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  Prologue 
    
  Inside the NASA Control Room, several men sat behind monitors observing different scenes. One scene was on the tarmac where a large shuttle aircraft was parked. The man watching the screen suddenly motioned his fellow scientists to come over to his desk. 
  “There she is,” he pointed out. “Colonel Evelyn Peterson, our ship commander for this mission.” 
  “I’ve met her,” one of the men standing admitted. “She’s well qualified to head this assignment.” 
  “Actually, I was referring to her beauty,” the first man said. “She’s black, intelligent, and beautiful. A nice combination for a woman with stars in her eyes.” 
  “She’ll wear a star when she returns to Earth,” a third man said. “A shame, though, with all that beauty, she’s more interested in career than a man, marriage, and children.” 
  “And we need to replenish our population,” a fourth man noted. “A woman like that will not be the one to bring forth a new generation, I’m afraid. 
  “Where’s the rest of the crew,” another asked. 
  “They haven’t arrived yet,” the man said. “Colonel Peterson appears anxious to get started. She’s a very dedicated woman.” 
  “The shuttle bus just left with the rest of the crew, one of the men monitoring a second screen spoke up. “I guess the colonel walked on ahead of them.” 
    
  "Does it not say that I was 'In The Beginning'?" 
    
  Chapter One 
  Summer 2023 
    
  Colonel Evelyn Peterson was the first to arrive at the NASA Launching Pad that brisk summer morning. She was in a humorous mood, her brown eyes giving the sleek shuttlecraft an attentive once over. This was the day she had been waiting for all her life, everything she had trained for since college and the Air Force Academy. From the first time she had stared into the starry heavens as a curious child, her father laughingly pointing out the different constellations, she had dreamt of someday visiting them in person. 
  Running long slender fingers through her short dark hair, the beautiful woman stretched her shapely legs while she waited for the rest of the crew to arrive. Dressed in pressed Air Force Blues, her tall ebony form contrasted visibly with the compact, silver craft standing silently beside her. Black, ankle-high dress boots matched the soft, black beret set in regulation angle over her dark head of hair. 
  "You can board the ship, if you like, Colonel," a voice called down from the open portal of the space vehicle. 
  Glancing up, she saw the shuttlecraft's copilot standing at the top of the steep flight of steps, holding the metal door open for her. 
  "No thanks," she called back, "I'll wait out here for the others. They should be here in a minute." 
  At only thirty years of age, Colonel Peterson had distinguished herself during the recent war as a fighter pilot, achieving the high rank she now held just before NASA approved her application into the space program. If this mission was successful, she hoped to return to Earth with the first star on her shoulders. 
  "Here they come now," the copilot called down to her again. 
  Indeed, she had already seen the small minibus coming across the tarmac from the command building. She had been too anxious to wait for the vehicle that morning, preferring to walk the short distance to the launch pad instead. 
  Pulling to a stop only a few yards from where she was standing, the door slid open with a bang, and passengers began piling out in a disorderly manner. 
  She smiled at the elderly, gray-haired black man that stepped off the bus first. Spry for his age, he had wanderlust in his intelligent dark eyes, and he seemed overly anxious as he mounted the flight of steps to the open portal above. 
 "Go on aboard, Carl," she told him. “We’ll follow you.” 
  "Figured I'd better stick close to him," the woman coming up next said with a laugh, "in case he can't get up the stairs." 
  "He'll be just fine, Sheri," Colonel Peterson grinned. 
  Behind the laughing girl came a hard, stern-faced woman, her demeanor more serious than that of the first girl. There was a permanent frown on her thin lips. 
  "If that girl cracks a joke about my age," she warned, "I'll feed her a jar of viruses for breakfast."  
  "Now don't be too hard on her, Barbara," the colonel grinned. "Sheri means well." 
  Captain Tony Mercer saluted smartly as he hustled up the steps next, and behind him ran nerdy Roger Manning, the youngest of the group. The captain was dressed in light blue overalls, but his rank was properly displayed on his shoulder’s epaulettes. Roger Manning, a civilian, wore dark slacks and a white short-sleeved shirt, buttoned tightly to the neck. 
  Stepping off the bus last was a tall, broad-shouldered man of thirty, wearing Air Force Dress Blues, his blue eyes and blond hair giving him the looks that had fueled the reputation that had followed him throughout his Air Force career. 
  Tilting his black beret a little off center, he smiled as he said, "The way you took off this morning, Colonel, I would have thought you'd be half way to Mars by now?" 
