with her from before. They were good people, and deserved a good life. That he could provide that, and they made his life better because of it, so much the better. It was a strength, not a weakness. It wasn’t like she was being petulant like Bill, she was just disappointed that she wouldn’t be able to use the skills she had learned to help out. At least that is what he told himself. He knew he was probably justifying, and biased, but at this point, he didn’t care.

◆◆◆

Travel

Loading up trade goods was a chore. Carl had about cried when Joe talked him out of the length of stainless steel exhaust pipe from the truck, and then bent it into a coil. Joe had just grinned the whole time and told him it was a surprise, and he would like it, not to worry. Ron had also objected at loading on several hundred pounds of quicklime. He had been worried about it taking on moisture on the trip, but Joe just assured him that they would keep it dry, and if it did, they would simply cook it back off.

Other than that, they loaded on a little lumber, and some pottery. Again Joe befuddled everyone by insisting they filled the pontoons with sawdust. He just winked and said, “Trust me.” Everyone loaded on all the items that they had made over the long winter. Unfortunately, the Birch syrup turned out to be sub par, and ended up fermenting into a Birch Beer. Not actually sweet, nor very tasty, but it was mildly intoxicating after they had all been without booze for so long. It hadn’t lasted long. It did give them ideas for a time when fruit production was increased, but that was likely a couple of years away, if they were being honest with themselves.

Even once loaded up, they realized that despite Ron’s fears, they were no where near capacity. Which all assumed was a good thing, because they hoped to do some hunting along the way. The last surprise to make its appearance before they left, was a gift from Ron. Nine steel swords forged from the trucks leaf springs appeared. One for each of the men going. The six native hunters who were replacing clubs with the swords marveled at them as if they were magical items gifted to them from the gods. Which, in a way, Joe supposed, from their perspective, they were. Between the bows, the shields, and the swords, they were the most well-equipped warriors on the planet next to the newcomers with their firearms, at least as long as the ammunition held out. Joe had already decided that once they could trade for a good supply of leather, all nine of them were getting the best armor he could figure out how to improvise. They would make quite the impressive sight back among their former people.

Ron took Urt and one of the prototype craft, and Carl took Dov and the other. Joe stayed with the primary vessel and the rest of the trade mission. Everyone had come to see them off, except for Bill, who was manning the Tower, and the radio. The first day on the water was mostly uneventful. They radio checked in to Bill, who said he had lost sight of them around mid-day. Everyone slept on the main craft, though they did tie up on the shore for the night. One of the six with a bow took watch, with one man with a firearm. It meant less sleep for the guys who could shoot the guns, but it also took no chances, and still gave the option of conserving the irreplaceable ammunition stores.

By day two, Dov and Urt were taking down deer and gazelle that came to the edge of the water to drink. They would collect their prize, wait for the main boat to draw level with them, and then draw alongside, and hand it to the women to butcher. Joe, had improvised a fish hook of sorts from a bone splinter, and was using the offal to trail lines from the back of the boat. More got away than were caught, as the improvised hook was far from perfect, but the fish were plentiful and so was the bait, and by that evening, they had more fish than they could eat in one evening as well.

Day three brought a little excitement as they reached a shallow bend in the river and had to carefully lever the boat over a sandbar, and one where they actually had to dredge under the boat to provide the needed clearance. It was a game of inches, but in the end, they were only slowed by a couple of hours.

Several days more of easy travel, plenty of game presenting itself to the bows in the smaller boats, so that no one needed to stop and actually hunt. Ron was fearing that it was all going too smoothly, when he saw the first thing to give him real pause. The river widened out at a bend, and became somewhat more shallow. It wasn’t enough to give any of the boats trouble, but it was the perfect spot for what looked to be a pair of hairy hippos to settle in and take a bath. Even semi submerged, the things were huge, and Ron had no doubt they could turn their boats into kindling. Arrows weren’t going to do much against these beasts, and he doubted the small caliber rifle rounds they had would do much more. He got on the radio. “Joe, we’ve got a problem up here. You need to drop anchor, and you need to do it right now.”

“Holy shit, those are big!” he heard on the radio, and looked over to see Carl on the other bank sliding in to take a look.

Joe came in, his voice sounding worried, “What’s big?”

Carl answered him, “Big shaggy hippo. Two of them, and they look about twice the size of anything I ever saw at the zoo.”

There was silence on the radio for a moment, and then Joe came back, “Bigger than a mammoth?”

Ron answered him, “Probably not, but close. Hard to say for sure, they are like half in the water still.”

More silence, and then Joe came back on the radio, “How far from the bend in the river?”

Ron replied, “Maybe forty yards, why?”

Ron could hear him sighing into the open mic, “Well, we’re loading the ballista now. You guys get out of the water, no reason to risk all of us. I’m going to come around sideways, hit the first one, drop the anchor as soon as I see it. We’ll start reloading right away, if the second one realizes what is going on and starts to make for us, shoot for the head. Even if you can’t punch through the skull, maybe you can daze it. You know, slow it down enough for us to get off our second shot.”

Ron keyed his mic, “I don’t like it. We could just wait a bit and see if they leave. Or fire a shot in the air, and try to scare them off?”

Joe came back over the radio, “They are supposed to have bad eyesight, and hopefully won’t know what is happening. By being sideways in the water, we’ll look bigger than they are too. I’m hoping that if they do figure out it is us, running will seem like the better option.”

Ron groaned, “I can’t talk you out of this can I?”

He could hear nervous laughter in Joe’s voice, “Have a little faith.” Ron waved to Carl, then started making for the bank of the river. He was just in the shallows when he saw Joe coming around the bend, sideways, just like he said. The boat hit the end of its anchor line and he watched it pitch in the current, and then, crack! The bolt jumped through the air, leaving the boat rocking violently. It hit its mark though, and at such close range punched in one side of the massive animal and the barbed head carried chunks of innards right out the other side, completely skewering it.

The second creature looked up. Its giant nostrils flaring wide as it took in the scent of blood, but unable to make sense of what was happening it just opened its giant mouth and let out a roar. Beside it the dying creature thrashed up the water churning up the mud, and coloring the water with its blood. The second one was moving around now as if seeking what had bitten its mate, but unable to find it. Then, crack! Ron jumped. That must have been record time on the reload he thought, but he saw the second bolt now sticking straight through the neck of the second creature. It made to dive but the shaft of the bolt caught on the body of its mate tearing a larger hole in its neck, and the blood fountained. In what seemed like hours, but in reality was likely only a couple of minutes, both creatures were completely still.

Ron and Carl moved up to get ropes around the bodies, to keep the current from taking them. They would need a come-a-long from the main boat to haul them to the bank, and likely a full day to harvest them. He looked down and found his hands were shaking. He blew out a long breath, but thought, at least we won’t be showing up without something to add to the pot luck.


Trade Mission

Making An Entrance

They saw the campfires of the Summer Gathering before they came into view of the camp. Ron and Carl created quite a stir with the smaller boats as they were spotted on the extreme outskirts of the camp. They did a little scouting upstream of the main camp a little ways, trying to find a good campsite for their group. It quickly became difficult as the crowd gathered to see them and their boats. Word of the men who came from the water, was quickly making its way around camp, and before long crowds were coming out of the camp to see this unbelievable site.

Of course, several recognized Carl from the previous year, and so the existence of the boats became, if not less amazing, at least less surprising. Carl and Joe had left quite the impression last year. The real shock came when they finally recognized Urt and Dov. The men were clean, and groomed, and in fine leather clothing with elaborate images branded into it. They carried with them all the trappings of wealthy men now. A completely unrecognizable change in a year, to many who had looked down on them before.

Once Ron picked out a spot that he thought would remain high and dry, even in a storm, and Carl had assessed the sanitation situation, the radioed for Joe to make his grand appearance. While Urt and Dov were reconnecting with friends and family, that they had left behind when they decided to seek their fortune, Ron and Carl were having a casual conversation with members of the council of chiefs. Now that they had a more firm grasp of the language, Carl was able to explain, “We were few in number and cut off from our tribe. We must make our life here now. Our ways may seem strange to some of you, but trade is good for both of our peoples. Joe, my partner from last year, is bringing in our trade goods. He should be coming around the corner... oh, there he is now.” Carl pointed as Joe rounded the bend in the river, and began to float toward them. He had to bite back a grin as he heard gasps all through the crowd, including the chiefs behind him. “Give us a little time to get our camp set up, and then “ be happy to show you the new stuff we brought to trade.”

The crowd was on the edge of a full riot as Joe dropped anchor twenty feet from the bank of the river. When the gangplank lowered, and the native hunters came off first, in formation with their shields. Joe walked off behind them and grinned to Ron. Ron shook his head, “You made one hell of an entrance.”

Joe laughed, “Ah, wasn’t me, they just don’t know about boats. We essentially showed up in a flying, Land Rover, limousine, and everyone is noticing. It will settle down, but in the meantime, this is the best marketing money can buy.”

