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Teresa Kuhl would like to dedicate this book to Pete Kowalchick, and to thank him for being an unfailingly cheerful retired Navy Man...who supported her writing, from giving her one of his spare legal pads, when he saw her writing, to cheering loudly when he could.

On that note, Vendla Bramble would like to dedicate this book to two people who were very important in her life.  Byron Doyle Swafford, always with a knowing little smile on his face and something generally smart-assed to say... however he was still a supportive dear friend who believed in her.  She had to continue him by bringing him back to life in an unusual, and in what he would have called an unorthodox manner.  And to her beloved Uncle Mack...who never stopped believing in her.  

SPECIAL NOTE 

The idea for this crossover book started way back when co-author Vendla Bramble got to talking with the other author – Teresa Kuhl, which resulted in Book 5 of Vendla’s Blood Hunt series having a major plot twist, which, in turn, resulted in Teresa’s characters also having a major plot twist for her book series.  Now we happily continue that plot twist with this book, well...actually...we turned it into a series of 5 books simply because of all the pages required to tell the full story.  

We pick up the story with Kai, and Road Runner, waking up from a badly needed nights sleep back up at Kikimo’s headquarters in Canada.  There is much to be done and they need to return to New York...where the rest of the team is briefly stationed.

ACKNOWLEDGEMENT

Quite honestly, we have Isaac Asimov to thank for quite a few of the ideas we ran with in this book and, of course, Robert Heinlein.  If they were both still alive, we think they would have loved how we put a unique twist to it all. 
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0500 found Kai sitting in the kitchen at Haven quietly talking with Julius and sipping on the first make from the large coffee machine.  She had found his insightful questions rather invigorating and elaborated on the mutant that had required a joint effort from man and machine to permanently take it out of the picture.  

“No I don’t know what caused the mutations, but I am thinking for it to happen to her offspring it probably wasn’t the radiation that did it.  I mean think about it, Julius, she had tentacles for crying out loud.... VERY LONG ones....and was bigger than any of the stories about her had indicated.  Were her offspring hatched from eggs or live birth?  She was, at one time, a plesiosaur, ...and archeology claims they gave live birth.  So...did she give live birth and when did the mutation occur? Did it appear in her children at birth or later?  In all the research my father made me conduct, and scour libraries, there is no mention of how fast a mutation manifests itself, so I have to presume, using biology standards, that it had to have been years in the making.  But what triggered it?  She looks nothing like the Lake Champlain monster of old....and yes, I’ve seen him.  A real sweetheart by the way.... or like Bessie in Lake Eerie, met her too, or Tahoe Tessie or even the Flathead Lake Monster...all of them quite nice creatures and highly intelligent.  Father once had a theory that Lake Champlain was connected by an undersea tunnel to Loch Ness in Scotland and that they had been breeding back and forth for thousands of years.  But that wouldn’t explain the other lake monsters...all of them plesiosaurs by the way.  AND how did one end up in the Hudson River?”

Mutant monsters were one of Kai’s specialties so this latest one had her thinking long and hard, and quite happy to discuss it with someone.  She knew the Hunter Guild would love to see the footage.

Julius nodded and poured another mug of coffee for himself: It didn’t take him long to develop a taste for the beverage once Patrick introduced him to it. “There was Chessie too, from the former Chesapeake Bay area- I believe referred to as Del-Mar-Va. We could be looking at generations of development- though I’m sure the live birth hasn’t changed. With that being a major shipping area, and military area, I wouldn’t be surprised to learn of powerful toxins and mutagens getting dumped- and the next generations of creatures grew tentacles to make it easier for them to catch the scarce prey. And after the bombings, Chessie could have migrated out of the no-longer existing bay and up the Hudson River.”

“So... it might not be the original Kypsy?”  Kai breathed in astonishment. “But maybe Chessie instead?  You know...come to think of it...there hasn’t been mention of Chessie being sighted for many years now.  You think perhaps she invaded Kypsy’s territory, killed her off and took over?”

“I consider it possible,” Julius admitted. “The critter is the only one who knows- and maybe your Kumde Kwe. We might want to look in on the other plesiosaurs once the clean-up after the Czar is done.”

Road Runner wandered in, bright-eyed and bushy-tailed: He had taken a few minutes to check on the berries and branches, and to leave some of his pemmican for the owl and ferrets if they should get hungry. Seeing that Kai and Julius already had coffee, he joined them. “Good morning! I saw a few new leaves on the branches.” He winked at Kai.

“Our little friends are busy,” Kai nodded. “I had a feeling they’d get right on that project we presented them.”

Road Runner nodded. “The Rose Tree and Sweet Almond don’t need so much support now, though a little monitoring will always be in order. I guess the Nanites wanted a new project anyway.”

Smiling at the thought that the nanites needed projects to feel useful, Kai looked up as Margiti came into the kitchen while tying on her apron.

“Julius beat you to the coffee making,” Kai kidded her. “AND something has come up I want your opinion on.  It seems like the nanites out around the building like to have projects.  Can you think of anything you want done to the place which might interest them?”

Margiti paused and then a brilliant smile lit up her face.  “I want a huge garden!  My clan gifted us plenty of seeds so I could have one, and Red Maple dropped off a crate of plants just a few days ago.  Oh, Kai....do you think they’d like to help with that? I’ve always dreamt of a lush garden filled with good foods; we could be self-sustaining!  And I could gift Patrick’s farm with seeds so he could grow heirloom plants.”

Glancing at Road Runner, Kai slowly nodded .... this would be a good thing to have fresh foods AND it would make the nanites very happy.  Something which would also please Swafford once he heard his little friends had a job.

Julius and Road Runner nodded too.

“Yes, and we were wanting to add greenhouses for all the people here anyway,” Julius added. “So... let’s get that garden started! And if we have excess seeds, we can send them back south to Patrick’s farm: They’ve generously supplied us for some time.”

“And where should we put these gardens?” came Simon’s amused voice. He was still slightly damp from his morning shower, but quite ready to start the next project. “And one thing I want to grow is coffee bean trees.” He winked at Kai.

“In this climate!” Kai tsked and shook her head at Simon, then grinned at the thought of him succeeding.  “Well...” she mused while refilling her coffee mug “if you build greenhouses it might work.  Especially if you ask the nanites very nicely to help with the idea.  Come on Road Runner, I’m ahead of you by three cups and we need to get in the air soon.”

Road Runner laughed and got a mug, and a plate from one of Blackmoon’s men.

“Where?”  Margiti asked in astonishment. “Husband!  There is great expanse of land around Haven, which goes with him...and I am sure he would like flowers and trees.... just think of the surprise we could have for Kikimo when she gets back.  A beautiful estate.”