  "Let's not be too familiar, Major Cooper," she suggested. "Don't forget, you are addressing a superior officer!" 
  Stepping back with a wide grin, Adam Cooper came to stiff attention and saluted. "Requesting permission to come aboard, sir!" he stated. 
  Snapping a return salute, Colonel Peterson said,"Permission granted, Major." 
  Following her second in command, she climbed the steps slowly, as if there was no hurry. Reaching the top of the steps, she turned once more and looked at the ground, as if for the last time, then turned with a soft sigh and entered the shuttle and the copilot sealed the door shut. 
  "Buckle up," the pilot called from the cabin. "Next stop, outer space!"  
  "Been there!" Colonel Peterson said. 
  "Done that!" added Major Cooper. 
  "I want my mommy," laughed Sheri Thompson. 
  "Oh shut up!" Dr. Barbara Terrill growled. 
  Firing the atomic engines of the shuttle craft, the captain waited until his copilot was safely strapped in, and then the space vehicle rocketed down the runway, attaining incredible speed before he raised the front wheels, and let the streamlined space shuttle lift into the air with gentle ease. 
  "A piece of cake," he smiled back at his passengers. 
  NASA and the rocket scientists had been busy during the long war, which began in 2022, and only ended after most of Europe and the Middle East had been decimated eight years later by nuclear weapons. America had been able to keep the fighting away from its shores for the most part, though there had been some minor destruction within her own borders. 
  While the people concentrated on the world war, propulsion scientists were secretly experimenting with better rocket systems, and once the pilots came back from the war zone, NASA grabbed the most experienced and brightest officers and began training them for space flight. With atomic power employed in the rocket systems, the stars were no longer unattainable in space flight, and it was decided to begin a terra-farming project starting with Mars. 
  Now, in the year 2033, the first spaceship was fitted and shot into orbit by NASA while the crew for the first manned flight to the red planet was being trained for the first phase of the mission. Colonel Evelyn Peterson had been chosen to command the initial phase, with Major Cooper assisting, should the commander become incapacitated for any reason. A team of scientists had also been picked for the project, strictly on a voluntary basis. The same applied to the navigator and engineer, Captain Anthony Mercer and Roger Manning. 
 Enough food and medical supplies were stored in the cargo hold of the spaceship for seven people for a five-year mission. It was hoped that the team could reach Mars, set up the equipment, and begin the process of discovering a water source and planting seeds once the bio-dome is assembled, and then return to Earth within that five-year period. And while the first mission was being carried out on the red planet, the second phase was to begin on Earth with another team in training for their mission a few years down the road. 
  "I can't believe it's finally happening," Colonel Peterson said as they watched the Earth disappearing slowly behind them in the view screen. “I’ve waited so long for this mission to be a reality.” 
  "Me, either, the major agreed, "although there are a few things I will miss during the next five years." 
  Smiling, the colonel told him, "Don't worry, Major, I understand they put salt peter in the MREs now." 
  "Does that stuff really work?" Sheri Thompson asked. 
  "I don't know, fella," Major Cooper grinned.  
  "Say, Colonel, you’re going to Mars, right?" the shuttle pilot asked suddenly. "Why are you and the major wearing side arms? Are you expecting the Martians to be hostile, or something?" 
  "I know why she is wearing a gun," Major Cooper laughed. "But I'm not expecting to be attacked up there." 
  "Strictly regulation," Colonel Peterson said. "All military personnel on a mission like this must be armed for unseen emergencies." 
  "By the way, Doc," Captain Mercer asked, "did you bring lots of penicillin in case the Martian women happen to be a little friendly?" 
  The stern-faced Doctor Terrill merely glanced out of the shuttle windows as the Earth slowly became smaller. The pilot was gently raising the vehicle through the upper layer of the atmosphere, gradually leaving the planet’s atmosphere for the vacuum of space. With the new protective layer of the shuttle's body, the passengers could not feel the atmospheric burn. Soon, the ship broke away and the Earth dropped below them, and out of the view screen, and they suddenly found themselves in the lonely blackness of space. 
  Turning the nose of the shuttlecraft sharply, the captain pointed out a spot of brilliance to the passengers in the distance: Even that far away, they could see the outline of the gigantic space ship ahead of them. 
  "There she is, folks, the virgin princess, just waiting for her lover!" he said. 
  "She does look sort of lonely, doesn't she, Colonel?" Major Cooper grinned at his commanding officer. 