◆◆◆

Visiting

Backing up everyone enough to set up the tents wasn’t easy. As Joe had said, they were getting the best marketing that they could imagine, as everyone came to see the new wonders. The sight of the two wooly hippo heads on the deck started a real round of chatter. Carl said in passing as he heard the commotion, “Yeah, we did a little hunting on the trip in. Fresh kills too, only two days old, so quite a bit of meat that we are happy to trade off for anyone with grains. Not that we won’t be sharing out as normal for the Gathering, but those buggers have a lot of meat on them, and no reason some of it shouldn’t be smoked for later.” he shrugged.

His words led to more gasps, and people asking Urt and Dov if it was true or if they didn’t understand his words right. He did speak funny, like a stranger after all. No one could kill two in two days, and get them butchered, all while traveling. It would take two days to run them down after sticking spears in them before they finally died of their wounds. Urt and Dov took great pride in telling the tale, and of course that led to more than one older man calling them liars. Even worse, some of their former rivals. Joe could hear it heating up, and motioned to Ron to bring some of the Chiefs he was still talking with. Joe waited until he saw that they were on the way, and then he stepped in between the his people and their former tribesmen. “I say that they aren’t lying. Are you going to call me a liar as well?” He asked this in a dangerously quiet tone. The men confronted didn’t respond right away, but hesitated, remembering how quickly the giant who tried to steal from him last year met a rather ugly fate. Before they could get their nerve up to let their mouths write checks that their ass couldn’t cash, Joe continued on, “How about this instead. If I show you the trick of how it was done, each of you bring a tribute to these men for the insult you have given them? I have the heads of the animals to prove that we got them, but to show you how we got them so fast, I want something in return. My men will not have their word questioned without cause in the future.”

Again the men hesitated and started to try to back down, but the chiefs that Ron had brought spoke up, “We would see this, and it is as you say, to accuse a man of something with no proof is wrong and restitution should be made. We will see to it. Show us.” Joe gave him a satisfied nod, then turned and started giving orders to load the ballista.

Crack! Thwack! The bolt flew all the way across the river, and the crowd let out a gasp. Just a heartbeat later Joe had heard it impact the tree on the far bank. Joe grinned at the startled people, and asked Ron, “Have you got a saw with you?” At Ron’s nod, he continued, “Can you take one or two of the chiefs there over to help you recover the bolt? Somehow I doubt we’ll be getting it back intact, but neither of us wants to lose that iron head. You built this ol’ girl, you brag on her while you’re showing off what she did.” Ron just chuckled as he invited his new passengers out for a little cruise. Joe was choking back gales of laughter, watching them deal with their first boat ride, but it was leaving an impression, and Ron was more diplomatic than he was.

Suddenly, he found that they had many eager hands willing to help them get the teepees erected. It seemed that everyone was finally realizing that the people with them weren’t just Urt and Dov, but nearly all who left the year before, now returned nearly unrecognizable. Carrying themselves with confidence, well fed, healthy, and showing all the signs of wealth. Men and women alike, these were far from the tribal outcasts that they all remembered from before. With all of the hands set to the task, the tents were up quicker than Carl had expected.

Joe confused everyone when he started to dig a large pit near the river bank. He dug a round hole about two foot across and three foot deep, and he set a metal coil into it. The natives were impressed with the coil, because it was metal, but confused as to its purpose. Then he dug out a larger rectangular pit six foot wide, and ten foot long, and went down about three feet deep. Then in the center he dug down another two feet an area four foot wide, by eight foot long. This would have taken forever, but again, everyone was just so curious to see what he had planned, that he had a dozen workers to help him at any given moment. He dug a long channel from the deepest point, out to the bank of the river, then lined it with lumber, and back filled over it.

By this point Ron had returned with a section of tree, and the bolt pushed completely through it. The chiefs were speechless at the power needed to do such a thing. Ron took one look at his hole in the ground and barked a laugh, “Wood fired hot tub? Damn, you do plan to live it up.”

Joe grinned up at him, “The girls are going to set up a spa. You know, wash in the river, soak in the tub. Comb and braid the hair, catch up on the local gossip.” He raised a meaningful eyebrow, and Ron caught it right way. “Small town beauty parlor style.”

Ron nodded, “I’ll mix up the concrete. I assume that is why you had me bring the quick lime?”

Joe grinned at him, “Got it in one. Just go easy around the heater coil, we’re going to want to take that with us when we go. As far as I know, it is a one of a kind.”

While Ron was mixing up the concrete and applying it to seal the basin for the hot tub, Joe set about using the dirt they had dug from the hole, to begin making a clay bake oven. So far as he had seen, meat on a spit was state of the art in the camp. Pottery crocks slow cooking meat in a wood fired clay oven, was going to be a real hit. Considering that they had probably twenty fired pottery crocks to sell, and enough saw dust to fire dozens more if they built a quick kiln, it would be a good idea to introduce them to the concept as soon as possible.

◆◆◆

Time To Trade

Trading started with the Horse Clan, honoring their commitment from the winter and arriving with the tanned mammoth hide. It almost started a riot, as they were the honored guests and with the exception only of those who were invited guests of one of the natives who had joined them last year, anyone not Horse Clan was turned away that first day. It put the chief of the Horse Clan in a very enviable position, and he knew it. He looked at Joe with caution, “Why is it you do me this great honor?”

Joe laughed, “What? Are we not friends?”

The old chief snorted. His reply was suspicious, but not unkind, “First you give me an unbelievably favorable trade in the middle of winter, when my people desperately need meat. Then you grant me prime trading status now. Are you trying to stoke jealousy between the peoples?”

Joe shook his head, “Did you not speak well to the other tribes of my actions last winter?” He waited while the chief nodded, “Will you not go out and show off all the things that we traded for, but that they cannot have yet?” Again he waited for the nod. “When two children are playing and a toy lies between them, as long as neither picks it up, it is worthless, but as soon as one has it...”

The old chief’s eyes lit up and he began to smile, “Then the other must have it too. You are a shrewd man.”

Joe shrugged. “I tell them that they can’t have it, so they ask ‘why not.’ I say, ‘your brother has it.’ Of course they say, ‘but I want it.’ then they will give me what I ask for it. So, I help you, and you help me.”

The older man looked at him sideways for a moment, “How are you so certain I will not go and tell your secret?”

Joe laughed, “Because, I would show the benefits my products bring, and would say that you wanted them all, but could not pay my price, but was afraid others would buy, so you were trying to keep it from them. Then, unfortunately, I would need to sow discord among the people to accomplish my goals. I will always win in any contest, because I remove all paths which lead to my failure. I just prefer to take the path where everyone wins along with me, but if they don’t want to play the game that way, I can play it the other. Take last year for example. The big thief, he could have traded with me, and I would have gained something, and he could have gained something and both went away the wealthier for having met. Instead, he tried to take from me, so I was forced to kill him to make an example to all who witnessed it the consequences of such actions. I still won, because I was able to impart a useful lesson to all around me, but it was less good than it could have been. My deals will always be seeing the most winners. That doesn’t mean I won’t listen to counter offers, because sometimes people have good ideas to make the deals even better, but if they try to make the deal bad for me, I will remove that path from before me, and choose one in which I win, and the consequences to the other may not be good.”

The old chief thought on this for a moment, then nodded, “Those are terms that are acceptable.”

Joe took him over and had the girls take him and his women down to the river, to wash off the worst of the mud coating. Then slide into the hot tub for a long soak. Soaking in warm water was not something that they had experience with, and soon were happily negotiating not just the trades before them, but Joe’s plan to push wild herds of the horses that they hunt, up into the valley that they had settled. When Joe told him about corrals, and being able to have horses to eat when you wanted them, the old man’s eyes were practically glowing. What Joe didn’t tell him was that with the manpower of his clan to help gather up the horses, Joe was fairly certain that they could break and domesticate at least a few by next spring. That would put a whole new outlook on things if only he could domesticate horses. Cattle would be next, and of his empire there might be no end Joe thought with only a little sarcastic amusement.

Urt and Dov had been plenty busy with boat rides, and Carl joked that half of the clans were going to look like those two next spring. Their luck picked up even more the next few days, as open trading with all of the clans began. They even started to spread the wealth out around their fellows. They were beginning to draw some serious ire from the men of the clans. They quickly picked up their two flunkies each, who trailed them around like dogs at their heels, but outside of that, they found themselves the source of growing envy and resentment. The men, formerly at the bottom of the social ladder, weren’t upset by this in the least. Carl had mentioned it to Joe with a bit of worry, and Ron had broached the subject with the chiefs, but Joe was just watching and waiting. He warned the Horse Clan chief personally to keep his people out of any scrapes that might come up. When the old man asked him about it, Joe just shrugged, “Young hunters competing for women. Sore losers might find themselves in need of an example being made, and I wouldn’t want you to lose anyone to it.”

Other than that, he just focused on getting the trades done. They found that the biggest problem was finding enough goods from the other tribes to make proper trades. It helped a lot that they could pay in fine luxury goods for salt, which was expensive due to the distance it had to be carried out in a pack, and grains, which took a lot of time to wild harvest. Hides, leather, and dried berries and herbs, were much cheaper by contrast, and so buying out the entire supply happened quickly. Joe bought a large supply of flint, but was really unsure of what he would do if they couldn’t woo to their side a decent flint knapper. All that he spoke with were very cagey about their plans. It made Joe wonder if it might be dangerous for a tribe’s flint knapper and tool maker to openly discuss leaving.

