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Raymond The Automatic House


Synopsis: After a war, a soldier comes
across a house isolated in the forest. He wonders if anyone is left
alive.

 


When Ron saw the automatic house in the
distance, most of his melted shoes were ruined.

Ron was outside the bunker when the
electrical generator exploded, which sent him back across the
perimeter. He pulled himself up by his arms to a standing position
next to the last tree inside the barricade. He felt the burning on
his shirt and quickly stamped out the flames. By then there was no
further recourse. He saw the motorcycle spin past and heard the
crack of the rifle. He knew everything was lost.

Somehow, the gang had bombed the
generator, the last thing keeping them out. The bunker was in
flames and he knew they would be looking for survivors.

He ran. He ran to the gate on his side of the
barricade and jumped over it. Ron knew the secret tunnel that ran
outside, but he never wanted to use it. If he knew about it,
someone else did and it would be compromised. He wasn’t even sure
he could make it over the barricade on the rear perimeter, but he
had to try. He ran up to it, rolled an empty drum to the corner,
and pushed it firmly in place.

With the generator gone, the electric fence,
which ran over the temporary wall they had installed over the top,
would be useless.

Ron put one foot on the top of the drum
and jumped up to the corner of the wall. He wasn’t that tall, but
he was light. He hesitated before placing his hand on the fence. If
it was still electrified, one touch would fry him. Ron didn’t think
it was because they no longer had a back-up generator. The military
took the one they had last month and never returned it. What did
they care about a bunch of civilian engineers and scientists who
were supposed to find a new way to make cheap energy after the oil
ran dry?

The shipments from Indonesia ended
three months ago and most of the West Coast was in flames. The
installation where he worked was on fire and he had to get
out.

He slammed his hand down on the wall.
If he was to be fried, let it happen quickly. But nothing took
place; the power was still off. He looked down the line of the
barricade. Men with guns were swarming over the top near the old
entrance. He wanted to do something, but there was nothing he could
do. Ron fell over the other side and ran. He ran as far away from
the noise as he could.

The concussions and crack of weapon
fire were soon far in the background. It was night and he had to be
careful. One false step and he would ruin an ankle. Then what? How
could he ever get help out here? People were dying from simple
infections all over the state of Kansas. The place was in the
process of returning to the prairie and nothing would save it this
time.

 


 


Ron finally quit running two days
later. By now, he had to think about supplies and how would he
defend himself. The law was gone and with it any protection for
loners. The worst thing he could do was wander around the former
state and hope to find a settlement. The ones he knew about didn’t
accept strangers and routinely burned the shantytowns that had
sprung up on the outside. The last report one of the engineers
showed him was how a defensive hamlet below Topeka turned a series
of homemade flamethrowers on a caravan of people seeking help. They
were from what had been the university.

The world was ruled by wolves and the
sheep days were numbered.

 


 


He woke up that morning and found
himself sleeping in a field. Ron had no sense of direction and for
a minute worried he’d ran in circles back to the research
installation. He was employed there as a technician for the army.
The raiders appeared last year and tried to find a way across the
fence, which is why they put the barricade up. It held them off for
a while, but the next bunch required help from an attack
helicopter.

When the helicopters were needed
elsewhere, the pentagon managed to send a platoon of soldiers to
guard the installation. The soldiers disappeared the night after
they lost contact with Washington DC.

Ron walked further until he realized he
was clueless about his location. He looked down and saw the rubber
soles of his shoes melted. They would stay in place for a little
bit, but eventually they would fall apart. He stood closer to that
power generator than he’d thought when the bomb detonated. The
blast had knocked him in the air and the fireball had reached his
shoes.

Well, wasn’t this just fine? He was
somewhere out in the middle of nowhere, miles from any kind of
settlement or military base. Even if he did manager to locate
either of those two, there was no guarantee anyone would help him.
Most people were busy trying to survive on their own. Charity was
awful scarce these days.

So, he continued walking. Ron avoided
the few people he did see in the distance. Most of them were
carrying guns. He didn’t want to end up on the receiving end of a
buckshot load or rifle bullet. They were easy enough to avoid if
you understood what you were doing. Just never step on a dry stick
or make sudden movements. He survived by finding a few stores that
were still intact and took supplies from them. Most of the stores
and warehouses were emptied out of anything useful, but he found a
few along the way that had hidden caches. Again, easy enough to
find if you knew what to look for.

 


 


He came upon the automatic house a few
days later. It stood in the middle of a bland field with wheat
growing around it. There was a road which led to the house and
across the field, but someone had enough sense to cover it up. Ron
had never seen one of these houses; they were all the rage the
years before the oil began to run out. Some computer center in the
Boston area hooked up with a builder and began making
full-automatic houses. They concept was sound: Why did a house need
to look like every other one on the block?

Why be hooked up to the city sewage,
water and power? Using an advanced battery technology, the houses
they build provided their own electricity by the use of solar cell,
which stored it in a Universal Power Supply battery when not
needed. The sewage was recycled and compressed into pellets that
were planted in the backyard. An efficient cistern on the roof
could provide water. In every case, the automatic houses were
connected up to the municipal service as a back up.

