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Al Clark woke with a start. For a moment, he was disoriented. Quickly the confusion faded, and he realized the nightmare he just experienced was only a dream, at which point there came a sense of relief. The startling reality of the dream made it difficult to transition to the real world, so before the images floated away, Al tried desperately to implant them into his memory.

The only thing that stuck was a frantic flight down a dark corridor and a lot of noise. What happened to cause his fear—or what he was running from—was already lost to his subconscious.

Before he came to Avalon, a recurring dream gave him a glimpse into the future which turned out to be true. Because this was the third time this nightmare had invaded his sleep, he thought it wise to take it seriously.

Elizabeth was still asleep next to him, and the room was dimly lit, with only diffused starlight coming through the curtains covering the windows. Her long blond hair draped her face and seeing her lying there reminded him how lucky he was. Married for almost four years, she had become tolerant of his ways and irregular schedule. He came and went at all hours as the sheriff of the little village of Camelot, and slept when he found the time. Tonight their schedules had meshed, and they slept together like a real couple.

He got up quietly and leaned down to place a kiss on her cheek. She smiled without opening her eyes and turned over. Elizabeth (Morris) Clark had been with him since he started his second life, and she had become his partner in their endeavor to build a community. His wife knew him better than anyone, and because she insisted there could be no other way, they kept no secrets.

She was tall for a woman at five foot ten, with confident blue eyes, and a no-nonsense attitude. An electrical engineer by trade, she was smart and independent. It was her son Chris along with his wife Tammy who provided Al—a man who could not have children—a grandson. Thomas was the first child born on Avalon, making Al and Liz the first grandparents.

He slipped his shirt on and went outside to stand on the porch and look out over his domain. A cloudless night lit the village with starlight and bestowed on it a quiet, peaceful appearance. The Community Center was directly in front of him, with his house being in the inner circle of several circles of homes surrounding the large building in the center of the village.

All the houses faced the center, and almost all paths led there. Chris and Tammy lived four houses over, close enough to be handy, but not too close. The homes were a conglomeration of self-erecting habitat modules and imagination. Framed wooden and metal additions jutted out at random, some of them complete with rambling porches for winding down in the evening.

It was early on a quiet spring morning on Avalon, the planet they colonized, and most of the settlers were still sleeping; gathering energy for the next day’s work. For a little more than five years, the refugees from Earth had been working to build a fair and stable society. All agreed the village was a great place to live, with almost nine hundred people now calling Camelot home.

The giant ship that brought them was still in orbit around the Earth-like planet, providing services from its seed banks, machine shops, 3-D printers, and medical facilities. The Hiber Pod Bay was converted to a manufacturing plant, with the other half of the module utilized as a medical center. Large sections of the starship were deemed unnecessary and abandoned.

Al thought maybe the star-like dot, moving slowly across the sky above him, might be the reflection of their ship—the Excalibur.

The forty-five-year-old ship spent thirty years getting to Avalon with the passengers in suspended animation. For another ten years, the ship automatically circled the beautiful blue planet, while its occupants slumbered, waiting for the end of their journey and their awakening. The automatic systems designed to wake the passengers had malfunctioned, and when Al woke up, he was alone. He found Chris first, trapped in the habitat ring where he awaited rescue for almost a year, and together they began the process of waking the survivors. Some passengers did not wake up.

Five years ago Al woke up in a hibernation pod, with no recollection of where he was, or how he came to be there. A severe case of amnesia left him with no memory of where, why, or who. Two days later he found Chris, the eighteen-year-old son of the woman he would eventually marry. While they struggled to wake the ship, there were many surprises.

While settling Avalon, the former chief of security on the Excalibur, now turned sheriff of Camelot, discovered he was an uncommon man. He could do things most people could not. To his surprise, he learned Al Clark was not completely human.

The name Al Clark had been stenciled on the outside of the small room where he woke; his real name lost with his creator who died during the long journey to Avalon. He appeared to be a forty-something-year-old six-foot tall man, with dark brown hair and blue eyes. His experience taught him he was in truth, a cybernetic construct with a robotic body and a human brain.

When a meteor storm struck the starship, a tiny particle penetrated the hull and entered his skull, landing inside his head and causing Al to wake up from his hibernation pod and begin his new life. The meteorite ultimately saved them all but took with it any memory of the life he had before. The only thing left of his past was a strong belief in right and wrong—and justice.