At the end of their second week there, all of the animosity between the young men came to a head. A group of six men tried to jump one of his, as he returned from visiting one of his conquests at her tribe’s encampment. Rog was able to draw his blade before they closed in on him. It was over in seconds. Two lay dead, two more badly injured and likely to die, and two ran off, all in front of multiple witnesses. By the time Ron got there, the girl’s family was in shock, and the girl herself had wanted to just wanted him to go on the run with her. He wasn’t having none of it though, for the first time in his short life, he was not losing, and Joe had promised to see them through...

A lynch mob was gathering, and Ron was trying to keep tempers from flaring. Joe on the other hand, had gathered everyone to him. All valuables were on the boat, with the exception of the tents and he was sad to say his heater coil for the hot tub. It was a calculated risk though, he thought to himself, irritated that it was necessary again. Then leaving Carl with a rifle to guard the boat, he lined up the five shield men, with the dozen new recruits with their hunting spears behind them, and Joe formed up in the middle, then marched on the crowd.

Joe radioed to Ron, “How restless are the natives?”

Ron’s rather harried reply came back, “It ain’t looking good. Two dead, and two likely to join them, parents are wanting blood.”

Joe snorted, “They want blood because they think that they have the upper hand. Numbers don’t mean shit when the bodies start to hit the ground. Hang on, I’m coming in lukewarm. You are good cop here.”

Ron called back nervously, “Joe, what are you going to do?”

Before he could be answered though, he found out, that wedge of shields started simply shoving people out of the way. Ron was only glad that the spears were raised, and Joe hadn’t come in with swords swinging. As it was, there was plenty of squawking as powerful, and powerless, were more or less bowled out of Joe’s way, and he absorbed Rog and Ron back into their midst. He gave another quick order and the shields all pushed two steps out from the center clearing more room, but as they pulled back, the spears leveled to keep the crowd back off the spearmen. Then in a pissed off tone Joe asked, “Ron, why is it again that I am not carving my way through these people who attacked one of ours?”

Ron had to bite his lip to keep from laughing, Joe knew how to put on a show, and there was no doubt, this audience was eating it up. “Joe, these people didn’t attack Rog, only the first six did, and four of them, well two are dead, and two won’t see sun rise.” he shrugged.

“What about the last two?” Joe asked his face going grim.

Ron made a show of showing empty palms, “They run off when the fight wasn’t going their way.”

Joe snorted, “Oh, well I suppose they are dead too then. Who wants to hunt with a coward, that will just flee as soon as a problem comes up. Maybe they can gather berries with the women?” Despite themselves many in the crowd found themselves laughing at that one.

Joe looked to Ron again, “You speak to the council of chiefs for me, what do they say? Do they support the actions of six cowards that jump one man? If so then I say we carve our way through the camp like a spit through a roast, and light it on fire to see what fat drips from it.”

Ron held up his hands, “Patience, I have not gotten word from them.” He said it quickly to calm the near panic that was running through the crowd. They were sure that they were more in number and willing to fight a moment ago, but Joe showed up ready for a fight and looking way too confident, and now they weren’t nearly so eager. Ron turned back from the few chiefs who were gathered there, and said, “Joe, they ask that everyone returns to their own camp, and let tempers settle, and we talk about it more in the morning.”

Joe gave the order, and all the spears came up, the men turned and they marched out with everyone protected behind the ring of shields. This time however, when they went forward, the front rank of spears was lowered, but everyone cleared the path. When they got back, Joe had crude bolts made for the ballista that could have the head wrapped in pitch and set afire. At intervals through the night, he had them lit and shot down river to fall harmlessly into the river on the far side of the camp. Just a steady reminder through the night of just who they were screwing around with. Ron and Carl were both shaking their head, but having a hard time hiding the grin. Joe, wasn’t hiding it, he was having fun. The way he saw it, it was like picking up a new foal. Lift it off the ground when it was a few hours old, and for the rest of its life, it would think you were bigger than it was. He was making himself larger than life in the eyes of these folks.


Heading Home

Departure

The next morning, a very respectful council of Chiefs explained that no one could fault a man for defending himself. Some had thought that killing men who weren’t using weapons was disproportionate, but after discussion, it was agreed so was six men attacking one man alone. Ron had said that was a wise ruling, and that he thought that the others of his tribe would be satisfied by it. However to ease tensions, they would be preparing to leave back to their own lands that day. The chiefs also agreed that this might be wise, but hoped that trade would continue.

This time when they left, it was not done quickly, but rather they took their time. Many arrived asking to join them. Ron explained to the men who wished to join that they would not have positions such as those chosen to train with the six, but would instead work at other tasks. They would likely not be hunters for the tribe. This confused them, and many who had only wanted to join to improve their station in this way left, but ten had stayed on. Forty young women wanted to come along, and all were accepted. Elade was put in charge of them, and the nearly thirty children that came with. Five of the women were mated to ten of the men, and had been given assurances that nothing would change there, that the families would stay intact and together. The other women were told that they would be required to seek mates. That it would be their choice, and that of the families that they sought to join, but that they would be given time to get to know the families and find a place.

All of the children were loaded on to the boats, along with the women who had come down river with them to see to the children. The ten workers and the new women, were all given a place on a tow rope, to begin the long walk, towing the boat back upriver to the mouth of the valley, and the river port. Ron radioed Bill to let him know they were on their way.

The men who had bows fanned out to hunt, and the women on the boats continued to fish. Ron, Joe, and Carl stood watch with the rifles in case any animals threatened that the bowmen failed to catch first. The trip back was slow, and over the three weeks many tempers among the new recruits became frayed. The first batch was quick to put them in their place, reminding them that it wasn’t instant riches, and that they would get from it only what they put into it.

The hunters for the tribe found that their bows left as large an impression on their spear toting lackeys as it had on them when they first saw them. Those men didn’t suffer from the same flagging moral, they knew that they had a set path toward greatness. Some few of the women even paid a bit of attention to them, knowing that while they were not much now, they did have a future. Their trainers didn’t let it go too far though. Remembering their recent long cold lonely winter, they weren’t about to let the new guys enjoy a status that they had yet to earn.

All along the way Joe wished for horses. He could see vast, nearly limitless herds of animals, and all of them too fast to easily take down on foot, even with bows. With horses, feeding this motley band would pose no challenge at all. The boats helped, but the tow crews scared off the game. If they could reduce that down to a pair of horses, he was pretty sure that they could even hunt going up river, right from the boats.

◆◆◆

Arrival

Pulling in to river port caused quite the uproar. Bill had brought everyone down, from the main camp, and even left the tower unmanned. It would mean having to climb back up the cliff face to get to the mechanism for the lifting platform that they had installed, but this way everyone could see those who had been gone for so long, and greet the new people. The fact that their numbers had more than tripled left those who had been left at home a little stunned.

Bill of course, started worrying right off. Fortunately, before Joe could lose patience with the man, Ron stepped in and started hitting him with numbers. Including the absolute king’s ransom of provisions that they had brought back with them, to say nothing of enough salt to see them through the winter. Upon hearing of the salt, Bill visibly relaxed, and things became more pleasant. A formal school house for next year was proposed though, so Bill could make sure that all of the new children would be able to read, not to mention a need to start transcribing some of the books they had No way to do paper had them all worried, as parchment would work, but that was a lot of animal hides not being used for all of the other things that demanded leather. Painted pottery became a solution, at least for purely text information that might not need to be accessed soon or regularly, but would be needed. Formula, or advanced mathematics, things of that nature. Unfortunately, it was all labor intensive, and while life was improving, they still needed everyone for day to day living and survival. Everyone realized that being able to actually farm grains and domesticate animals was the real key to having the labor surplus they needed, but they also knew that was likely a couple of years off. They all just prayed that their delicate electronics would hold out that long.

Even with the few rock shelters that had been built in the port, there was a serious housing shortage. On the day following their arrival, travois were cut, and all of the supplies began to be carted up the long trail to the main camp. Joe pulled Ron aside, “Why don’t you stay with a few heavy lifters, and try to cut some planks, and beams.”

Ron’s brow wrinkled, “Why, what do you have in mind?”

Joe shrugged, “Well, I was thinking, we have all of this river rock down here, you know what slip form construction is?” Ron shook his head. “Well, you know how to make a rubble wall between planks, like for retaining walls. This is just the same kind of thing, but as you throw in the river rock, you toss in your mortar as you go to glue together the rocks. That way you can pull down the planks later, and use them on the next wall.”

Ron thought about it for a second, “Yeah, I’ve seen it done, just haven’t heard them use that term. You think just make houses out of that?”