  "I'll check the ingredients of those MREs personally, Major," Colonel Peterson warned. 
  When they came in to dock with the giant spaceship, there was a sudden gasp from all of the crew as they saw the markings printed in large, dark letters on its metallic side: Galileo Two. 
  "Who named the ship?" Carl Plymouth asked. 
  "The Mission Team at NASA," Colonel Peterson remarked. "I'm not sure who eventually decided on it, though." 
  "Galileo Two!" Carl Plymouth said softly. "That's very fitting. Galileo was an early astronomer that reached for the stars with a telescope. Now, we are traveling to the stars in a ship named for him. Reaching—as it were — for the same stars!" 
  "Maybe he's with us in spirit," Sheri Thompson said. 
  "Why Galileo Two?" Roger Manning asked. 
  "The first Galileo we sent into space was a probe," Colonel Peterson told him. "It's still out there somewhere, maybe at the edge of the universe by now." 
  "All ashore who's going ashore!" the copilot ordered, as the final docking sequence was completed. 
  Once the crew was onboard Galileo Two, the shuttlecraft broke away from the spaceship, and its pilot and copilot steered it back towards the blue planet far below. 
 "Listen up!” Colonel Peterson said. “While the major and I inspect the cargo hold, the rest of you check your personal items, and get settled in. We'll be shoving off as soon as we have made a few checks of the ship." 
  "Follow me, Major," she concluded. 
  "Aye, aye, sir," Major Cooper said with a mock salute, falling in behind his commanding officer. 
  “How much do you know about our crew, Major?” 
  "You've got quite a crew on this mission, Colonel," Major Cooper broke the silence as they proceeded towards the ship's massive holds. 
  "Professor Carl Plymouth holds degrees in astronomy and meteorology, as well as mathematics and a few other sciences most of us never heard of. He has assisted NASA for the last ten years in their study of the Martian atmosphere, and studied every storm that's been spotted on the red planet." 
  "Are you aware that he also lost a son in the war?" Colonel Peterson asked. 
  "I had heard the rumor," Major Cooper admitted, "but not the details." 
  "He doesn't talk about it," the commander said, "but Doctor Terrill was teaching medicine at the university where Professor Plymouth was at the time, and she told me recently that the news of his son's death almost killed the professor. That's when he became active in NASA, to take his mind off his loss." 
  "Ah, Doctor Barbara Terrill," he smiled. "The woman is a mystery, is she not? Beneath that stern expression is one of the keenest minds in the medical field. She could head any major hospital of her choosing, or have a successful practice in a major city, and keep a bank account that would choke a horse. Yet she devotes her time to teaching medicine at the university, and volunteers to be our personal doctor on a suicide mission to a dead planet." 
  "Barbara is also a microbiologist," the commander said, "and has been doing private research for years. As close as we have become, she has never opened up to me, either." 
  "Sheri Thompson is the only one I think I really understand," Major Cooper said. "Although she has a brilliant mind—her specialty is zoology—she seeks the unknown, the adventure in life. Maybe even the excitement—and danger. Hell, she has studied every living organism on Earth, I guess she's anxious to look under a few red rocks on Mars now."  
  "She also likes to dance and throw a few parties," Colonel Peterson added. "And I'm afraid that doesn't fit into your short assessment of the woman, Major." 
  "Perhaps, Colonel," he laughed. "But I think that Sheri will bring some bright spots to our lonely assignment. Maybe that's her main purpose for being here—besides looking under those rocks I mentioned." 
  "What do you know about our navigator and engineer?" she asked her second-in-command. 
  "There isn't much to know about either of them," he smiled. "Tony Mercer has a death wish for some reason. And Roger Manning is looking for God." 
  "Looking for God?" Colonel Peterson asked. 
  "Yeah," he nodded. "Oh, he's a fine engineer. He can fix any machine, given time, or figure out what's wrong with it. But being a Christian, the war almost destroyed his faith. With half the world wiped out, and billions of people killed, he couldn't understand why God hadn't intervened. I think this mission is his way of going in search for God—at least in understanding the reasoning behind all the death and pain." 
  "And Mercer's death wish?" she asked. 
  "Who knows?" he shook his head. "NASA needed a navigator, and Tony is one of the best. As far as NASA was concerned, they didn't want to pry into any secrets. I heard that he had been wounded in the war, but nothing else, and he has never mentioned it." 
  "What about you, Major, why are you on this mission?" Colonel Peterson asked. 