His body was a complicated machine with a titanium chassis, Mark Five servos and actuators, and a Tru-Skin body covering which made him almost indistinguishable from normal people.

He had two modes of operation; a normal mode of operation that was only slightly better than any healthy human and an enhanced mode where he was capable of doing things most people only dreamed of. There was, of course, a catch. His body’s power pack started with a twenty-year lifespan when new, but his source of power was now forty-five years old. Al spent forty years with his body shut down and his brain asleep, but he had expended a considerable amount of energy since arriving at Avalon.

The bar graph displayed while in the enhanced mode now showed his power levels had dropped to an alarming level, forcing him to become more cautious about expending energy. When in enhanced mode, he drained his power pack at many times the normal rate, increasing the chance he could run out of energy before a replacement pack could be manufactured. If such a thing were to happen, his body would stop supplying nutrients to his brain, and he would die. For the time being, he would have to settle for being in normal mode most of the time.

Because Al’s body so resembled a traditional human, he did not discover its peculiarities until one of the planet’s many predators attacked him and injured his leg. His friend Doctor Jacody Mumbada, a tall black Haitian man who still retained an endearing touch of the Creole accent he grew up around, performed a medical scan. Everything changed for Al after he was shown his true nature.

He tried to keep his abilities secret, but circumstance intervened. During the trial of Tammy Shoemaker, the saboteur Chris would fall in love with, he was forced to defeat a rampaging predator in plain sight of the entire colony to prevent a disaster.

After sharing most of what he learned about himself with the settlers, the part human, part robotic man, eventually gained their respect and in time was considered a hero. Now, he was well respected by most and feared by only a few. In the end, everybody agreed Al Clark was made to be the perfect sheriff.
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****

HIS ADOPTED SON, CHRISTOPHER Morris, met Al on the path leading to the community center as the sun was coming up. Chris was twenty-three and a respected engineer, with mid-length blond hair, the soft brown eyes of his father, and a thirst for adventure. He was unusually quiet and his six foot two frame was bent in thought as they made their way to meet the rest of the hunting party. Today they would be hunting Avalon’s version of Earths prehistoric predator—the Tyrannosaurus Rex.

Dinosaurs never became extinct on Avalon. The event which wiped them from the face of the Earth had never happened, leaving the larger ones to evolve and become dominant species.

One of the two flying baseball sized surveillance drones called Watchers had detected two large creatures resembling dinosaurs, or what the natives called Riktors, about a mile from the perimeter fence to the south. The colonists learned the hard way a single enraged Riktor could wreak untold havoc on a settlement. What made matters worse is these territorial predators usually lived in packs and hunted in pairs; attacking from opposite sides simultaneously.

With more than a little help from Al Clark, the vicious pack who controlled the valley where the colonists had settled was wiped out. When new Riktors came within two miles of the village or the local caves of the Sansi, the Watchers sent out an alarm, and the beasts were chased away by the settlers or killed. These were very dangerous hunters, and to allow them into their little piece of the valley was inviting trouble.

“Do you think we’re going to find them?” Chris asked Al.

“Well, they were just spotted early last evening. I think we might be able to catch up. If we could have left right then, we would have them by now. But...I think it’s a little crazy to hunt them at night. They are way too good in the dark for my taste.”

“Yeah, my tastes too.”

The hunting party consisted of two security officers (deputies), Chris, Captain Tobias Effinger, Doctor Cody in case of an injury, paleontologist Sila Patron, and Al. A six man and one woman hunting party. Seven humans versus two Riktors. The odds were in their favor.

Al raised his voice and said, “All right folks, you all know the rules: we stay together, we keep our eyes open, and we use our inside voices.” Some in the group smiled, amused that Al would have to state something so obvious. Al added, “I’m serious folks, but I think you get the picture. We need to get moving if we’re going to get there and back before dark.”

It would have been an easy trip in a shuttle, but the little ships were restricted to emergency use only. The versatile spacecraft were getting old, and the fuel rods to power them were in short supply. Al and the captain decided the invaders were close enough to get there by foot.