The company was unable to build very
many of them. Local building codes made certain they were found in
the rural areas and the cost of running one meant only the very
wealthy or housing fanatics could afford one. The house was
controlled on the inside by its own internal computer network,
which monitored the environment and health of the inhabitants. It
was an ambitious plan in home construction, but maybe too ambitious
for the market the company attempted to control. After four years
and poor sales, the original company closed the doors for
good.

He recognized it as an automatic house
by the basic design: It was round. The house was built to resemble
a geodesic dome buried into the ground. It was all part of the
dream of the visionary computer planner that each house would be
different and have it its own character. This one was colored a
light blue and visible in the distance. It even had a porch out
front.

As he stood to look at it, Ron felt
soft rain come down from the sky. It soaked the ground around him.
He ducked under a tree and watched the rain pelt the field around
the house. The interior lights of the house came on and he could
see movement inside. If there were lights in the house, it meant
someone was at the house. He looked around and didn’t see any kind
of movement in the distance. This had to mean no one had noted the
house or, more likely, decided to stay away.

Ron knew many of these houses came with
their own defensive system. When he’d read about the company who
manufactured them, the news article raised the possibility they had
automatic weapons built into them. The company refused to answer
the question of whether they had them or not, but it seemed to Ron
it was part of the original design from the way they avoided the
question.

He sat there and wondered if he should
take a chance on approaching the house. His supplies were running
low and he speculated if he should at least try to make contact. He
could always show them his Department of Defense ID; it might still
count for something.

 


 


Ron began to approach the house through
the field after the rains ceased. He looked down as he was almost
to the house and noticed a tick crawling on his shirt. He picked it
off and tossed it away, laughing to himself as the bug was wasting
its time. He turned back to the house and continued his
walk.

The siren went off the moment he
emerged from the field to the front lawn. He froze as two lights
shined out of the house and focused on him. After thirty seconds
and no movement from him, the sirens ceased howling. Next, he heard
a loud voice from the top of the house.

“Attention!” it thundered.
“You are trespassing on private property. In accordance with the
recent act by the state legislature of Kansas, you have thirty
seconds to reverse your direction or be fired on. Twenty-nine,
Twenty-eight, Twenty-seven….”

At twenty-five, Ron was moving back in
the other direction and the voice ceased the countdown. He felt
there was no reason to cut through the field and made his way to
the covered road which led to the front door of the house. He was
in the process of backing out the way he came when a voice called
to him from the front porch.

“You can return,” a very
feminine voice cried out to him. “If you have an ID badge, hold it
up. If not keep your hands over your head.”

Ron turned and saw a redheaded Kansas
farm girl at the porch in a set of bib overall jeans. He assumed
she was a farm girl since he’d never been on a farm before, but she
looked like the ones he’d seen in the picture books and data files.
He started walking up toward her when he noticed the rifle she
carried. Just to be safe, Ron reached into his back pocket and
pulled out his DOD ID. He came up to the porch carrying it high
over his head while he smiled. What else could he do when the
pretty farm girl had her rifle sight aimed directly at his
head?

As he walked up to her, she held out
her hand and he placed the ID badge into it. She looked at him, and
then glanced at him. “Just stay put,” she told him, “I’m going
inside to check this thing out.”

She backed up to the door, which opened
just enough to admit her. Then she vanished inside.

Ron waited a few minutes on the porch.
The ID was real, but how she was going to check it out was a
mystery to him. The DOD network went down for the count two months
ago. Furthermore, it was only supposed to be accessible by other
military installations. This place appeared to be many things, but
an army base wasn’t one of them.

She emerged from the house again with
his ID in one hand and the rifle cradled in another. She handed him
back the ID. “You check out,” she said, “although I can’t figure
out how you got here from the last place you were
posted.”

“I ran,” he
explained.

“l'd say you must have run
pretty far to arrive here. I’m not surprised that installation went
down; it was way too close to Kansas City. Too close to a
population center, not the kind of place where you want to be when
it hits the fan.”

Ron tried not to look embarrassed. He
hadn’t expected to find anyone here when he saw the house, then
never really expected to get as far as he did. When the siren went
off, he thought it was all over and they would just shoot him. Or
worse. He remembered too many gruesome reports about what happened
to people who tried to get inside the protected compounds last year
when things really went bad.

“Come on inside", she told
him, “but leave your ditty bag outside, I can’t afford to take
chances. Don’t worry, there’s clothes inside you can
use.”

Ron looked at his bag he carried and
dropped it on the porch. He hadn’t thought much about it, but it
was part of him and he carried it along on his travels after he
left the installation. He’d picked it up at an abandoned store some
time ago. The people who’d looted it the first few times never
found the bag hidden behind a trash dumpster. Good thing too
because it was a heavy fabric one with a leather bottom, the
perfect thing he needed to use on his travels.

He turned around and saw her hold out a
hand. “April June,” she told him. “I see you’re Ron Morrow. No need
to introduce yourself, I found out what I needed from the ID card.
Give me a second to open the door. She went over and pushed her
palm into a recessed area on the wall of the entrance to the house.
A door formed in the blank wall and opened to admit her.

“Wait a second,” she told
him, as April tapped out a code on the wall. “I had to tell it to
let you inside too. Can’t have the house electrocuting you before
you step off the porch.” He followed her inside and watched the
door shut behind them.

“It’s one of those
automatic houses,” she
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