 "Me?" he laughed. "There is nothing mysterious about me, Colonel. I'm a lot like Sheri, I guess. I'm seeking adventure, excitement, maybe a little bit of danger. Hell, I like to throw a few parties myself, and I've been known to swing the girls around a dance floor a time or two!" 
  "What was your major, I mean — before becoming a pilot?" she asked. 
  Chuckling lightly, he stopped suddenly, and she turned to look at him. With a sparkle in his blue eyes, he put his hands on her shoulders and looking deep into her own eyes, and said:  
  “Paleontology!” 
  For the first time that day, Colonel Peterson broke out laughing. 
  "What about you, Colonel?" he asked. "Surely you had other qualifications for this mission besides flight training?" 
  "Believe it or not, Major, we are two peas in a pod," she laughed. "Before I found my true calling as a pilot, I majored in geology!" 
  "Well, your knowledge in geology will work to NASA's advantage," Major Cooper said. "You will be the first geologist to study Martian rocks first hand. But why in hell did they pick me, with a background in paleontology?" 
  "They had their reasons, Major," the commander told him. "Who knows what you'll find in the rocks on Mars? If life ever existed on the planet in the past, it's possible you'll find traces of it in the rocks we dig up." 
  "Ah, now it makes sense for them to send Sheri Thompson along. She's not just a zoologist. She's a Paleo-zoologist! Why didn't I see the connection before? Not only do we set up the bio- dome on Mars, we look for signs of ancient life while we're at it." 
  "Why not?" Colonel Peterson asked. "The data that we find on this initial mission will help NASA plan more fully for the second phase of the mission." 
  "Here we are," the major said, as they arrived at the door leading into the hold. 
  Opening the door, they gasped as they looked at the volume of boxes and crates secured with web netting in the massive compartment. Bolted to the ship's metal skin were two all terrain vehicles, equipped with solar batteries and thick rubber tires. Cabinets of refrigerated units were solidly attached within the massive hold also, built to withstand a crash, should that occur. 
  "This is the first of two cargo bays," the commander said. "The second one contains the bio- dome and its machinery. The ship's walls for both holds actually open on hydraulics. The bio-dome, and its equipment, are attached to the arm of a crane, which will swing outward once we have set down on the surface, and lower the dome to the ground gently. The hard part, of course, will be the necessity of assembling the equipment in the bio-dome wearing our spacesuits." 
  "I've gone through all the training, Colonel," Major Cooper said. "I know how everything works —or is supposed to. 
  "Once we have the oxygen ducts attached between the ship and bio-dome, the atomic engines will provide an atmosphere inside the dome for us to breathe. We'll only need the spacesuits while working outside." 
  "All of us have gone through the training, Major," the commander snapped. "That's not the point. We'll go through the procedures again and again before we actually perform the tasks. I don't want any mistakes. And most of all, I don't want some stupid injuries because someone forgot a simple step." 
  "I'll do my job, Colonel, you don't have to be concerned about me making any mistakes," he growled. 
  "Part of that job, Major," she told him, "is insuring that everyone under our command knows their job, and does it efficiently, always keeping safety in mind!" 
  "Yes, sir," he said, still angry. 
  "Get over it, Major!" she ordered. "I need everyone under my command working in harmony on this mission." 
 "Don't worry, Colonel," he said more pleasantly, "I know how to follow orders."  
  "Then let's get back to the crew, and prepare the ship for its destination." 
  "Are we finished with our inspection already?" he asked. 
  "Yes," she told him. "I mainly wanted to have our little talk away from the others. I wanted you to understand our relationship on this mission, in case you get the idea that our affiliation is more than commander and second-in-command." 
  "Don't worry, Colonel," he said, "I can't see past those eagles on your soft, shapely shoulder!"  
  "That's good," she said, "keep that in mind at all times, and we will get along just fine." Nodding his head, Major Cooper turned and started back towards the main cabin of the ship. 
  "Is that all, Commander?" he asked. 
  Catching up to him, she didn't reply, just fell into step as they traversed the ship's artificial gravity walkway. Science had made giant strides during the long war. Atomic engines and artificial gravity systems were now commonplace in rocketry. While the military had cried for more destructive weapons, NASA had been content to experiment with the existing technology, and push forward in their plans for colonization of the stars. With half the Earth lying in radioactive wastelands since the final confrontation, America had been able to recover sufficiently to start anew. But there was now no room for population expansion, and if mankind was to continue, thoughts had to be directed towards the distant planets. Mars seemed to be the only chance that mankind had for any kind of growth. And the red planet would require years of terra farming before an atmosphere could be created that would support life. This mission was the beginning of those long-term plans. 