Chris was worried and excited at the same time. He had only participated in one hunt, where the stealthy creatures somehow managed to disappear into the forest. The team had searched until they barely had time to get back to the village by sunset. Before they lost the light, they gave up and went home. There hadn’t been but a few sightings until the past year. Now it appeared the Riktors were becoming restless and desired the valley occupied by the people of Camelot.

Al used his security pad as a radio and told his second in command the party was leaving. “You are in charge, Sal, until I get back it’s up to you to keep them safe...and let Robot Nine know he can accompany us next time. I think he might be upset.”

“Will do sir. You can count on me. I’ll take care of everything.”

And the sheriff did count on him. His second in command was a good officer, and excellent at his job, leaving Al free to concentrate on the task at hand.

Al took the lead, and they headed out, with the two deputies at the rear watching their backs. They were all armed except the doctor and paleontologist, with laser rifles which could take out a bug at a hundred yards. Sheriff Clark felt prepared, but he also knew that it paid to be overly cautious.

The game trail they were following wound through the countryside with occasional patches of tall grass. Clumps of trees with bluish-green leaves bearing orange fruit dotted the path on both sides. The exotic trees helped to hide their movement, so they used them as cover as they passed. The orange fruit of the alien tree was safe to eat and quite tasty, so they grabbed some as they came close and ate them as they walked.

“How far do you think we have to go?” Chris asked Al.

“The Watcher spotted them about a mile and a half from here. The trees will get thicker the closer we get, and the Watcher is having trouble tracking them.”

In a way, Chris hoped they wouldn’t find the Riktors. “Do you think you’re going to have to go to enhanced mode?”

“No, I don’t believe so. With all this firepower, and the Watcher helping us keep track of them, I shouldn’t have to.”

Five years in this life was not a long time to live, and he wanted to preserve energy and stretch it out as long as possible. They moved on quietly and said little.

Chris was thinking about when the colony was just beginning, and Al Clark saved both him and his future wife, Tammy, from a creature like the ones they hunted. During the trial, she was unnecessarily handcuffed to the defendant table with Chris sitting by her side when the creature burst through the auditorium doors and attacked. Al saved them, but it was Chris who got the reward.

That day they learned how precious each and every life was to a fledgling colony. After the trial, Tammy was made to wear a tracking bracelet for a while. What mattered was they allowed her to live. Surviving such an attack tends to make people look differently at life, and the majority had decided she deserved one too. Her bracelet had eventually been removed and forgotten. He married the green eyed girl with the long brown hair and pixie face, and as far as she was concerned—Chris was her savior.

Tammy, when young, had been adopted by Earth-First radicals, who believed the colony vessels were ships of war filled with the elite from Earth, with starships designed to overwhelm and conquer any race with a planet humans could inhabit. The fact the Excalibur was named after a mythical sword did not help.

She had believed their lies, and in trying to push those beliefs on others, she had poisoned the water supply aboard Excalibur and caused the death of a ten-year-old girl. Her sentence was to work as a settler and be forever seeking forgiveness for her mistakes. Chris was there to help.

The group walked in silence, with only the sound of the forest and the shuffling of their feet disturbing the quiet. Thirty-five-year-old Doctor Cody was thinking of his wife also. He married her only a year ago, and they were trying to stretch the newlywed feeling as far as possible. She didn’t want him going on this trip and begged him not to go, but he had been with Al since the beginning.

Cody, a six-foot-four-inch thin black man with short black hair and brown eyes, was an accomplished cardiac and trauma specialist and the first doctor Chris and Al awoke. Later, he helped to remove the tiny meteorite from Al’s head that was responsible for Al’s awakening and memory loss. He felt it his duty to assist his friend whenever asked. Plus, it was a way to get out and do something exciting.

The gray-haired Captain Tobias Effinger was worrying about slowing them down. At fifty-seven, he was the oldest member of the group. Doctor Cody still reminded him from time to time that he experienced a major heart attack when they revived him from his long sleep, and should limit his activities. The captain, of course, ignored the doctor’s advice. At five foot ten, with gray hair and deep brown eyes, he was neither short nor tall but projected a commanding presence with a strong will.

The captain stayed busy, as the elected mayor he was a man who wore many hats. A large part of his time was spent locating and prospecting for the essential minerals needed by the colonists. His search included bauxite, copper, iron ore, phosphorous, and a whole host of essential ingredients for their needs.