Apparently, the young woman had been thinking heavily on this for some time.

Simon winked at Margiti. “Just getting an idea of where to get started. Bored men can get careless too- very bad thing right now. Anyway, we do have a couple of greenhouses on the roof. We might expand them. And yes, that should keep the Nanites busy. I noticed they made that nesting area for the eagles that seem to have moved in permanently.”

“Might want to move the greenhouses down from the roof,” Kai advised as she accepted a plate of food from one of the early rising kitchen staff “winters are rough in Canada, as you know, and this next winter might be a tough one...which means heavier load on the roof.  There’s a sheltered spot from the winds where the garage juts out...lots of sun right there too. I found Thunder snoozing there before we left for Chicago.  AND there’s room for expansion in that spot too.  OH...the eagles have stayed?  Well now...they’re great guards and if anything untoward is heading this way they’ll know about it.”

“I was just thinking that expansion might be a bad idea because it could block our line of sight,” Simon admitted. “But the new greenhouse in that sheltered area is good- as long as Thunder doesn’t mind!”

For the life of her Kai couldn’t understand why Thunder would mind if a greenhouse was placed where she suggested.  Knowing her wolf companion he’d just nose his way into the building and find a comfy spot to snooze inside.  He was an opportunist when it came to comfortable spots to sleep or just watch the world go by.  

Finishing up her food and draining her coffee mug as she pushed back from the table, Kai shook her head. “Don’t you worry about Thunder, he’ll always find a suitable spot for a wee snooze.  Hey Margiti that food pouch we quickly talked about last night...is it ready?  I need to get our butts in gear and head back down to New York.”

Margiti gave another secretive smile and reached into a drawer to pull out a colorful pouch complete with a drawstring.  “It was easy making it.  I used some cloth that has been blessed for protection and strength, plus I embroidered some symbols signifying the wearer is under Gypsy protection.  Here, Road Runner, this is for you to carry those special berries in.  You can use the drawstrings to loop it through a belt or around a carrying rope.”

Road Runner handed his plate to a passing soldier, then accepted the pouch, reverently caressing it before she looped it through his belt. “Thank you, Miss Margiti. It’s beautiful. I will show it to the grandmothers when I pass through the reservation again. I’ll be right back!” He ran for his room. When he returned, he was pulling the drawstrings tight over berries, bars, and pemmican. “Shall we?” He kneeled to pet a ferret that had followed him. “We’ll be back when we can, Little One.”

Kai’s heart ached for the little guy when he let out a mournful cry and tried to hold onto Road Runner’s pant legs.  Then ALL four ferrets were there, crying and holding onto ‘their man’.  

**Our man! Our man!  Earth Warrior please make him stay!  We love him!  Our man! Our man! **

Bending down, so she could look them in the eyes, Kai tried to send soothing thoughts back to them, but then they clambered all over her crying and chittering.  

“Oh dear,” plopping down on the floor, Kai tried to pet them all at once. “Road Runner I think you’ve been adopted by four very clingy ferrets.  They are claiming you are their man, and they want you to stay.  How about you go out to Mina and tell her I said to start warming up.  I’ll be there shortly...as soon as I calm these guys down.”

**Now listen guys...Road Runner has an incredibly important job he must carry out.  A lot of humans are depending on him...and me.  But I promise with all my heart that he will come back home as soon as possible.  When time allows, I will send messages back through to Margiti, and she will relay them to you...that way you’ll know your man is fine. I promise I will personally make sure nothing happens to him.  You have my word as the Earth Warrior.”

**You promise...yes you have made a bond word with us...a promise.  Protect our man...you are the Earth Warrior.  We trust you. **

**Good...now...it’s your job to help protect Haven and everyone here.  Do I have your word bond? **

**Yes yes....you  have our word bond.**

“And maybe when I get back, I can carry you for another run through the Nanite tunnel?” Road Runner suggested. “Only without a nasty fire chasing us? You seemed to like that.”

Kai rolled her eyes at the excited chittering, and, somehow, managed to get up off the floor and push Road Runner towards the kitchen door while laughing at the same time.  “Go...we are out of here.  Mina warm up!”  “You know I don’t need to warm up,” came a terse remark “I’m not one of those ancient choppers.”  “Fine...flight check protocol then.  We’re on our way.”  “That’s better.”  Margiti laughed at the muttering Kai was doing under her breath, then turned to Simon after the two had vanished around a corner of the building.  “That war chopper does love the Colonel, but it’s funny how they bicker like that.  The General told me they always bicker, but everyone knows the Earth Warrior and Mina would be lost without each other.  Did you know she actually paid for Mina’s purchase?”

Simon laughed and told Margiti what Kai said to Trevor about not using her funds since the time she bought the chopper. He would have to tell her the whole story soon unless someone beat him to it.

—————————————————————
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Even at Mach 2 the duo missed seeing off the Kraken and crew, the Viking and Phantom Platoon, the Seals, and the Engineer Corp.  Sighing in frustration, Kai jammed her fists on her hips and glared at the news.  “Did Swafford at least get the transmission from Haven about what to do with that crystal Lenore brought him?”  

“Relax Colonel it’s all under control,” an officer chuckled. “General Wyskoff made extra sure everyone knew the plan of attack.  And the wolves told Patrick the route, he drew it out and sent word along the wolf network so the Kraken will be met at the crucial juncture by a huge pack.... they’ll lead him around the danger zone.  We’ve looked at the maps and apparently the wolves can cut 12 hours of travel time to half for the Kraken...and will lead them right to where they can dive into the waters and get to the back door they came out of.  Swafford is quite excited by the prospect.  Now...get your small team together, and make sure the rest of your platoons know what their jobs are.  The rest of the brigades follow tomorrow, so we need to get ready to roll out.”

“DC is still relatively quiet,” Trevor said as he trotted out to meet Mina and Kai. “The satellites aren’t showing anything new yet. Kikimo’s giving Baby a last inspection making sure the solar power layer won’t glitch. That is, between giving nuts to a couple of squirrels who want to help!”

Thunder galloped off to meet the squirrels and trade news with them...plus to playfully harass Kikimo.

Road Runner laughed. “Several ferrets back in Haven were most displeased about me Running down here. Heard anything from Captain Bligh yet?”

“Well,” a communications tech spoke up with a puzzled frown etched on his face. “I think we heard something from him.  It was ‘Tell Red on the head we said SHON, plus we have a few guests who wish to speak with her.”

Sighing and shaking her head, Kai flashed a small grin. “Yeah, he used to tease me with that nickname.  And that word means they are making sure no one gets away, but the few guests also indicates they have captured at least one or two of the enemy and are keeping them alive.”

“Why?”

“To interrogate them of course...”