  Entering the control cabin, they found the rest of the crew sitting in their assigned positions, their seats leaning backwards at a comfortable angle, each viewing the computer system in front of them. 
  "Is everything in order?" Colonel Peterson asked them. 
  There was a loud chorus of affirmatives from everyone at once. 
  "I am surprised that so much data has been made available to us," Professor Plymouth said. "Everything we know about the universe and the Martian weather is programmed into my system."  
  "I have medical data from the age of Nostradamus to Benjamin Spock," Doctor Terrill said. "I can treat anything from a minor sprain to open heart surgery-and we have the medicines and equipment aboard for any emergency." 
  "I have zoological records for the past two hundred years," Sheri laughed, "and could probably identify a Martian T-Rex, if they ever had such a creature!" 
  "If they did," Major Cooper laughed, "they'd probably be red, like everything else on Mars!"  
  "My job will be an easy one," Captain Mercer said, looking up with a grin. "The computer has everything mapped out and fed into its system. I'm only here in case there is a malfunction." 
  "How about you, Manning?" Major Cooper asked the engineer. 
  "If anything goes wrong with the ship, sir, we can repair it," he said. "I have everything listed, including the size of each nut and bolt, and where the spark plugs go!" 
  "Spark plugs?" Sheri asked, grinning. 
  "Just a form of speech, ma'am," Roger Manning told her. "There are even several versions of the Bible on each of the computers," he added. 
  "Well, that does it," Sheri laughed, "the Gideon's have finally brought Bibles to outer space!"  
  "That's not so bad," Roger Manning said. "I have a feeling that before our mission is over, we'll be ready for spiritual guidance." 
  "Take your seat, Major," the commander ordered, as she put headphones over her ears, "and check your controls." 
 "Aye, aye, sir," he saluted, as he strapped himself into the copilot's chair, adding his own set of headphones. Punching several buttons on the panel in front of him, a view screen suddenly opened up, and the crew could see the stars outside the spaceship, sparkling in the oxygen-free vacuum of space. 
  "Atomic engines are ready when you are, Colonel," he advised. 
  "Coordinates have already been programmed into the computer system, Commander," the navigator said. "We are waiting for your command." 
  "As my generation used to say," laughed Professor Plymouth, "let's Rock 'n' Roll!" 
  "Then let's go to Mars!" Colonel Peterson ordered, starting the atomic rockets. As she spoke to NASA control, there was the smallest of vibrations when the powerful engines came alive and the ship shot off through space. Although light speed was not yet possible, incredible momentum was achieved with atomic energy. The faster an object traveled, the more mass it obtained, thus making a ship's speed limited in space. Yet, even with these limitations, great distances were now possible in a matter of weeks, not months or years, allowing more time at the destination to perform what tasks were needed before heading back to Earth. The lesser gravitational pull of the red planet would allow them to set the giant spaceship down on the surface, instead of leaving it parked in orbit, and then return to space when the mission was complete. It was a risky procedure for such a large space vehicle, but the pilot and copilot had been well trained in the maneuver in simulation machines. 
  They were not expecting any problems on Mars. 
  The problems began much sooner! 
    
  Chapter Two 
  Pangaea 
    
  "Sir, I'm picking up something directly ahead of us on the radar. It appears to be some kind of an anomaly," Captain Mercer said after only a few hours into the flight. 
  "I see it, Tony," Major Cooper said a second later. "Damn, whatever that thing is, it’s big!" 
  "What the hell is that thing?" Colonel Peterson asked. The view screen was showing a wavy distortion ahead of them, but no solid object could be identified in the mass. 
  "Can we go around it?" the engineer asked no one in particular. 
  "I can't see any end to it, Colonel," Major Cooper said. "It looks like some kind of space storm, and it’s headed straight for us!" 
  "My sensors are picking up a large energy plasma field, Commander," Captain Mercer said. “It’s not only big, but damn powerful, too.” 
  "It looks like the thing is moving towards us as fast as we are towards it," Professor Plymouth said. "There's no way we can avoid hitting it!" 
  "Prepare for impact. Brace yourselves!" Colonel Peterson yelled, just as the outer wave struck the giant ship with incredible force.Suddenly, they could see nothing but ebony blackness in the view screen, and then the ship began to shake and vibrate violently as waves of immense energy tossed the Galileo Two from side to side like a small boat in a hurricane. The controls fought them, and the machinery whined like a screaming Banshee on a dark, moonless night. Warning lights flickered, dimmed, went out, came back on with a flash, and then repeated the sequence like a floundering fish out of water. 