He stayed in shape by crawling all over the surrounding mountains looking for buried elements. Being a pilot, he loved to fly, and the captain/mayor could go where he wanted. He used his freedom to pursue his passion. One goal of his quest was to find the particular materials needed to build a new power pack for Al. It would require him to find some remarkably special prizes and the search combined with all his other duties kept him busy and moving. He did not fall behind as the hunters hurried down the path.

“Hang on a second, my pad is beeping,” Al said, stopping the people behind him.

He slid the multi-use datapad from his pocket and turned on the display. “Half a mile ahead—off to the right, the drone is having some trouble tracking and can’t maintain a lock. Wait—I’m getting something.”

The almost invisible surveillance drone tracking the creatures gave Al a bird’s eye view from fifty feet above. Below the drone a large-headed, ten foot tall, two-legged creature with a long tail and a horn above its nose was visible on the monitor. It was of the same kind of monsters who had kept the natives living in caves, afraid of the dark, and caused the fledgling settlement so much trouble.

Wish we had more Watchers. Al thought.
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****

THE GROUP KEPT MOVING and soon tall plants began to crowd the trail, leaving them to walk a narrow path. They came around a curve in the trail, and standing not more than fifty feet away was something resembling a large black dog. The biggest dog Al had ever seen.

“What’s it doing?” Chris whispered.

“Well—nothing yet, but I don’t think it likes us.”

The creature had short black fur, with dirty gray spots, and was growling from way down in its throat. Standing more than four foot tall, it weighed at least two hundred pounds, and radiated an air of superiority and menace.

“We have another one back here, sir,” came a warning from the rear guard.

A second animal blocked them in, leaving them with nowhere to go but into the trees.

The humans and the hounds watched each other for a while. Both parties gauging the other. Then the shady creatures made a noise which sounded a lot like laughing, and casually sauntered off to disappear into the trees.

Chris whispered an observation, “Don’t they look like big black Hyenas? Kira told me about these animals. Roughly translated, she called them Devil Dogs. They hunt in packs, attack all at once, and scare the crap out of the natives—where did they go?”

The native girl, Kira, was one of the early contacts they met soon after arrival. She and another local named Toji had stumbled into Al and Elizabeth soon after arrival. She had been the first alien contact on Avalon and was so impressed with the visitors; she now spent most of her time with the colonists in their magical village. The local native tribe had a name for these people who came down from a star to save them. They called them the Kuthra.

“I think they were testing us,” Al replied. “They had us boxed in and then let us go. I’m not sure if we scared them off, or if they were only here to size us up. If there are more of them, we could have a problem.”

When it didn’t appear the dogs would be coming back anytime soon, they moved cautiously on down the path. It was past noon when the dogs reappeared. They stayed just out of range of the laser rifles, and prevented the party from going forward or back; causing the group to feel trapped and vulnerable.

Al did not like how the situation was developing. With all the earmarks of a trap, he decided it was time to cancel the hunt and return to the village. He informed the group they were going back and changed places with the man in the rear of the group. The dogs would get out of the way or die.

The sheriff had not taken ten steps when a third canine exploded from the trees and jumped for the throat of the last man—the man Al traded places with only moments before. In a matter of seconds, it had attacked and ran away, leaving his officer, Aaron, clutching his neck and falling to the ground.

The hunters now turned hunted surrounded the injured man with their rifles pointing out, and Doctor Cody opened his bag to administer what help he could. His examination was swift.

“What do you think, Doc?” Al needed to know.

“He is bleeding very badly. I can slow the loss of blood and hopefully he should make it back to town. However, we will have to carry him—and quickly.”

Al looked around and said, “All right. Let’s get moving.”

The priority had become the wounded man. “Who has the stretcher? Let’s get him on it and start home. As soon as any dog gets in range, we shoot it and keep moving. We need to go—right now.”

One of his men produced a stretcher, and they strapped the unconscious Aaron to it. To keep more rifles in play, Al asked Cody and Sila to grab two of the stretcher handles, while the captain and Chris picked up the others. Chris placed his rifle next to Aaron on the litter, and they started back to the village moving as fast as the terrain allowed.

From the trees on both sides, loud roars erupted and the two beasts they had lost track of broke from the woods and rushed towards the group.