Noting the cold smile on Kai’s face, the comm tech paled and walked away talking to himself.  

Trevor and Road Runner remembered that smile from when they were dealing with the Czar and his immediate sycophants. They weren’t going to get in her way. They also remembered it from dealing with Francios. That was the only time Trevor came close to feeling pity for the former butler.

“Do you want to see to the- guests?” Road Runner asked. He had a pretty good idea where Captain Bligh and the other Watchers would be.

“Unless they are practically at our back door, it can wait” Kai calmly remarked as she paused to sign some paperwork being held out to her...post flight nonsense even though it was her chopper.  “otherwise, we can see the guests when we get down there.”

Road Runner nodded. The location was some distance away and not out in the open: Captain Bligh wouldn’t want to risk the prisoners escaping or being rescued.  

Ja’an went racing past her with a group of young wolf pups hot on his heels, yapping excitedly at about the nice young warrior giving them tracking lessons.  

Frowning in thought, Kai glanced around looking for Patrick, then remembered he had gone with Blackmoon and the Kraken crew.  Then she thought of something....

“Trevor?  Did Ivan indicate if there were any remains left of the mutant monster and her offspring?  Julius had a thought that it might not be the Kypsy, but instead was a plesiosaur known as Chessie from the Chesapeake Bay.... who was not seen after some catastrophic events in that area.  If we could get some samples for the scientists to examine.... we might be able to ascertain this.  We have DNA samples from the other plesiosaurs found in the really deep lakes and lochs.  It was very easy to obtain them too, as they are real sweeties.  I think there is a sample from Kypsy too...but I wouldn’t know for sure as I didn’t visit her, that might have been another agent who obtained that sample.”

“Hmm.” Trevor found somewhere to set his laptop and tapped away on it, then nodded. “Ivan was monitoring DC, but John Henry confirms there are remains from the juveniles. Nanites might be able to safely retrieve the samples, though I wouldn’t want to risk us trying it. I mean the small ones, not the larger like Swafford.”

Peering over his shoulder, Kai watched the data then slowly smiled.  “Do you think you could convince the little guys to do a sample retrieval for us?  It’s a shame there’s nothing left of the maternal adult...but they should have enough DNA to do a match up.  We’re still trying to figure out if they reproduce by Parthenogenesis, or if we need to look for male species, or if my father’s theory about a tunnel connecting all the lakes and lochs deep under the earth is being used for breeding through the species and the males just haven’t been encountered.”

“Let me check something. I know you like boom toys as much as Kiki.” Trevor winked at Kai, then tapped on his laptop some more. “Hmm- Yes, there are still bits of the mother floating around too. Not much: Retrieving her would be much harder. But yes, I think I can convince the little guys- especially if they think it might help us thwart future threats- such as rogue humans finding those tunnels! Oh, and about parthenogenesis: I have seen mention of critters living deep in the ocean who, when they find mates, sort-of latch onto each other. Then the male pretty much just shrinks up and does nothing but fertilize the eggs of the female. I do wonder if that might not have happened with your critter: You did mention tentacles in a species that normally doesn’t have them.” He asked John Henry to stand by, then started an electronic conversation with a few Nanites and a drone to help transport them and the sample. Finally, he nodded in satisfaction. “I have a willing drone who will take our sample-collectors to the site. John Henry will act as a guide. Do you want the sample here? Or should the drone head to CTI?”

“Oh.... CTI please!  I’ll send word to them to be on the lookout for a drone bringing them some samples they’ll be quite excited about.”

Pondering Trevor’s theory, it did seem perhaps possible that the breeding could be done that way, but perhaps not probable.  Why would a female of the species have tentacles sprouting but not the males?  That was something which the CTI scientists would need to figure out.  Meanwhile Kai and the others had other pressing matters.... Kai was merely doing her duty as a Mutant Hunter in ensuring the scientists had their needed samples to solve yet another mutation mystery.

Trevor relayed the request and thanked the little beings, then closed his laptop for the moment. Or rather, he started to, but it squawked. It was the Kraken.

“Blackmoon to base, we’ve reached the hazard area. Whatever critter you were after had to be big: Even the Kraken doesn’t want to risk diving into that tunnel- whatever it is!”

“Tell him,” Kai quickly advised, “to follow the wolf pack.... they will lead them around the hazard area to safer ground.  They know where the stable area is, it’s practically in their backyard.  And Blackmoon you  saw the footage, we took of the beasties, so you understand why the Kraken isn’t willing...it almost got Mina.”

Trevor nodded and relayed Kai’s instructions.

“Roger on the wolf pack,” Blackmoon returned. “Leprechaun says they are most insistent in any case, and that they refuse to get out of the way until we follow them.”

Kikimo chuckled. “That sounds like Miko when he thinks I should eat. He won’t let me walk anywhere where there isn’t food.”

Kai flashed a grin at her little cousin, huskies weren’t that far off the evolutionary chain from wolves really...and wolves always knew what was best...or least thought they knew best.  But who had the heart to argue with a wolf, besides her that is.

“Leprechaun is correct on that,” she softly remarked “they’ll bunch up and give Kraken a hard time until he has no choice but to do what they insist upon.  So, tell the Major to take a deep breath and follow those wolves, it would be in their best interest.  OH, and have Leprechaun tell the pack that the youngsters are learning tracking from the vanishing one, so they don’t have to worry about curious  ones following along behind.”

Blackmoon might have chuckled. “Roger- and he says the grown-ups are happy about that, especially the mothers! We’ll see you in DC.”

This time the laptop didn’t squawk when Trevor tried to shut it down. “Okay, what’s next?”

“Maybe check on Flower and Apollonia?” Road Runner suggested.

“Has anyone seen them?”  Kai asked anxiously. “Please tell me that Flower didn’t pop down to DC to check things out?”

A flurry of wings heralded the arrival of Apollonia, who proceeded to then wrap her wings around Kai in a sisterly hug.

“Don’t fret, Sister.... Flower is off talking to the Howlers who have come to help in the mission.  She was anxious to see how they were holding up being around all the humans.  The girl was very surprised to find other soldiers sitting there talking with them and sharing food.  You should be proud of her; she hasn’t yelled BAD KITTY in nearly 24 hours.  But I cannot guarantee what Flower may do when we get to DC.  The General seems to think she may try for the museum...which wouldn’t be a bad idea really.  You know how she can vanish people and things.”

Slowly shaking her head, Kai sighed just once before muttering, “If we could only figure out where she vanishes them to.  One of the Golden Howlers, which she vanished then brought back, claims all he could remember was cold and dark.”

“Now,” she continued, “do we have our game plan all set for when we get there? Anyone have questions?”