Joe grinned, “Well, you know how Tudor houses were smaller at the base? What if we just ran a long narrow building, and then broke it up into houses by putting in interior walls every twenty or thirty feet or so. Then cut whole trees to use as beams to lay across for a flat roof this year, but make a wattle and daub second floor for next year. Cramped as hell this winter, but a summer home improvement project. Gives them a covered front porch, a stone base area, and an upper story.” He shrugged, “Not the Ritz, but as Stone Age living goes, it bumps them into the Middle Ages. Easy enough to make little clay stoves, and maybe line the walls and floor with furs to hold in the heat. We could pay them for work in such items, assuming we manage to bait in enough scavengers with good pelts that is.”

Ron nodded, “I’ll hold back a couple, but take most of them, and swap them out through out the trips. I want everyone to get a look around, and I’m going to need a few minutes to plan things out. What about you, what have you got planned?”

Joe sighed, “I’m taking the hunters and their new lackeys out to cut some more yew. We’ll also need to make some shelters for them. I’ll be handling that mostly with an ax, so don’t stress. This really isn’t about comfort. The six from last year will need a place though. I’m thinking yurts. We traded for enough mammoth hides to make good sized yurts for each of them, but we’ll need some sawmill work done. Probably can rope Carl in to that once he gets a few things settled.”

Ron grunted, “Good, I’ll have my hands full with the rest.”

Joe nodded, “Don’t forget, we still have the existing buildings.”

Ron shook his head, “I wanted that as work shop space.”

Joe shook his head in response, “Next year if we need to. I don’t know that we’ll make as big a presence at the Summer Gathering next year as we did this year, so we’ll have more time to get our own shit together. We’ve recruited about all we can absorb for now. Drop down do a quick trade of luxury goods for staples, and then get out. Maybe overland with travois and only the guys to move fast.”

Ron frowned, “We’ll talk about it, we have a long winter to plan for that. For now, lets try to get these people settled so we can make it through the winter. Because, you’re right about one thing, we did take a long time at the Gathering this year, fall won’t be far off, and winter hard on its heals.”

◆◆◆

Settling In

Ron found great amusement in watching the newly acquired work crew discover all of the new machinery and tools available to them. He would sometimes catch them just staring at the water wheel in slack jawed amazement, or after cleaning out the mixing boxes for the mortar, playing with small amounts of mortar for the sheer joy of watching it harden into a solid. Even Isham, the specialist flint knapper that they managed to recruit, who had his own skills, was still suitably impressed by all the new things he saw.

Isham was a special case among the ten-man work crew. It was soon learned that he was a skilled toolmaker, and flint knapper for his former tribe. A man mated to a red-haired woman with two children already, the modern folks immediately named him Isham Flintstone. Ron gave them their own building to act as arrow factory, and home. Isham was to make the arrowheads, while his mate Veta was being taught how to assemble the rest of the arrow. That was one thing that they were all sure of, there could never be too many arrows, and so made sure that the couple had a few extras, so long as the quota of arrows got met each week. Well, that and a few special requests that either Ron or Joe would pop in with from time to time, but both men would slide in with some little special treat for Veta or the children when they had a special request, as they had learned early on it was the best way to pay Isham.

Joe spent several days out with the newest hunters. He was teaching them to construct wilderness shelters, and tree stands. Places where their new bows could be brought to maximum effect to provide meat for their rapidly expanding tribe. They set up far more of these than they could possibly occupy. When one of the new guys finally got up enough nerve to ask, Joe grinned. “I was wondering who was going to get brave and ask me that. Urt, give your guy a night out of the guard rotation for that, and let him get his beauty sleep. He needs it..” When the laughter died down, he continued, “You’re making so many, because you’ll be traveling between them this winter. You will move from one, to the next, check traps, do a little hunting, before moving on to the next one for a night. Others who will just be collecting your catch, and transporting it back. We all work together here. Makes it quicker and easier. When we get to the far side of the valley, we’ll try to dig in a couple of dug outs, that way you have a warm dry location to rest up, before heading back across the valley on your patrol home.”

What Joe didn’t say was that they would make one room of the dug out exceptionally nice, and it would house one of the original six, and his women to tie down that leg of the patrol rout. It likely wouldn’t be considered the best duty, but if it got too bad, they could always rotate it. It was his first real step at sealing off this valley, and absolutely necessary before he left to visit the Horse Clan next week.


Summer Falls

Going To The Horse Clan

Joe returned home to prepare for his next trip to find his own household had grown. One of his women, Issa, a lovely little dark-haired beauty, had given him his first child, a son. It wasn’t that he hadn’t known she was pregnant, but they had miscalculated when she would give birth, he had expected to be there. Carl, and one of the new women with some experience with these things, Anil, who had attached herself to Carl shortly there after had done the honors.

In addition, Elade had allowed for two more of the young women from the new batch to join the family. Joe wasn’t really sure what he thought of that process, but when Elade wanted something, he knew he would usually give it to her. Besides, it wasn’t like the girls were unattractive, just a bit on the young side for his preference. He spent his evening back before the trip to the Horse Clan fawning over Issa and his son, Joey, and his night with Elade. She made him promise to take the two new girls with him to the Horse Clan though. She said that it would be good for everyone. One was named Ella and was the daughter of the youngest wife of the chief of the Lion Clan, and the other was her closest friend Fris and daughter of the medicine man for the tribe. Neither girl was of high enough rank despite the importance of their family to be of especially political importance themselves Elade assured him when he asked if he was going to need to deal with angry fathers. Both families knew of their decisions, and if not full approval, gave consent. As Joe grumbled, Elade did her best to distract him, and as usual, it worked. Joe was still only human after all.

They headed out in the morning, and picked up Urt, his woman, and two flunkies at the bridge. Joe couldn’t help but smirk at the disappointed look on the woman’s face at the little glorified shack by the bridge that Urt was calling home. It wasn’t the wealth she had anticipated, but that was good. He had needed to earn his spot, now it was time to see if she was willing to stick with him for a few weeks of hardship. As they ranged ahead to scout Joe called him aside and just asked, “I take it she thinks the guard shack is home?” there was a small smile playing about his lips as he asked.

Urt nodded, “Aye, thought it was best to dash her hopes first. The yurts aren’t like the great palace you have, but if I can present it as a step up from where she is at, at the moment...” he trailed off.

Joe bit back a bark of laughter, “Urt you are wise beyond your years. Make them happy for what they have, and appreciate it when you can give them more. Where I came from originally, there were plenty, both men and women who could have stood to learn that lesson, but it seemed women always had that hang up the worst. I mean young boys had it, but once they got out from under their parents, and started paying for things themselves and making their own living, then they grew out of it pretty quick, at least those who ever grew up. I don’t know, that world is so alien to this one...” he trailed off lost in thought.

Urt grunted, “Do you miss it?”

This time Joe did snort he was laughing so hard, “All the time, and not a bit. I know that doesn’t make any sense to you, but you would have had to be there to know what I mean. In a lot of ways, there are things we had there, things that make a difference between life and death, and I miss them more than you can imagine, but the price we paid for them, was also life and death, but also soul crushing too.” He shrugged, “It doesn’t matter, there is no way back, so lets just try to make this place a little better than it was yesterday. Sound good?”

Urt just nodded, and they continued on, working their way to the agreed meeting spot. Assuming all went well, they should be there in three days.

◆◆◆

Meeting

The Horse Clan camp had a little less of the stench of the main Summer Gathering, if only because there were fewer unwashed bodies all crammed in on each other. It was still unpleasant. Not that their own camp would have met his standards before he ended up in the Stone Age, Joe thought to himself with a wry twist of humor, still, they managed basic general hygiene, and strict bodily waste sanitation, though he would kill for toilet paper. Ron claimed to be working on something, but that, like so many of their projects, he needed horses first. What one had to do with the other, Joe couldn’t imagine, but he trusted Ron.

So here he was, sitting with the elders of the Horse Clan, eating mystery meat that had been slow roasted in one of their ceramic crocks. It seemed to be the new favorite culinary rage among the clans. “I want to thank you for meeting with me like this. I know that the weather will soon be turning, and that you usually start your migration at this time.” He waited and allowed the men to all acknowledge his statement, before continuing. “I have a plan to make it far easier for us to hunt through the winter, and to store up a good amount of food before the snow comes, but much like the big hunt before the Summer Gathering, I need more hunters than I have.” Again he waited a moment to let them adjust to this idea. Then went on, “I want to drive herds from the plains, up into the valley where we live, and then have your clan set up camp at the mouth of the valley.” He started to draw in the dirt at their feet a rough sketch of what it would look like. “You would push them into the valley, like putting them in a basket. My hunters, in the trees here, would select the best animals to take now, and take them out of the passing herd with bows. I will give you a demonstration of how that works in a minute, but for now, I think you have seen enough of what I can do to believe me when I say I can do it.” he paused, and watched their faces.

There were grim nods of agreement all around. The chief said, “I want to see, but yes, I believe you.”

Joe grinned at him, “Oh, I will show you. I ask a lot, so would not expect you to do it without seeing.” The old man just grunted and nodded. “Okay, once they are in the basket, your clan will just come up and camp along the mouth of the valley, to put a lid on the basket. All of the herds stay inside the basket that way. Then, if food grows scarce, we just push the herds from one side of the basket to the other, using the bows to take the ones we want, leaving the pregnant mares, does, and cows, to drop their young in the spring, and we have a fresh supply. Your people drive the game, and my people do the killing, your people dress the animals, we split the meat, and my people hang around to use the offal piles to bait in the wolf, fox, and bear, and we kill them too, so that they don’t kill the herds we want to feed us.”