Al yelled, “Shoot the dog and run!”

They ran back towards Camelot, with the armed men in front firing at the dog between them and escape, while the rest aimed for the Riktors. The attackers were fast and the colonists were not. One of the ten-foot monsters grabbed the weakest person in the group, stretcher and all, and ran back into the forest, immediately followed by his mate and the surviving dogs. They killed the dog blocking their path, but in a matter of seconds the fight was over, and the animals were gone; taking Aaron with them.

“They set us up,” Al said to no one in particular. “The dogs were working with the Riktors and set the trap for them. This is not good. They are communicating somehow.”

“They got what they came for and ran; taking him with them. That poor man,” remarked the stunned paleontologist.

“I hope he never woke up,” added Al. “Was anybody else hurt?”

Everyone checked, but none spoke out.

It could have been worse; he thought, trying to make himself feel better about losing someone for which he was responsible.

The group huddled in the middle of the trail; in shock. The attack was so fast and unexpected it took a few minutes for what happened to sink in. Seconds had elapsed between having a seven person party, to becoming a party of six, and coming to terms with the sudden loss takes time.

They watched and waited. Soon, Al decided the threat was over, so he ordered them to keep moving. “We have to get back to the village. Security front and back and keep your rifles ready. We are going to have to rethink our relationship with the local wildlife...again.”

This encounter was not the first time Al had underestimated the Riktors. The large-headed creatures with a horn in the middle of their heads were problem solvers who adapted their tactics for success. They were smart. The beasts had killed four people to date, and now they were hunting in broad daylight. Al took his responsibility to the colonists seriously and had allowed another person to die. The guilt made him angry. Chris moved up and walked next to him, with the captain quickly following to walk with them.

“Do you believe they were working together? It doesn’t seem likely to me that alpha predators would help each other to share a kill,” asked Chris.

“You saw the same thing I did. The dogs boxed us in, wounded one of our people, and distracted us until the Riktors could get close enough. It looked like teamwork to me.”

The captain had a thought. “What happened to the Watcher? Wasn’t it supposed to be tracking these things?”

Al pulled his pad from his pocket and checked the video. The screen showed the base of a light brown tree and tall grass. He tried rotating the camera and was rewarded by the image moving left and right. In the background, maybe fifty feet away, was the trunk of a large, dark green leafed tree which stood out from the rest of the forest.

“I have to go back and get that. We only have two working Watchers, and we are going to need both,” Al declared. “The rest of you keep moving. I’ll catch up.”

Both the captain and Chris knew what Al had in mind.

“You’re going enhanced, aren’t you?” Chris quietly asked.

Chris was not sure if Al half smiled or grimaced. The look on his face was difficult to decipher. Al explained, “I can’t risk sending anyone else back, Chris, and I can be there and back in no time. A jump or two to find the tree we saw in the background, a quick trip to recover it, and then back. Fifteen minutes tops. I have to do something or I’ll explode.”

The captain, ever the leader, prompted, “Well you better get going. We can’t have you exploding.”
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****

AL COULD NOT HELP BUT feel responsible. He allowed them to be surprised and could not risk the rest of the group by chasing their tormentors. His nature made him wonder if he had not been so reluctant to go enhanced, whether the outcome might have been different. In reality, the attack had happened so fast there was no time for anything helpful. He had believed the nocturnal hunters didn’t hunt in daylight. Unfortunately, his assumption turned out to be wrong. It was all very frustrating. He knew well enough to conserve his power pack and was reminded constantly by his friends, including roboticist Doctor Edward Florida. Still he felt guilty.

This little mission to retrieve the drone was just what he needed. It would feel good to release the shackles and do some of the things his body allowed him to do. The bedraggled hunters moved on while Al left the group and headed into the trees. In the forest, he found a small clearing out of sight. He was still uncomfortable changing in front of people and avoided it whenever possible. At long last, he was ready.

The change in mode was simple. All that was required was for Al to repeat a phrase—verbally to himself. The metal of a man is measured by what is inside. The spelling of mettle when written was a testament to his creator’s sense of humor.

He always kept his eyes closed. The transformation was easier that way, and with closed eyes he could concentrate on the audio circuits coming on line and adjusting to the ambient noise. The power supplied to his arms and legs ramped up and the feedback which accompanied it was liberating. Only then would he open his eyes.