“Do you want me to drive Baby, Bai? Or does she ride in Mina until we get to DC?” Kikimo asked. “I know Mina’s faster for long stretches: I haven’t convinced Baby to go Mach 2 yet!”

Trevor couldn’t decide whether or not to faint: He was having visions of the Problem-Solver trying to do barrel rolls at Mach 2.

Blinking in surprise, Kai looked around at everyone then back at Kikimo before finally finding her voice.  

“Please tell me you are kidding?  Surely you haven’t augmented Baby to do that?”

Everyone heard a faint snicker in their communication devices, Mina was amused by the humans.

Then....Kai took a deep breath, but before she could say anything further General Wyskoff suddenly appeared and placed a firm hand on her shoulder.  Giving Kikimo a long look, the older man shook his head and chuckled.

“Don’t give your cousin a heart attack now...I have no doubt at some point you’ll augment Baby to do that.  When you do please tell me, so we can arrange flight time with the Red Maple Air Force that way you can learn the necessary guidelines for flying at such speed.  Now...I’ve already arranged for Baby to be taken on one of the transport helicopters when we move out.  Mina will be full of you and the rest of the small team, necessary gear, and a medic.  Kai and Mina are the vanguard for the main body, so it’s necessary a medic be available.  Baby will be in the transport chopper right behind you.”

Kikimo laughed. “Mach 2 is excessive even by my standards for ground-level- though I could have used it for my first visit to DC! I’ll keep it in mind.” For that matter, she might want to give Baby retractable wings for long distance trips. She would have to get with Baby and Trevor about that: Trevor would have access to the tools and materials for such a project, and Baby did have her opinions. The arrangement for transporting Baby suited her. There was no need to tip her hand yet. She reflexively caught a bottle of electrolytes when Road Runner tossed it to her.

“Fuel up!” Road Runner said. “We might not have time to later.”

“With Swafford on the mission?”  Kai gave him an incredulous look and shook her head. “You should have seen the human Swafford on our various missions.  Hell, when we were after Chuslum and Faust, I gave the order of cold camp and he STILL produced a near gourmet meal! Don’t imagine the Nanite Swafford is going to think any differently.  I can lay bets with you that at some point he’ll take over the site kitchen and start bossing everyone around.”

Road Runner raised an eyebrow at Kai. “When are we going to have time to eat once we’re on the road? I figure between a possibly ill Earth Keeper, Soviet sympathizers, and who knows what has happened with the vegetation we’re not going to be sitting down for a bit.” He shrugged.

“We don’t leave until tomorrow,” Wyskoff grinned “plenty of time to have a good dinner and a hearty breakfast.  Wait until you see the kitchen crew pitch the kitchen area and strike it...they have it down to a science and can have their special chopper loaded in half an hour.  Then again wait til you see Kai’s command carrying out a “pitch” or “strike” camp.  She’s drilled them extensively to the point that when she gives the order ‘strike camp’ everything is down/packed/and ready to go in less than an hour.  If it is a spartan set up...they can beat the kitchen crew’s ultimate time.”

“And” one of the passing soldiers commented on his way to the kitchen tent “you should see her people when the order ‘bug out’ is called.  Never saw people move so fast in my entire life.”

Trevor and Kikimo remembered giving Blackmoon and his guys a ‘bug-out’ order. It felt strange returning to the scene of the said event.

Walking with everyone to the kitchen/dining tent, Kai gave Road Runner a knowing smile.  “Who said anything about formal sitting down to eat?  The FAC cooks are amazing with what they can do, and with 10 brigades of our own, along with the Seals, and the Corp of Engineers...trust me we’ll have a small city being set up in just a matter of a few hours.  No one is going to be lacking for a breather to eat or catch a few hours of sleep.  We all work in a well-practiced dance, so to speak.  Granted war of any size is chaotic, but it doesn’t have to also be spartan and lacking in basic comforts.  Even during my survival classes out in the wild everyone eats well.  AND if we take any prisoners, they too will be well fed.  That’s just the way the FAC operates.”

Road Runner couldn’t fault that. He was fortunate in that he never had to take care of prisoners- and he had heard his share of horror stories of neglect and abuse. He smiled wryly. “When it was just me, I might find a hiding place for a snooze, grab a bite when I woke up along with a good long drink, roll up my sleeping blanket, and hit the roads- wherever those might be. It was a nice, uncomplicated way to live.”

“Might have been uncomplicated,” Samir nodded in understanding “but not terribly fulfilling and often a lonely road too.  While you were part of something bigger you really didn’t get to see the whole picture.  Now you do.”

“Been there,” Samir added with a faraway look in his odd blue eyes “much better here.”

Road Runner gave Samir a long look. The young Runner wasn’t so sure he thought it was better, and he had gotten very comfortable in his own skin. But he could concede that some people would find it a lonely existence, and he admitted to himself it was easier to call in help when it was needed. He clapped Samir on the shoulder in a brotherly fashion.

———————————————————————————————————————————
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Suddenly chaos erupted in, and around, the communications tent and a runner went charging past Kai’s small group.  

“General Wyskoff!”

Turning to return the salute, Wyskoff tilted his head and waited for the runner to catch his breath.

“Corp plus the two platoons have made DC landfall, Sir.  Phantom and Viking have already spread out to establish guard camp around the museum.... they report voices talking just inside the doors but no movement seen.  Corp has established that the Soldiers Lake will work nicely for the hospital and temporary command center.  No movement seen in the surrounding area, but they have erected guard towers and they are manned.  Well...no movement other than a massive older female elephant who wandered up to lightly touch all the equipment with her trunk and to give their commanding officer a touch on the cheek.  They report she is very gentle and loves apples.”

Kikimo chuckled. “That would have to be the Matriarch. I can’t wait to meet Bruno and his pups. I must wonder what they’re living on.”

“Motor pool was locked up tight,” Kai nodded “but I did spot a PX, and some other buildings not locked up within the perimeter.  Looked like some good hunting, and quite possibly a large store of food.”

“Any word from Kraken yet?”  Wyskoff asked. “Or from Swafford or Patrick?”

Personal communications devices crackled with Blackmoon’s voice. “We’ve located the back door and sent Swafford to talk with the local Nanites. Leprechaun’s with him in case the local critters get curious. We can take down the seal of the Back Door any time we wish but will wait until our forces are in position.”

“Local Nanites,” Swafford’s voice also came over the devices  “are more than happy to help, Major.  They’re heading to the Back Door now.  We caught sight of the Engineers, and they merely gave barely perceptible head nods, not wanting to give away our positions.  But they are heavily armed and moved casually into guard mode.  Major, we spotted guard towers already erected, with armed personnel in them.  Also, I’m pretty sure we saw the Seals coming in via that stream...but they’re so heavily camouflaged I couldn’t swear to it.  Some large cats now regard Leprechaun as a friend.”