One of the elders with the chief spoke up, “If we camp along the mouth of the valley, the winter will be cold. The young, and the old will die.”

Joe nodded, “Some always do, but you will have warm furs, and access to the woods for fire wood. I will teach you how to build warmer stoves, so you can help stay warmer, but yes, this first winter will be hard. The first winter we do this will be hard no matter when we start it. The important point is, this isn’t a one time harvest. Once we have a good variety of animals in the basket, as long as we don’t take out too many, too fast, they just keep making more. Sure, once in a while we’ll need to drive in some fresh supply.” He shrugged, “So what? We will probably want to do that every so often anyway, and I have a few ideas to make that an easier job in the future, but one step at a time.”

The old men just looked at him, then at each other. The chief said to the one who had worried about the cold camp, “I share your concerns, I too have young grand children now, but if the mothers don’t have meat, the babies can’t nurse, no matter how warm they are. This is good for our people.” The other men all sat for a long moment and then nodded.

Joe grinned, he had his work force. At least for this year, and likely he had his vassal nation for many years to come, he just needed to shape things right. While the Horse Clan elders sent out their scouts to find the near by herds that could be driven, Joe pulled out his radio, and called up Carl. The man needed to get his hunters into place. It was time to lay in meat supplies.

◆◆◆

William Don’t Tell

After the details had been discussed, but before the scouts left, Joe gathered the horse clan together for a little demo in the early morning light. After rummaging through the food stores, he was able to find a couple roots that the women had gathered that were about the size of his fist. He tied one to a pole so that it would dangle about a foot from the top, then he gave it to Urt’s woman and asked her to run out a little ways and hold it out away from her so that the root would hold still. While she was running out, he told the crowd the story of William Tell. He watched the nervous looks all around, before he smiled, and said, “We aren’t going to do any thing nearly that cruel.” Then he called out in a loud voice, “That is far enough.” When the girl turned and held out the stick, he could see relief wash over the crowd and had to bite his lip to hold in his laughter. He turned to Urt, and said quietly, “Take your time, and when you’re ready.”

Urt drew the bow, lined up, and after only a moment, fired. From the distance all that could be seen was the root dance on its string, and then fall to the ground. When the girl returned with it in two pieces everyone gasped. Joe caught Urt’s eye, they had already arranged this before, so Urt nodded that he was ready. Joe said out loud, “Or a moving target.” Then he tossed the root he was holding high in the air, and Urt took aim, and shot it before it hit the ground. The crowd was going wild and rushed in around them. Joe was openly laughing now. “I need you to all clear back, we have one last test. I need your strongest spear thrower.” A big man stepped forward and a path cleared for them. The man went first and threw the spear an impressive distance. Then Urt stepped forward and sent the arrow arching well over an hundred and fifty yards to the astonished gasps of everyone.

Joe just clasped the man on the arm, then turned to the Chief, “I set six men, high in trees, as the herd passes under, they shoot the bulls, bucks, and stallions. Leaving those with young to deliver them in the spring, and replenish the stock.”

The Chief was suitably impressed, “Can I get these bows for my hunters?”

Joe just shook his head, “They are not easy to make. They need the right materials, and it takes time to develop skill with them. I don’t even have them for all of my hunters. I am not saying never, I am saying it takes time. For now, work with me, provide your skill in driving game, to my shooters.”

The old chief’s face wrinkled in a frown, but he nodded, “It will be as you say.”


Settling In

A Real Home

Elade cornered Fris as soon as Joe headed back out to handle the actual hunt. “So, how did it go?” she asked nervously.

Fris grinned mischievously, “Which part?”

Elade gave her the look, “I know what kind of lover he is, tell me about the meeting with the Horse Clan.”

Fris giggled, “Oh that. The other was more exciting, she winked at Elade, who just laughed and shoved her gently.”

Elade rubbed her belly, “I know. Don’t say anything yet, it is too early to be sure, but Anil says I may be a mother soon.” Fris squealed and hugged her. When Elade finally pealed the girl off of her, she said, “Now, stop stalling and tell me how it went with the Horse Clan, this is important.”

Fris waved her hand, “He had them eating from the palm of his hand. They want bows of course, but he put them off like we talked about, and they accepted it. Ella spoke to the Chief’s wife more than I did, but that didn’t seem to be where the problem was coming from. A couple of the elders seem to be putting up resistance. From how positively feline a couple of their son’s wives were being, I think they may be looking at the Chief’s son as too weak to hold it. If he doesn’t get our Joe as a strong ally, when the Chief dies, they think they might be able to challenge and one of them take the spot, but with Joe as an ally... Well lets face it, if he were to send down one or two of the guard to back up even a weak chief, there wouldn’t be much the others could do.”

Elade sighed, “Once everything is settled, we’ll need to make an excuse to invite some of them up for dinner. We need to keep an eye on this situation. We’re starting to have a real home here, and I’m not letting anyone take it away.”

Fris smiled, “Ella was saying the same thing. Joe is nice. We eat well, and he gives us all these wonderful and pretty things. Even the work isn’t that hard.” she shrugged, “My mother only wishes she had it so good. Can you believe these hearths? No smoke, and so warm!”

Elade laughed, “I thought the little box to put the furs in to keep them warm until you need them was pure inspiration! He said it was something they had where he came from called a towel warmer that gave him the idea. His home must have been a place of endless magic.”

Ella just shrugged, “Is it wrong to be glad he can’t go back? I mean, I’ve only been here a short time, and a lot of that traveling, but even traveling with him is so much easier than before. Those travoises make carrying everything half the work! Then to come back home to all these soft clean furs, and that warm bath he made. I have never felt anything like that! Do you think we can get him to build us one here?”

Elade laughed, “They are already talking about it. They want to make streams that flow in the house on command.” When the girls eyes went wide, Elade nodded, “I swear I am not lying. Come, let me show you.” She took her back to areas in the carved out areas behind the cliff face, and pointed, “See, when they have the time, they want to drill down through the rock, from the pond above, so it flows through this channel. It will fill this fountain to get water for cooking, and then flow over this spot here where a fire will make the water hot, and it will flow over to this basin to wash food dishes when you block off this channel, or if you leave it open, it will flow that way, to where they are going to make a bath like you saw at the Summer Gathering. They even want to have the water flow out of that bath to a trench where you can do your business without having to go outside in the cold. Everything will just wash away back down the mountain.”

Ella’s eyes were wide with awe. “It really is like magic. Such a place to live like that, we will be so spoiled, we won’t want to go to the Summer Gatherings, who would ever want to leave home?”

Elade giggled, “Stay home and keep Joe in the furs with us all day.”

Ella laughed, “Ah, we can’t do that. How would we get our bath carved out then?” That brought another round of giggles, as the women wondered off to start getting food ready. They realized that they had already wasted enough time and all their big dreams didn’t happen if they didn’t make them happen.

◆◆◆

Crowded

Bill knew they needed more people, but he really didn’t know why so many of them needed to live in his home. He understood why they brought the women and children in from the first batch, but now there were more women, and more children, and it was getting crowded damn it. Joe takes on two more women, and then Ron and Carl each think that they need two more. He didn’t want any more than the three he was already responsible for, not that any had sought him out, but even so, that wasn’t the point, he told himself. All these extra kids being allowed to stay here was just too much. Even if everyone said it was only until more buildings were built. The little brats were always underfoot, and they made a mess.

At least the hunt had gone off without a problem and the smokehouses were filled. Of course, that meant Joe was back and swaggering around all pleased with himself. The man had spent four days in bed, and the noises coming from behind the curtains were simply lewd. It was like he didn’t care that other people, children even, were present.

He had been somewhat relieved when Carl had begun to enclose the watchtower, and expand around it. Okay, he admitted to himself, at first he had been annoyed, not understanding why the man had been worried about making an area they only used for keeping watches weather tight when overcrowding was the real problem, but then Carl had explained that he wanted to move his family up there for the winter, so long as it could be properly sealed up. Then, he was relieved. That would be six adults and two children out of the main house, and as far as Bill was concerned, that couldn’t happen soon enough.

Carl had brought enough lumber up the cliff face to start enclosing the tower. It was slow going, and the faint hoped he had entertained, of being able to expand it all the way over to the pond, died quickly. There would simply be no time this year. Instead, he had gotten help from the new hunters for a few days, and was able to dig out a covered walkway around to the mountain slope side of the tower, and put in a reasonably sized dug out. Carl had to resign himself to the fact that at least it would allow his family space to have privacy, away from the workspace of the tower, where others would be housed when working on the top of the cliff. Most of all, it would get his wives away from Bill’s wives, and to a far lesser extent Joe’s and Ron’s.