Opening his eyes was the best part. He was treated with the sharpest, clearest world Al had ever seen, with tell-tale indicators for distance, elevation, and power, floating discreetly in his peripheral vision. With a thought, he could focus on a distant object and zoom in up to one hundred times if needed.

He walked a few circles, and then stood in the center of the tiny clearing; hesitated for only a moment—and jumped.

His legs powered him thirty feet into the air, and as he climbed he spun his head around looking to spot the unusual looking tree. One hundred yards to the east was a tree which looked like a possibility. He smiled as he made the second jump and verified the tree he saw was the tree he needed. He landed and broke into a run. Once again he was amazed how fast he could travel, and with the help of his enhanced vision, he was standing over the Watcher in a matter of minutes. The drone was banged up, but repairable, and sitting by the trunk that had partially blocked its view.

He lingered for a moment, enjoying the sensations brought on by the enhancements, and then ran to catch up with the group. The feeling of power and speed was exhilarating, and Al loved it. But to save power and lengthen his life, he once again repeated the phrase which made him become more like a human; with more than a little regret.

Fifteen minutes after he left them, Al appeared out of the trees with the Watcher in hand, and everybody stopped short.

“You’re not even breathing hard,” Sila said. “How far away was it?”

Al looked at Chris, and then the captain, while they tried to hide their smiles.

He smiled a little himself and said matter-of-factly, “It wasn’t very far. I had only to walk over and pick it up.”

She didn’t know Al all that well. Still, it was easy to tell he was not being completely honest. Sila had heard stories of the sheriff, with most in a positive light. “You may be a lot of things, Mister Clark, but you are not a good liar.”

“What you say might be so, Sila.” He said with a grin. “Seriously though—it was no big deal.” The grin faded and he changed the subject. “We don’t have time for a discussion right now. We can talk more about it later if you want—let’s get moving folks.”

The would-be hunters trudged silently home, still trying to figure out how they could be trapped and outsmarted by the creatures they chased. It appeared the terms hunter and hunted were interchangeable.
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The funeral for Aaron Sterling took place two days later. The settlers were no strangers to burials, and it was a community affair, with most of the colonists attending. Held in the auditorium at the community center, the bleachers rolled out for this gathering were packed with people.

One-thousand souls started the trip aboard the Excalibur and one hundred and sixty-eight never made it to Avalon. With so many dead, they had no choice but to jettison the bodies and send them off into space to continue their individual journeys. It was a hard thing to do, and it weighed heavily on each and every survivor. Aaron’s death was another to add to the long list.

Since planetfall they had lost four more, two of them from Al’s security team. They say funerals are for the living and it acts to remind those left behind how one minute you are living your life, and the next you are not. Everyone checks their outlook on mortality.

Aaron was a new recruit to Al’s force, only having started two weeks before. His chosen profession was a school teacher, and he only joined the security team because the colony needed security more than teachers. He was only twenty-four and well liked. The community will miss him. His friends will miss him more.

The captain, acting as mayor, stood at a podium on the south side of the room, with the villagers seated in front of him, and Aaron’s empty casket respectfully laid out to his side. There were local flowers placed all around the empty coffin, causing the simple wooden box to appear as if it was in the center of a colorful flower bed.

The settlers quieted down when they saw the captain preparing to speak. He began, “Aaron Sterling did not hesitate to say hello to anybody. He was probably one of the friendliest people I have ever known, and I don’t think many would disagree with me.”

The leader who most called Captain took a breath and continued, “Another member of our small community has paid the ultimate sacrifice. Here on Avalon, even with all the security measures we maintain, there will always be an element of risk. The events which led to Aaron’s death happened through no fault of anyone, under circumstances impossible to anticipate.” The captain made it a point to look in Al’s direction as he uttered the last statement.

The words stopped coming, and the captain stared out at the audience deep in thought—a single tear made its way down one cheek. Finally, he said, “However, for the time being there will be no more excursions outside the fence on foot. Trips outside will be limited and shuttles will provide transport only when deemed necessary. The search for vital resources will become a priority. The Riktors responsible for this are still out there, and we will have to take the necessary precautions in the future.”

The crowd readjusted
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