“They move fast,” Kai murmured as she accepted a fully loaded tray and a mug of steaming coffee from the kitchen staff “just when did they leave from here?”

“O’Dark,” the General grinned “they couldn’t wait.”

“Affirmative,” he added “good job Swafford and Leprechaun good job. Kraken team let us know when Back Door is opened.”

“Will do,” Blackmoon returned. 

Trevor chuckled. “The DC unit can move fast when they have to, too. You should have seen how fast they field-stripped everything while the bunker was blowing up. And they had lived there for years!”

“Knowing the Major,” Wyskoff commented as he too accepted a full tray “he had a bug out plan in place, and the team practiced it so many times they had every second accounted for.”

“That’s the way to do it,” agreed Samir who was right behind him. “Hunter Guild has everyone practice going light and heavy, then organizing the gear in such a way we can grab and run in an orderly fashion.  They can’t afford to have a Hunter trip.  I’ve watched Kai do that with her teams, and even the survival camping trips are so organized not a second is wasted.”

Kai merely shrugged.... second nature really.  When your life depends on knowing where everything is and how to get out...well....

Kikimo nodded. “That’s why I keep a go bag in Baby’s trunk as well as a spare in my quarters. And why I didn’t have much besides bare necessities when you and I met, Trevor-Bai.” She winked up at him.

Ja’an had been listening all this time from behind the group, where he was standing with a few of the younger wolf pups...it had seemed to him he should keep an eye on them since their adults in the pack were off on an important job.

“You know,” he quietly remarked “warrior cultures of the Native Americans are the same way.  Travel light, have few possessions and they are ready to go in any direction on a moment’s notice.  But I’ll tell you something my late Grandmother used to tell me...constantly being in a state of readiness does, after time, wear a person’s nervous system down.  Especially when they are not genetically predisposed for that type of mindset.”

“What are you trying to say, Ja’an.”

Shrugging his shoulders, the young Dine warrior quietly took a tray and followed them all over to a long table and sat down with them.

“I’m saying that it is time for you to take a step back and realize you have homes now.  And you don’t have to constantly think of fight or flight.  Sure, keep a bug out bag, in case of emergencies, but also take time to enjoy life now...it’s alright to have possessions and surround yourself with what makes you happy.  Although don’t get carried away with it.  The Dine appreciate life, and all that it involves...it is such a precious gift that one should stop thinking of the possibilities of running... and start thinking of staying.”

“The lad makes sense,” Wyskoff somberly remarked as he joined them at the table “doesn’t say much...but when he does...”

Kikimo nodded. “I haven’t decided what I want to add- or if I want to add anything besides my jerry-rigged computer/radio array.” She grinned broadly. “I think I’m happier with the not-much stuff. I get the impression that the elder Montoya wasn’t happy even though he had things out his ears.”

“It’s about balance.” Road Runner gazed thoughtfully at his tray. “It didn’t make sense for me to have much either, because I was always on the move. But it would make sense for me to establish a base when I want to take time off.”

“There you go,” Ja’an pointed at Road Runner with his fork “balance is the key.  You can have the ultimate in possessions and be miserable, on the other hand to go without is just as miserable.  If you see something you like, and can afford it, and it’s not going to be regarded as clutter later down the road why not have some nice things?  Kai is like that...she see’s something she likes and thinks about it for a while, and also asks herself will it make a difference in her life one year from now, 10 years from now...and will it matter in 100 years?  You’ve seen her home back in Missouri...her great great was the same way and made a truly remarkable, plus incredibly comfortable, safe home.”

“What Ja’an is trying to point out,” Kai gently interjected, “is that it is time to consider where you are home and that it is safe to now do so.  You’ve all been on the run, looking over your shoulders, for a long time now.  But you are not alone in this anymore and have hundreds of people who do care.”

Kikimo thought back to the sprawling estate Margiti suggested the last time they were at Haven. And well- Face it: She was independently wealthy and had already established herself at the former Days Inn. She tapped her fingers while thinking. She still didn’t know what to get. Maybe she could set up a gymnasium so she could maintain her edge. No doubt the soldiers would appreciate it too. She decided it would be better to save the deep thinking for later, after they were done with the mission. “You realize it’s going to take a while for me to stop thinking like a Solo.”  She gave a slight smile. “The pups are working on it.”

“You have staff now,” Kai remarked between bites of the excellently cooked steak “and I know they will have suggestions for improving the place and making it more like a home. Don’t worry about it...you’ll do fine.  Just hire an administrator for your place, or an assistant...and someone to handle your correspondence.  I did that with the survival school and my great greats home. That way you can also concentrate on your newest duties as a Combat Specialist.”

Kikimo considered the suggestion. “I’ll talk with Blackmoon about it. I’m pretty sure he had guys for that, though they didn’t have much to do for a while- other than monitor radio signals which weren’t likely to come. But you never know.”

Again, the airwaves crackled to life. “Viking and Phantom base established.  Torches now in place, shields installed, guards set...no activity to report.  Other than we do hear people talking inside the building.  We have perimeter surrounding the building, three deep and staggered.”

Tapping on the unusual communication device on her arm, Kai somberly acknowledged and instructed her two platoons to keep communication with Builders open.

“Acknowledged.  Over.”

Trevor, Road Runner, and Kikimo went alert at the communication as they hurried through their meals.

Another communication crackled through- This time from the Kraken. “The Nanites have opened the Back Door. They were careful to not work too quickly in case the enemy were monitoring.”

“Roger that,” Wyskoff acknowledged “everything clean and green?  Nanite leader ahead of you?”

“Ahead by 10 yards or so,” Swafford sent back “proceeding with caution.  Just a small amount of rubble so far...nothing awful.”

“Slow down you three,” Kai chuckled at her friends “we’re not heading out until tomorrow.  And all gear is accounted for.  Enjoy your meal don’t inhale it.”

“If you haven’t noticed,” Samir commented to them from his quiet part of the table, “our Kai tends to compartmentalize things.”

Yes, the three from Canada had noticed Kai’s tendency to ignore anything she didn’t think was of immediate concern.

Trevor shrugged and slowed down. Kikimo and Road Runner were already finished and contemplating dessert- maybe even blackberry cobbler if it were available. If not, some other delicacy would present itself.

“The Nanites will probably want some extra time to shore up the tunnel for the Kraken anyway, given his weight.” Trevor smiled while thinking of that night he set up the new instructions for them. “I would like to know the Matriarch’s take on this- and if she had noticed any change in the scents from the Smithsonian.”