At first Carl had thought that they were overreacting, but then he had noticed it too. Bill’s wives acted resentful and just generally bitchy toward them. As for Joe and Ron’s families, even the girls admitted that was just the normal friction of too many people in too little space. Though Elade did seem to think she ruled the roost, he chuckled at how she had changed from the girl they had first met. He didn’t really mind though, as she was fair, and treated his girls no different than she did her own family. He thought that in a lot of ways, she was just a lot like both Joe and Ron. People who got so wrapped up in getting things done, that little things like making sure you were okay with what she was doing came as a distant afterthought. Carl found he could usually over look that flaw in people who were competent.

He moved his family up on the top of the cliff just after the first snow had fallen. He had even given the normal watch crew a release from duty up there, preferring instead to teach the girls how to keep watch from the tower, and operate the radio. With the six of them, it just gave plenty of opportunity for everyone to take breaks, and sitting in the top of the now enclosed tower, by the fire, with a cup of broth, was not nearly the harsh duty it had once been. He found that the girls each enjoyed their little bit of alone time, away from the others.

Ron had gotten everyone settled in Port Town as they had taken to calling it now. It had been a real chore, and had only finished up about a week before the snow flew. Still, now that the smoke houses were all roiling away, and the temps were staying below freezing to keep all the meat from the hunt from going bad, he found himself back in the main camp wishing he had been smart like Carl and carved out a little bit of private space for his family. He and Joe got along fine, and were busy enough with getting extra rooms carved back into the rock. Even their girls seemed to more or less get along, as much as that many women all in one spot ever did anyway. It was Bill’s women who seemed to be causing the most friction, and he suspected that the problem was really Bill.

While he, Joe, and even Carl, had all found useful employment since they arrived, Bill had mostly puttered and moped. He was bitter about the situation, and it was starting to show. Ron was determined, if they made it through this winter, either he would move out and build something for his family like Carl next spring, or he would talk to Joe, and have them agree to build something for Bill.

◆◆◆

Lord Mayor

The winter had worn on everyone. Food stores had held out, and everyone had their projects, but cabin fever was strong long before the thaw. As tempers were straining near the breaking point, Joe grabbed the bull by the horns. “Bill, grab each of us a rifle and sidearm, and I’m going to have Elade pack us about a week’s worth of food. You’ve been stuck in here since we got here, and it is high time you got the chance to get out. I think we need to pay a visit to the Horse Clan.”

Bill shook his head, “Nah, you go on. I’ll hold down the fort.”

Joe shook his head, “Not this time. We need perspective, and the inside of these walls, isn’t getting it for us. You’ve not met any of the locals in their natural habitat. You haven’t even gotten out of this valley, and while technically, as they are camped at the mouth of the valley, I don’t know that this trip will actually get you out of it either, it will still get you more perspective than sitting here looking at the same four walls. I’m not taking no for an answer on this one, buddy. Dress warm, it is chilly outside.” Bill wasn’t happy about it, but grudgingly he began to get ready as well.

A couple of hours later, they were fighting their way through the snow-covered trail. Both men traveled in silence on that first day. Joe led Bill down to Port Town, where they spent their first night with their people there. They actually slept in the sawmill, but ate with the others, exchanged stories, and checked on the progress of their winter projects. Joe even threw a small fit that some members of the town had allowed sanitation to lax in the cold. Fearing disease in the spring when all of the human waste started to melt and get tracked into homes and eventually end up in drinking water, he imposed some fairly draconian punishments, and radioed back to Carl to let him know what had been going on in their absence, and asked that someone send a couple of hunters down on their next patrol to administer the punishments and see to things.

After leaving Port Town, Bill could only remain silent for the first couple of hours before he had to speak up. “Joe, I get that you’re concerned about disease, and I am too, but sending down goons to carry out a public flogging of women and even children, just because they live in a house where someone took a dump in the street outside rather than walking to a latrine in the middle of a fucking blizzard? That is some kind of tyrant bull shit!”

Joe nodded, “I hardly think five strikes across the back for a man, and three for a woman, two for any child less than chest high but more than waist high, is extreme when their actions endangered everyone, including our families.”

Bill shook his head, “Who the fuck put you in charge?”

Joe shrugged, “Fine, You’re now mayor of Port Town. You can countermand my order, but you and your family live there. Any disease, you’ll have a front row seat.”

Bill spluttered, “You can’t just tell me what I have to do!”

Joe shrugged again, “Come on, we’ll head back. We can be home by night fall. There are four of us, lets see what Carl and Ron have to say about my solution, shall we? Either I make a ruling to enforce the laws we have all agreed upon for the safety of us all, or you get to override that ruling, but you take responsibility for the consequences. Besides, I’m betting everyone is a little tired of you playing armchair quarterback anyway. You sit back isolated from all of the hands on work of building this new world that you brought us to, but have some ivory tower ideal of how you think it ‘should’ work, that you keep comparing our actions to. Well, fuck that. Now it is time to put up or shut up. I’m offering you all of Port Town as your own personal fiefdom. Pretty shitty of me really, considering that Ron built the damn thing, but I populated it, so I figure I should have at least half say. Let’s go back and check with him and Carl. I think a little hands on personal responsibility will do you a world of good.” Joe turned around and began to storm off the way that they had come.

Bill was left standing there stunned. He wasn’t happy to be spoken to that way, nor was he happy that Joe of all people was seeming to be throwing him out of his own home. On the other hand, if they could drag things out until just before the thaw, and maybe get one of the yurts to live in while a suitable home was built... He would end up the official leader of their largest population center. Someone who could run it right. He hurried to catch up with Joe, this was something he could work with.


Spring

Finally The Thaw

The rest of winter had been a tense affair. Finally moving Bill and his family out, had been a lot like a particularly nasty divorce that everyone was trying very hard to pretend wasn’t. Ron had to agree to help install another dedicated water wheel, attached to the alternator from the truck, to supply power to Bill’s new house, as part of the ‘divorce settlement’. This wheel would need to be in the faster running tributary, to avoid freezing up in the winter. No one was certain it would work, but the effort would be made as part of the price to get Bill and his family out of everyone else’s hair. Of course, construction on that couldn’t begin until after the thaw, so wouldn’t be there when they first moved down.

Teepee living in the middle of the thaw, was not pleasing to Bill or his women. The other’s didn’t care, they had quarantined the whole area. Disease had broken out as Joe and Carl had feared. While it was more mild than their nightmares, even the antibiotics that they had brought in the medical kit couldn’t save everyone, and the weakest still were buried in what became the town’s graveyard. Seven children had fallen, and two women, including one of Bill’s very pregnant wives. He was devastated. A steep price to pay to learn the lesson that there is no such thing as being too strict on sanitation, but Bill had learned it.

As a peace offering, once the fever had passed, and the quarantine was lifted, Joe, Carl, and Ron, quarried a monument stone for the young woman and child, and managed to carve her name into it, and drug it down the mountainside for her grave. Bill, overcome with grief, barely mumbled his thanks before crawling back in his tent.

While cut off from Port Town, everyone else had been busy trying to get an area cleared for spring planting, and a section prepared for new poultry, all of last years catch having failed to make it through the winter. Ron and Carl, each had ideas on ways to give them better chances this time around. So they were a little ways around the side from the main camp setting up what would soon become their poultry farm, as soon as it was warm enough for the birds to hatch and for the kids to get the chance to get out and catch some.

Along those lines, Joe decided it was time to get some trees felled, and ready for the moment the sawmill can go back into operation. There would soon be a very big project, and they would need all the hands they could get. Leaving Urt with the instructions, Joe was soon off to visit the Horse Clan.

◆◆◆

A New Kind Of Hunt

Joe took the trip out to visit the Horse Clan with the whole family. Including two of his hunters, and their families, as well as their trainees, who now had bows, shields, and steel axes. They had determined that swords would use up too much metal, but an ax was a useful tool, as well as a weapon, and used only about twenty percent of the metal. Along with the new leather armor, they were still the most impressively equipped troops on the planet.

They were welcomed warmly, and while the winter had been hard, and disease had claimed some from the Horse Clan as well, overall it wasn’t really worse than other winters. That they had all been well fed instead of starving in the spring had led many to pull through that might have succumbed otherwise. The tribe as a whole was in high spirits.

So when Joe started to speak about a new kind of hunt, they were interested. Confused, but interested. This new thing called a coral they had no experience with, nor a lasso or whip, but they were willing to give it a try. Try as he might, Joe couldn’t get them to get the hang of the whip. The lasso was a little better, and after talking to their tool maker, was able to construct a bolo, and had some limited success with that, but again while the hunters of the Horse Clan found the new items interesting, more as a sort of game than useful tools, they weren’t really sure what the purpose was. Joe didn’t really want to explain the concept of domesticating animals to them just yet. These were going to be his ranchers and cowboys in the years to come, but he didn’t want them just taking the idea and running off with it to form a mongol horde just outside of his little valley. He needed to do this right, and get them working on tending the animals and providing for their people, so they could be a supplier of meat and livestock for his people and his troops.

He wanted to fold them in as a vassal state, and eventually just absorb them, but if they got too strong too fast, they would turn into a rival instead of an asset. With their mindset still stuck culturally back in the Stone Age, that would just be handing car keys to an excited five-year-old. He wanted a transportation system, not a five-year-old playing bumper cars with a lot of expensive hardware and wrecking everything. So he dealt with some inefficiencies early on, as frustrating as that might be in the beginning.

He noticed that several of their men had made bows. They were crappy things that didn’t look more powerful than about thirty or forty pound draws. They were trying to innovate on their own though, and he complimented them on their efforts. Held a friendly archery competition to show them how far they still had to go, just to prove that he hadn’t been lying to them about needing special materials. Even though he had been exaggerating greatly about how difficult it was to get those materials. He wanted to take a crack at making some composite horn bows. He had the instructions in his e-reader, but with everything going on, he hadn’t gotten around to it just yet. Once they had horses though, the need for the more compact bows that allowed horse archery would become much greater.

For this trip however, he just concentrated on getting them excited about the upcoming push to drive herds into the corals. Joe knew this was going to be a long dangerous summer, but if they could break even one or two of the horses to pull a plow or a cart, then the world would change. Breaking them to riding horses would come, and once he had even a small troop of cavalry, to protect a wagon to send south for salt...

He shook his head. He grinned when the thought crossed his mind that he was getting the ‘cart before the horse’. In this case literally. They finished out the week with the Horse Clan. More contests with the new items, more feasts and general bonding, then he set the date for the big hunt, and went back to prepare his people as well.

◆◆◆

Horses

Fris was convinced now that they were magic. It had started with the tents that floated on the water. Then the amazing way that they threw the flaming spears through the sky over the camp all night. Then she had reached their home and discovered more. The fire lights that they had that didn’t smoke and gave off no heat but were as bright as the sun, the little tablets with the moving pictures, and the marks that were pictures of sounds. All of that was beyond incredible. Especially when they taught her how to draw the pictures of sounds. Her father would never have believed such magic could exist, and he was the most respected medicine man in generations. When they called down the thunder, and would strike an animal farther than even a bowshot away, she had thought that must have been the greatest of their magics.

All of that fell to the side when she saw them call horses to them to eat out of their hands. To make the beasts carry their packs and to even carry them! She knew Joe had said that he had a plan for a new kind of hunt, when they went to the Horse Clan. She had heard the men talking for months and months about, this will be easier with horses, or we can do this once we have horses. She never really understood what they meant by that. She had seen the bruises and even a broken leg from the men who had tried to get the horses. Joe had barely been home for weeks, and when he did come home, he was so tired, he barely looked at any of them. She had begun to be concerned that he might be growing bored with them and had worried that he might drive them out. Then, out of nowhere, he had come home. Had come up the road, riding on a horse as if it were the most natural thing in the world!

When he got off the horse’s back, the animal didn’t run away either! Instead it just butted its head up against his shoulder, until he pulled a small apple from a pouch and fed it to the creature, right from his hand. When she had gasped in amazement, he had brought her over to pet the big beast’s long mane, and even put her up on its back. Joe had looked at her very serious, “Don’t ever approach it when I am not with you. At least not until I tell you differently. I don’t know exactly how tame she really is. For now, she and I have a reasonable working relationship. She does what I tell her to do, and I make sure she gets all the food she wants, and I keep all the things that can hurt her away.”

Fris had smiled up at him then, “Oh, so just like me then?”

Joe looked at her startled. His first thought was, ah hell, here comes ‘the patriarchy’ speech, but it wasn’t. She was just grinning and actually appreciative for his provision and protection. Joe let out a long relieved sigh, “Riding you is a lot more fun.” he teased. “Maybe we can try that a little later. For now, I have to take care of her. She will need more food, and to have that saddle removed, and should probably get a bit of a brushing. I really need to get a groomsman now I suppose.” He sighed again at another task added to his list, “I should be happy that Bill turned out to know a thing or two about breaking horses. Who knew that the man was from ranch people.” He kissed her on the forehead, “I’m interrupting your work, and as I said, I’ve got a ton to do, too.” Just like that, he led the horse off by a rope, like that was a completely normal thing for people to do. Magic, she was sure of it.

◆◆◆

Limited Supply

Joe grimaced as the Horse Clan Chief made his petulant demand again. “We helped you get them, we want to ride horses.”

Bill looked smugly at Joe, enjoying seeing him in the hot seat. They weren’t at each other’s throats anymore. Bill having learned his lesson with the fever outbreak of a few months ago, and then proving himself so well with assisting in breaking of the horses, but the hatchets weren’t deeply buried either. Ron on the other hand was wincing at the situation, because he knew that the Chief was right, his people did deserve some horses for their part, and if they wanted their continued cooperation, they had better get him some, but the supply was limited. They had so many industrial production needs for horses, and Joe wanting them to move around his hunters/warriors was also a valid concern. They may not be under threat of attack at the moment, but as rich as they were compared to their neighbors, it wouldn’t take long for someone to get the bright idea that it would be a lot easier to just come and take what they want rather than try to keep trading for it, when the trade imbalance was so great.

Ron said, “I understand, but it takes time to get a horse to accept a human rider. We don’t have many people who can teach one to do that, and while we could just give you a horse, the chances are, you would end up killing it before you could make it let you ride it.”

The Chief repeated his demand, “We want horses to ride.”

Joe started banging his head on the table in frustration, then set up with a smile. “A limited supply! That is perfect! You don’t want horses to ride, you want one horse to ride. Your horse. We won’t take horses to the Summer Gathering. You get to be the only one to ride in on a horse this year.”

The old Chief stopped, and his eyes glittered, and a smile came across his face. “You wont take horses?”

Joe shook his head, “Not at the start. You ride down first and show off with it. Our horses will come down only after you’ve already show up on it. “ Joe shrugged, “We need them to help tow the boats back upriver.”

The Chief thought about that for a moment, then nodded, “Two days. I get two days before you show up with yours.”

Joe laughed at this point, “Fair enough. I will ask that you tell them the horses were something we did by working together. It might make the other groups more likely to work with us. Like one of the groups from the far south that usually trades salt. I have an idea for that, kind of like a new way to hunt.” he said the last as he lay a finger alongside his nose and pointed at the Chief, making the old man grin again.

The old chief nodded, “Deal. Your ideas always seem to put food in my belly.”


A Future

The Planning Committee

“Don’t we all have too much to do to be wasting time with this now?” Joe grumbled. He looked around the room to see the other three faces of his original team looking back at him just as tired as he was.

Bill sighed in annoyance, “Damn it Joe, how many times do I have to say it, failing to plan, is just like planning to fail. I know this is prime work hours, just as well as you do, and have just as much to get done, but this winter when we had the time, we didn’t know we were going to have the animals. Now we do, and it changes things. A day or two used wisely now, can save months of fuck up time down the road, or it would if we didn’t spend it all with you bitching about it.”

Joe started to come back with a retort, but Ron cut him off, “Bill’s right,” he held up his hand to cut off Joe again, “or maybe half right. Arguing about it isn’t doing us any good, and Bill, how about we try to keep this to half a day instead?” Carl grunted agreement with Ron, and the other two men raised their hands in surrender.

Bill shook his head, “Now, I can’t get the horses trained as fast as you’re all wanting them. It just can’t be done. With more men who knew how, maybe, but it takes time to train them, and we ain’t got that either. I can either train cavalry horses, or cart and wagon pullers, but they are different skills. Remember, we have to have some wagon pullers, just to get in enough hay to keep them over these long winters.”

Joe rubbed his face, “So the bottle neck is people not horses?”

Bill sighed, “It is a little bit of both. People is the big problem, but horses big enough to ride is also a problem. Due to the way we got these horses, they are all very young. Oh, they’ll grow just fine, but really, they shouldn’t be ridden much for another year or so yet. You have to remember, these horses are a lot of genetic selection away from being the horses of our world. We can start to improve the stock, but again, that takes time. A lot of time. In the mean time, cart horses or combat horses?”

Joe looked to Ron, “If we go with cart horses primarily, can you knock me together a few chariots?”

Ron’s eyes went wide, “I’d have to give it some thought, but I don’t see why not. What are you thinking?”

Joe shrugged, “Well, if we go with chariots, we can have a groom/driver/mechanic, and maybe as many as two archers in the back. One to cover both flanks. Or maybe the driver takes the warriors in to the fight, and they jump off the back as he hauls ass out of there to protect the horses, and plays the same role as choppers in the American Military. You know, medical evac, bringing in ammo for archers, and fast attack role.”

Ron scratched his head, “That could work. You’re thinking heavy chariots more like the Persians used than like the Roman’s or like the later Roman’s used for gladiator matches...hmm.”

Joe sighed and rubbed his tied eyes, “I’m thinking of a way we can use horses trained to pull a cart, to be useful to protect us. It really is only a matter of time before someone gets brave enough to try to take us out. We’ve scared them the last two Summer Gatherings, or they would have tried already, don’t think some of them aren’t trying to work up the courage.”

Bill looked at him incredulously, “Do you really think it is that bad? The people you’ve brought back have been good people for the most part.”

Carl answered him, “Yeah, the ones we’ve brought back. There were plenty that we didn’t bring back, and some went away mad. Others, well lets just say, we’ve got the money, and the girls, and you remember what that was like back home.”