Scratching her forehead in thought, Kai finally shrugged her shoulders. “That might be kind of hard to ask, since Patrick is back in the Kraken now...unless that little chit has stayed up top and preparing to give us all gray hairs.  I could ask Kumde Kwe about that.... I have yet to make contact with the Matriarch. Although....”  Kai paused for a second as her blue eyes went unfocused, something both Samir and Ja’an were used to seeing...then she blinked a few times “the pack which led the Kraken to the safe route are asking if they should stay guard or come on back.  I told them to head back or send another pack to here to watch over the pups since we’re leaving in the morning.  They said there is an older group of wolves who will arrive shortly to take over the care of the little ones until they get back here.”

“See if you can contact the Matriarch through Kumde Kwe,” the General gently remarked. “I know you’ve been most anxious to talk with the Great Mother about all this.  But maybe after you’re done eating.  I’ll see to it that the kitchen has an after-contact meal for you, as I have a feeling you may be taking a while on that one.”

Kikimo nodded. “Tacos?” she suggested as she winked at Ja’an. “And blackberry cobbler a la mode?” The latter, of course, was for her!

Trevor and Road Runner rocked back laughing. Somehow Kikimo always had room for cobbler, no matter how much she had eaten before.

Ja’an returned her wink, then glanced over at one of the servers and raised an eyebrow.  He had alerted the cooks, early on in setting things up, that a certain Specialist had a weakness for blackberry cobbler.  Sure enough from behind them on a cart came a full blackberry cobbler...complete with scoops of vanilla ice cream.  Plates were set down in front of the small crew...except for Kai who seemed to have wandered off.

Sighing just once, Wyskoff motioned to one of his assistants who bent to get the orders.  “And don’t let her out of your sight,” he concluded. “When she’s done lead her back here.”

“Sir yes Sir...” and the man vanished from the tent.

Rounding the corner from the cordoned and curtained off kitchen area, the head chef wiped his hands on his aprons and beamed at everyone digging into the cobbler.  “So...everything was to your liking?  Any special requests?”

“Tacos,” Ja’an piped up “the Colonel has gone off to speak with Kumde Kwe and the General is of the thought she’ll need refueling afterwards.  She really does like tacos...the big ones with lots of meat and the works.  Oh, and some enchiladas if you can.  Plus, a pitcher of cool milk.  That always gets her back up to speed.”

Enchiladas? Kikimo couldn’t remember the last time she had those! She would have to make it her next non-breakfast meal.

“Very good,” turning the chef snapped his fingers at the assistant cooks, gave the message and watched as they hurried back into the kitchen “it will be ready for the Colonel upon her return.  Now is everyone set?  Anything else desired?  My kitchen can prepare anything, short of Flan...but if you give us a day, I’m sure we could do that as well.  General the kitchen will be ready to go within 30 minutes after breakfast has been cleared in the morning.  We have the food stuffs prepared and, in the pans, so all we have to do is warm it up, run the pans through sudsy water and toss into the bags.”

Trevor nodded. He was pretty sure Swafford the human could have prepared flan too. He would have to find a recipe one day. He grinned. “When we’re all done in DC, I want to send my kitchen staff to study with you,” he told the chef. “You just might succeed in putting some weight on Kikimo! Hey!” The last was when she playfully swatted at him.

Eying Kikimo, Samir solemnly shook his head as he pointed at her. “She’s put on some weight since the first time I met her.  At least 5 pounds by my reckoning, her cheeks aren’t as thin...I’d say that the short time she’s been eating Margiti’s cooking it’s been good for her.  But frankly all of you need to add some more weight ...and here I thought Kai was too damn skinny.”

Looking the small group over, the FAC chef tsked and shook his head. “Send your kitchen staff,” he fussed, “and they’ll learn how to properly feed everyone.  I may have given up in trying to put weight on the Colonel, but I can by gods have a hand in getting weight on the rest of you.”

“Good luck!” Road Runner gave a big grin. He knew well enough how hard it was for him to keep any excess padding.

—————————————————————————-
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“The dead/not dead smell is very strong now...and has been gradually growing more and more prevalent.  Earth Warrior, I do not understand why those humans stay in there.  The things are moving closer to the surface and the humans will be in danger the longer they stay.  I sense great hunger.  Should I talk with the other animals about sending someone in there to drive the humans out?”

**No...I have an idea, ** Kai responded to the Matriarchs concerns. **I shall speak with my people stationed outside the building.  Perhaps they can convince the humans inside to come out, if they promise safety for them, and decent food.  Do you know what those things are inside? **

**In all my years on this earth I have never encountered such a smell before,** came the solemn steady response **my grandmother, who was the matriarch long ago, spoke of such a smell when she was in our homeland...it was around an old fort of some sort.  Strange lights and sounds would come from it, and unusual beings would shamble around it.  They all had that smell.  Should we be concerned? **

**Yes.... very concerned.  I think something has been brought back to life, but only halfway.  It could be the explosions combined with the chemicals have done this.  Tell your herd to warn others to stay back from it.  I will get there as soon as I can. **

**Understood, Earth Warrior.  I shall direct my herd to protect those who have come to help.  Until we meet...stay safe. **

Blinking and reorienting herself to the surroundings, Kai cleared her throat...stretched and cocked an eyebrow at the FAC soldier sitting nearby watching her.

“And?” he asked.

“And we have trouble,” Kai shrugged “as if that is anything new for us.  I need to speak with the General about something.”

“First food...I understand the chef’s kitchen has prepared tacos and enchiladas for you.”

That news brought Kai to her feet in a flash, and they hurried back to the kitchen/dining hall tent.

——————————————————————-
[image: ]


Samir felt Kai’s return to their reality, and he nodded at the chef.  “Here she comes.”

Ears went up around the table when the small group saw Kai’s expression. Kikimo slowly lowered her fork to her plate.

“What’s wrong, Bai?” the problem-solver asked.

Ja’an quickly placed a loaded taco in front of Kai and pointed at it.  “Eat that first...you’re a bit pale as well as having a rather unusual expression on your face.”

Even the General had frozen in place upon seeing the look on Kai’s face and had quickly gone over in his mind the times she had brought him bad news and what she had looked like on those occasions.  Nope this was a new expression, but it sure didn’t strike him as being a happy one.

Making impressive time in eating the simple taco, Kai wiped her mouth...took a deep slug of coffee then looked around at everyone and shook her head.

“First of all, establishing first contact with an animal through the Kumde Kwe link is not easy.  It took her awhile to convince the Matriarch of who she was, and why we needed contact.  Second...the Matriarch has indicated that she strongly feels those soldiers hiding in the museum are in big trouble.  As she put it...the dead/undead smell is growing stronger and stronger, which means they are moving up into the main part of the museum, and that the humans need to get out of there before they become a meal for whatever those things are.  She feels we need to talk them out of there, or she’ll send in animal friends to flush them out.  Which I feel is risky for all concerned.  General...I have an idea, but I need your okay for it.”

“And what would that idea be?”

“Well Sir, the Phantom Platoon have 6 people who can speak Cyrillic fluently, and quite a few in the Viking platoon as well.  I figure if they can call out to those soldiers holed up in the museum...in a language they understand, then maybe they can persuade them to get the hell out of there while they are in one piece.  I want to give them dispensation to promise food, clothing, shelter, and medical care if it is needed under the jurisdiction of the Geneva Convention.  Promise that they won’t be ill-treated.”

Tapping the information into his ever-present wrist pad, Wyskoff finally nodded. “You have the administration’s full blessing...go ahead Colonel.  THEN you are to finish up what the chef had prepared for you.  That took a lot of energy establishing an initial link the way you did.”

Kikimo’s expression was almost without emotion- but she did have a tiny splash of pity and horror for the poor soldiers trapped in the Smithsonian. “Damn. Bai, if the dead/not-dead things get to those soldiers, I have a feeling one of my bolts would be a kindness! I didn’t hear many zombie stories while growing up, but the few I did hear left me with a healthy paranoia.”

Road Runner nodded soberly. There were a few tribal stories about such beings from his childhood, and in those stories the undead creatures were always evil.

Trevor put a dish of cobbler and ice cream near Kai’s plate. He was no hunter, but he could help take care of those who were. “Would you like me to check in with Ivan about the DC situation?” he asked Wyskoff.

“If you would that would be deeply appreciated,” Wyskoff softly remarked “do you think maybe Ivan or Belle could send a tight burst of energy into the museum on a certain wave frequency which might scramble the ...things...mind set for just a little bit?  We could buy the humans in there some time.”

“I think Ivan could,” Trevor said thoughtfully. “In fact, I believe he was originally set up to do something like that once the Czar decided he was done monitoring.” The light in Trevor’s eye was a bit fierce as he tapped the request to the satellite called Ivan. Ivan agreed to the request and sent a tight radio blast into the museum, targeting the creatures that shouldn’t be moving. If that didn’t stop them, he was prepared to vaporize the entire building and its occupants.

“Oh, ice cream,” Kai exclaimed as she ate the last enchilada...her eyes lighting up at the sight of the delicious treat “and cobbler.  Kiki you got some of the cobbler, didn’t you?  My sweet tooth can be notorious at times.  Wait...let me call up the two platoons before I get the treat.”

Kikimo squeezed Kai’s upper arm comfortingly. “I just finished mine when you came back, Bai.”

Thinking about what she needed to tell them, Kai finally nodded and tapped on the unique communication device Kikimo had made.

“Phantom Phantom Phantom...speakers to the front.  Vikings of old...speakers to the front.”

“Speakers to the front, what is your command oh wise one?”

“Very funny.  Listen I need those of you who speak an ancient language to head this up.  Those in the building are in grave danger from those who really aren’t alive.  Do you understand?”

“Zombies? Oh...awesome... I’ve always wanted to see one of those.”

“Shut up and listen.”

“Yes Ma’am.”

“You need to persuade those in danger of what is going on in there...and that they are in danger.  Tell them...guaranteed food, shelter, and medical care for those who need it.  No hostilities, they will be treated with respect and understanding.  Do you think you can persuade them?”

“Shall we go in to talk to them?”

“NO!  Use your negotiation training.”

“Consider it done, Ma’am.... speakers gathering now.  Shouldn’t take more than an hour.”

“Let me know when you have them in safety.”

“Roger...over.”

“Well...” Kai sighed as she pulled the ice cream to her side “now we wait.”

—————————————————————
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Swafford was softly singing as he moved along with his nanites...clearing rubble which would cause Kraken some navigating difficulties...occasionally shoring up cracked walls.  Finally, they came to a bend in the tunnel with an opening off to one side which, logically, should not have been there.

“Blackmoon...I found something.... hey do we have any portable lighting gear?”

“Affirmative. We haven’t used it in years, but we have it, from flashlights to assorted lamps. Want me to bring it to you? Or do you want to retrieve it?” 

“The way is clear for Kraken to come forward now.  The walls are sturdy, and rubble cleared.  Plus, if this is what I think it is...I’m going to need that item Lenore brought down to our camp.”

The Kraken didn’t wait for Blackmoon to give any orders: He rumbled forward. Patrick gave a surprised yelp. When the huge machine reached Swafford, he opened his hatch. Blackmoon scrambled out, carrying the crystal the Haven Earth Keeper sent.

“Here it is,” the soldier said as he held the crystal down for Swafford. “We’re going to get out: I’ve no idea how far that sound will reach. Patrick, warn the animals away!”

Patrick nodded. **Matriarch, I know you’re busy with the museum, but you and your herd had better stay well away from the reflection lake too. So should the rest of our animal friends. I’ll try to explain later, or maybe the Earth Warrior will. **

The lake had been used for swimming and drinking, but the vicinity of the tunnel suddenly was clear of furred, feathered, and scaled beings.

———————————————————————————————————-
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The sudden flurry of animals vacating the area of the reflection lake caused some consternation with the Engineers who were working on constructing the hospital and kitchen areas.... even the guards up in the tower exclaimed that suddenly all animal life was vanished.  They looked to the sky to see if perhaps the enemy could be flying in, on the ground engineers in the technology shack were watching radar and could find no evidence.  The Seals had to flatten themselves on the ground and roll to one side as animals fled past them. 

“What the hell?”  was heard over the communications link. “Base...all animal life just did a boot scoot boogey right out of the area.  Mind telling us what is going on?”

“Yes please....my men damn near got run over!  And you have not been hit until a gator tail smacks you up the back of the legs as it goes by.  I didn’t know they could run like that!”

Kai was heard laughing, while Wyskoff chuckled and remarked, “Apparently the Matriarch warned all wildlife away from the reflection lake.  Something is about to sound off and it might cause...discomfort.”

“Should we move back?”

“Ear protections.”

“Affirmative...ear protections going on.”

—————————————————————————————————-
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Down in the tunnel, Swafford did pause to ponder the ramifications of the subsonic sounds and wondered out loud if perhaps the things in the museum might be affected by it.  But then decided it was too far of a distance to really make a difference.

“Yes, back up to the second bend in the tunnel...that should provide adequate protection from any sounds which will be emitted.  This shouldn’t take too long.  In fact...I’m going to place it and beat feet out of there myself.  Hell...we’ll all meet you at the bend!  Thank you for the flashlight.  Okay troops let’s head into the side tunnel and see if this is what I think it may be.”

The humans on board the Kraken scrambled for ear protection, briefly wishing they could do the same for Swafford and the brave little Nanites helping him.