Bill asked, “Should we be building walls?”

It was Ron’s turn to sigh expressively, “Sure, start that in your free time.”

Bill made a face at him, and Joe barked out a laugh, then shook his head and had the decency to look embarrassed. “Sorry, Bill, I would love to have nice big castles all over this valley, but Ron is right, other things are a priority now. I didn’t mean to laugh at you, it was only that we’ve already beat that particular horse to death. Even with draft horses and Ron building a couple of extra saws with our finite metal reserves, given our manpower, the time it would take for even wooden palisades, isn’t time well spent right at the moment. That being said, if you’re building buildings, and you want to build them in a way that makes it easy to drop some logs in between them to make a good stout barricade, it will make defending everyone that much easier.”

Mollified, Bill nodded, “Well, that much I can do. We don’t have a lot in the way of buildings planned, other than my home, and another row house for any new recruits, or to give the existing towns people a little more room to spread out.”

Ron shrugged, “Well, if you keep the space between them small enough to block off with pine logs, log cabin style, that should go a long way, considering the current state of tribal warfare.”

Joe gave them all a feral grin, “That is our one advantage. Once they finally work up the nerve to start the fight, we have a lot more, and I mean a whole lot more, experience with it than they do. Even with as little as we know about it, Ron and I will run circles around them on strategy and tactics. At least at first.”

Ron grunted, “That is true, but defeat is an excellent teacher. Once they’ve licked their wounds for a little bit, they will learn fast. So once we win, we have to cripple them, and I mean for a generation, so that by the time they can think about challenging us again, we’ve got a society strong enough to withstand it.”

Joe nodded, “Yeah, Ron is right. I’ll put off this war for as long as I can. Mostly because I don’t want to become the monster that history is about to make me, but this is life or death. Once the fighting starts, I will make Genghis Khan look like Ghandi.”

Bill shivered, “Is that completely necessary?”

Carl surprised everyone by saying loudly and firmly, “Absolutely. I have a family now, and I’m not risking them for anything.” Bill cringed as he saw no dispute on the faces of the other three men around the table. Then remembering the lesson he had learned at the price of his own child, he was silent.

Ron asked, “What about the other animals?”

Bill shook his head, “Can’t do cattle really until we have horses enough for all to ride. Figure three years, up to five, and while sheep, or sheep like wool producers could be a little quicker, they are almost impossible to do without either horses or dogs, at least in their wild state. We’ll probably round up a few next year, but it will likely be the year after before you can have any wool socks.” He grinned, “I think we may have made a breakthrough with the birds though. Instead of factory farming them as Joe was trying.” He held up a hand, “Nothing against Joe’s efforts, it was as good a try as any, and a logical step. This time though, I dispersed the birds throughout the town’s population. Each family is getting three or four birds to care for. They can use the eggs, or trade them, or try to hatch them. This should be more disease resistant, and whoever is best at caring for the birds, will end up with the most, and will self select as our poultry farmer.”

Joe smacked his forehead, “Free market solution, damn it Bill, you’re supposed to be the pinko communist university professor, and then you go and do something like this? You’re going to ruin my image of you!” He grinned at the older man, who at first had looked startled, but then couldn’t mistake the amusement in Joe’s face smiled back dryly.

Bill shook his head in amusement, “I see, I shall try not strain your red neck prejudices in the future.” All four men were grinning now, as the earlier tension was relieved.

Joe sobered first, “Seriously, excellent idea there Bill.” He took a deep breath, and let it out before he broached the next subject, “Could we afford to have me and a few of the boys take a wagon south and try to load up on salt, after the Summer Gathering?”

Bill frowned, “We do need it, but if they are as hostile as you say...” he trailed off.

Carl sighed, “Violent isn’t really the right word for it, but they are unstable, and they have no history or culture of ‘doing the right thing’. It really is law of the jungle, survival for them. They don’t take from each other because doing so might get them killed, not because they have any real concept of property rights as such. We’re a long way from the ‘enlightenment’, and might does make right here. They all tip toe around us, because we carry the biggest fucking stick they’ve ever seen, and so far, we haven’t even shot anyone yet. Oh, there are plenty of stories about us calling down the thunder, as my wives call it, but we haven’t emptied half a magazine in the middle of camp yet to settle down a mob. Though last year I was thinking it was close.”

Joe waved that away, “Nah, swords and bows would have been plenty I think.”

Bill sighed, “I want to go this year.”

Joe nodded, “I think you should.”

Bill looked to Ron, “You’ve got a lot of work to do, do you mind staying home this year?”

Ron looked to Carl and both men grinned at each other, and Carl answered, “We were both going to try to get out of going if we could?”

Joe snorted a laugh, “Who is going to keep me and my good buddy Bill here from killing each other?”

Bill laughed, “Oh come on, it isn’t that bad.”

Joe nodded, “No, not anymore anyway. It will be good for you to get firsthand experience with the natives.”

Bill grinned, “Will you put off the salt run until we have more troops?”

Joe shook his head, “No, but I will put it off until next year. Then I try it no matter what the troop situation looks like. If we’re ever to grow, salt is vital. Not just for food preservation, but we’re going to want the chlorine out of it.” When Bill looked at him with horror, Joe snorted, “No, I’m not planning chemical weapons, though if I thought we could process enough to matter, I’d consider it. I’m thinking something to add to a community water supply to help prevent disease. Remember disease is our real enemy here.”

Bill simply went quiet, but Carl spoke up, “That is actually a great idea. I should have thought of it. I just don’t know how to get the chlorine out of the salt.”

Joe shrugged, “I’ve got a couple of ideas from something I saw on a YouTube video. We just need to see if it works, and if we have enough supplies to make it work.”

Ron looked at his watch, “Bill, I think it has been a productive session. Let’s respect everyone’s time like Joe wanted early on, and wrap this thing up, but schedule one more in three weeks. First item on the agenda, a second big boat. Fair enough?”

Bill nodded, and Joe smiled, Carl just grinned, “You mean we might actually be acting like grown ups after all?”

Ron snorted, “Keep this up and this place might just have a future.”
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It is my fervent hope, that if people have the time to think about what kind of world they want to build, we can reclaim our future from those who would censor, and silence, and eventually eradicate true diversity of thought, and diversity of world view. If I can in some small way help present the choices for a brighter future, then I will have done what I can to bring about a brighter world.

More importantly in the short term though, is for you to enjoy, think about, and join in the magic.


Books By This Author

Reality Shards

When worlds collide, magical items are left behind.  The struggle to own such items become epic tales.  Power beyond imagining to the individual or group who could claim them all...

World Wright Inc.

While experimenting with multidimensional travel in an attempt to master hyperspace, a team working for a private/public partnership finds themselves stranded in an alternate universe. In this Bronze Age meets Fantasy world they find that they are not the first unintentional immigrants from Earth. With no way home, they begin to make their way in this new world full of strange customs and harsh realities far removed from their early twenty first century lives. Eight highly educated and accomplished, but woefully ill equipped scientists try to build new lives for themselves out of only what they can scavenge from the wreckage of their badly damaged vessel or build from scratch using only the very primitive tools available to them locally. Will their fledgling company flourish or flounder in the land of warring city states? 

Legacy Series

After a lifetime of fighting for king and country, when civil war reared its ugly head, the most famous general in living memory wanted to remain neutral. To his deep regret, he learned that there is no neutrality when your bloodline and your reputation, mean that a sizable portion of the kingdom is looking to you to fill the empty throne and restore stability to a war torn land. With no forces of his own rallied for the fight, when the enemies strike for his family estates, there is nothing left but a desperate flight. The general and his top staff draw off pursuit and disappear from the pages of history, while his family, also with kill orders hanging over them, try to vanish into the countryside. Will the children survive to claim their inheritance, or will the father's mistake cost them everything?

This is the story of four young people growing up in hiding, and what they must do, as they become adults in a world where their very existence is a threat to those who currently have all the power. Will they rise to regain their rightful place, fade into the relative safety of obscurity, or find their way to a shallow, unmarked early grave?

Nomads Series


Coming home can be the start of a whole new kind of battle. Many people, but especially veterans, find themselves having difficulty adjusting to our rapidly changing world. Erratic, and often irrational social changes, combined with rapid technological change, and economic upheavals, force many to adopt unconventional strategies in order to survive, and hopefully to thrive, and with a little forethought and ingenuity, perhaps even maintain some level of freedom, while the rest of the world seems destined to be gradually herded in to an ever more dependent and controlled life. This is the story of people, like many you may know, trying to find their way, in a world that may not be too dissimilar from our own, in a future, that may be coming to a world near you.


Tomorrowverse

A somewhat optimistic look into a potential near future. Follow a diverse cast of characters as they make their way through a future world of seasteading micronation city states, cryptocurrencies, technological revolutions and even a bit of political and economic intrigue in an attempt to build a world worth living in, for themselves and perhaps for all of us. 

Journeys

Escaping from a tyrannical government bent on genocide, our refugees bound out into the multiverse. Have they jumped from the frying pan into the fire? Have they finally escaped the monsters, or are they simply destined to become them? 
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