Swafford and his intrepid little army vanished into the side tunnel...with the glow from the flashlight dimming from sight the further they went.

“Okay here is the pool of water mentioned...and another.... Ayup...found her.”

Swafford noted that odd glow around the ancient one, and oh so gently placed the crystal at her base...then beat out of there as fast as his legs could go.

“Placed.... heading your way....” The smaller nanites were running at a blur just as Swafford was.  They weren’t going to take any chances!

“Go! Go! Go!” Blackmoon yelled. He and those with him were as safe as could be expected. Swafford would probably recognize what he meant. The last time he issued a similar order, it was to Trevor. Fortunately, they wouldn’t be dodging fireballs this time.

“Going going!” Swafford yelled back. “Oh, hey that kinda tickles.  Come on lads faster!”  Pausing for just a second, Swafford picked up one of the smaller nanites who had stumbled and tossed him onto his back as they raced around the first corner.

Kraken had his hatch open so Swafford and the other Nanites could dive in.

“Coming in!!!”  Swafford let out a whoop as he dove into the tank and reached out to help the smaller nanites get to safety.  “We saw her...base we saw her!  And C42 was right...this one is not in a good mood.  We placed the crystal and ran like hell.”

Kai was heard chuckling.

Blackmoon and Patrick helped catch the smaller Nanites and bring them in. It felt a little strange having so many of the little guys around that weren’t miniature medics.

Waiting until the hatch was slammed shut, Swafford actually made a sound like a sigh of relief and scratched one of his legs.  “That started out as tickling, but then it became an irritant.  Yuck.  We’ll be safe inside here.  Kraken are you doing all right?”

The Kraken was cautiously backing up. “I’ve endured worse, Little Brother.”

“Yeah but this is sub sonic...no wait.... that’s not right.  We’d be able to hear that...this is ultrasonic waves...and it feels itchy.  One more corner to get around...yup here it comes...tuck around here and wait.  Lenore indicated it shouldn’t take more than half an hour for the crystal to do a reset on the Earth Keeper and realign things.”

Half an hour wasn’t so bad. The Kraken backed around that last corner and settled down to wait. Blackmoon broke out emergency rations: They might as well have a snack while they had time.

All the sudden yelling, and urgent messages being passed back and forth, had Swafford listening very intently to the activity.  By his reckoning the half hour was almost over with.

—————————————————————————
[image: ]


Meanwhile in front of the old Smithsonian Museum, 6 Phantom Platoon members and 12 Viking Platoon members had set up a shielded wall to talk with the soldiers holed up in the building.  At first, they tried English, just in case, but quickly reverted to Cyrillic...which seemed to get a more positive response.  

“We are concerned for your health and safety, there are mutants coming up from lower levels...they have been detected on satellite and by scent from intelligent beings out here.  You are in danger...we repeat you are in mortal danger in there.  And...well...I don’t know about you but I sure wouldn’t want to be zombie chow.”

“What guarantees do we have?”

“You have our word as FAC soldiers, and as humanitarians.  Our commanding officer wanted to let you know we adhere to the Geneva Convention of old.... you will have food, shelter, clothing, and medical aid for those who are in need...and counseling if needed as well.  You will not be harmed in any way.”

“We wait for our commander.”

“Sir...we regret to inform you that command is no more.  They were killed in a stand off a few weeks back, and satellites were disabled.  They left you here to die.  We will not allow you to die...it is against our code of honor.  Please come out, so we may then deal with the whatever those are at the lower levels.”

“You give word?”

“Yes Sir....lay down your arms and please come out, we mean YOU and your soldiers no harm.  Surely by now you are in need of decent nutrition and aid?”

“Yes.”

“YES?”

“Yes we come.  Corporal Rothgeb went to the back of this room to investigate a noise and never returned.  It is not like him to leave his post....and there is an awful stench.  We are coming out....”

20 men cautiously appeared in the large double doors of the museum, hands held on the back of their head and moving as if light was perhaps a bit too much for them to bear beyond squinting.  By the time they got to the bottom of the stairs they were surrounded by platoon members from both Phantom and Viking.  Viking took up positions behind them.... backs to the retreating men and watching all areas to ensure there were no rear attacks from...whatever.  Other platoon members welcomed the soldiers with blankets and words of kind reassurance, hurrying them out of sight from the building and into a larger tent protected by vehicles on all sides.  

“You are...Phantom.” the leader of the soldiers remarked in broken English “I recognize patch.  And those...those are Vikings?  FAC lets them dress so?”

“Yes, we are the Phantom Platoon and Viking Platoon...our commanding officer feels it is best they are allowed to dress that way, as it keeps them in true fighting spirit.  Are any of you injured or ill?”

Several orangutans and other primates had been wandering through, watching the human soldiers curiously though they were careful to not interfere. At the question about if any of the soldiers from the smelly building were injured or ill, though, an elderly orangutan ambled toward the group and pulled forward a man who was a little too pale, between being flushed with fever.

Catching the ill man, the medic in the group somberly thanked the elderly primate for helping...the soldier was indeed quite ill.  Easing the ill soldier to the ground, the medic went to work on stabilizing the man as best he could, considering their surroundings.  An I.V. was started with antibiotics going into the line, oxygen on low flow...and stripping him down to check for any bug bites, or other skin lesions.  Who knows what he might have gotten into.  

“Wish we had an animal talker here,” the medic called out over the comm line. “We have some primates on the scene who have assisted with triage.  I love these guys already!  Wait...I have an idea....”

He recalled seeing an old video of primates communicating with sign language and being a medic, he had used that method on many occasions.  Looking up at the primate he signaled. “Do you understand what I am saying?”

The Orangutan nodded, then went on to sign, “Learned from many mothers’ mother, who learned from Koko the Gorilla.”

“Base!  You are going to love what I just found out!  We have an Orangutan who understands and can use sign language!  This one just identified a sick soldier from the museum and brought him to me.  I think I found another ally.  Oh, and we have all the soldiers out of there...I hope.  Any who may be left are ...well...probably too late for them.”

**Thank you for helping with this soldier. ** The medic signed to his new primate helper ** Do you happen to know why he is sick?  Does he smell differently?  Are there any others who are maybe getting sick, who were in that smelly building behind us? **

The big orange primate nodded, then signed, **Bad food and water, and dirty. Other men safe.**

**Ah...this can be fixed.  Yes, I noticed they all need clean clothes and a bath.  We’ll need to find safe water for bathing.  Unless that big tanker truck which just pulled up is full of water.  While we’re at it.... are you and yours well?  Is there a need for anything? **

The orangutan shook his head. **We go to good food and water. We used the water the animal-talker man said to get away from for
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