  Someone screamed, but it was impossible to tell whether it had been a man or a woman. The safety harnesses held everyone safely in their seats, but a few loose objects had been lying near some of the computers, and these went flying through the small cabin, colliding with seats, computer panels, and sometimes—an unprotected hand or head. 
  Lightning bolts of pure energy sparked and crisscrossed the tornado-like funnel in a spider-web of violent beauty, at the far end appeared to be a gaping monster's mouth. But the plasma would not let them go, tossing them around like the prey of some monstrous space creature. 
  How long they were within the immense cyclone of energy, they couldn't tell. They weren't even sure if they had held their breath all the time, or if somehow they had been able to breathe throughout the ordeal. But suddenly they were spit out as violently as they had been sucked in, their ship rolling like a child's tiny toy top; the motion making them disoriented and nauseous for the moment. 
 With strength and determination, the pilot and copilot brought the ship back under manual control, Colonel Peterson ordering the Galileo Two to stop until they could check for damage, and to make what repairs were needed. 
  "Is there any need for Doctor Terrill’s medical assistance?" she asked the crew, her eyes searching each member for signs of bruises or other injuries. 
  A chorus of, "I'm all right," came from everyone on board. 
  "Then check your individual systems before we proceed," she ordered. "Major, how are the engines?" she continued. 
  "The engines aren't responding normally, Colonel," he said. "In fact, we appear to merely be drifting now, being pulled towards a strong gravitational point somewhere, and I can't get enough power to pull away from it." 
  "Engineer!" she yelled. “What does your systems register?" 
  "The engines are okay, Colonel," he said. "But there has been a break in the command system, and they're not responding because the controls are not receiving the commands properly!" 
  "Can you fix the problem?" she asked the engineer. 
  "Given time," he said. "If we're not pulled into a collision with whatever it is that's pulling us like a magnet!" 
  "Get to work on the problem, and we'll do what we can to stay afloat out here!" The colonel gritted her teeth as she stared into the dark sea of space around the ship. 
  "Colonel, I can't raise NASA," Major Cooper said, removing the headphones and turning on the speaker system for everyone to hear. "There’s nothing. Just a lot of static, probably solar activity, or that storm we just passed through left a hell of an interference out there!" 
  "Keep trying," she told him. "Let me know if you raise someone." 
  "Colonel," Professor Plymouth called to her a minute later, "maybe you should look at the view screen." 
  "That looks like Earth," she said. "We're being pulled back to Earth by its magnetic field!"  
  "Look at it closer, Colonel," Carl Plymouth told her. "It may look like Earth, but ..."  
  "Something doesn't appear right ..." she started. 
  "Professor," Major Cooper said, "run an astronomical reading on the star systems, please." "The continents don't look right, sir," Captain Mercer said. 
  "I don't see any continents, Captain," Major Cooper said. "I only see one continent—a big one!" 
  "Did that thing—whatever it was—warp our speed to another solar system?" Sheri asked. 
  "Let's wait for Carl's analysis, Sheri," Major Cooper told her. 
  "Dammit, engineer, we're still being pulled towards that planet," Colonel Peterson said. "What's the status on repairs to the system?" 
  "Colonel, I'm trying to reroute the instructions now," he told her. "That's the best I can do until we can look at the wiring. And that will take more time than we've got!" 
  "Commander," Professor Plymouth said a few minutes later, "that planet below will be as good as any other to set down on—if we can." 
  "I would rather not have to set down on an unknown planet, Professor, if it can be helped," she told him. 
  "In this case, it doesn't appear to matter much, Commander," he told her. "Sheri was partially correct. That storm did send us into a warp of sorts, but not to another solar system. It sent us to another time!" 
  "What the hell are you saying, Professor?" she asked. 
  "If my computer calculations are correct, and I see no reason why they shouldn't be they’re the best NASA could supply us with, we have traveled back in time—not distance. Below us is—Pangaea!" 
  "Then it isn't Earth?" she asked. 
 "Pangaea!" Sheri gasped. 
  "Think back to your Paleo studies in college, Colonel," Major Cooper said. “Geology isn't that much different from paleontology." 
  "Professor, are you telling me that we've gone back millions of years in time, before the continents broke apart?" she asked. 
  "If my calculations are correct, Commander," he grimaced, "we may have gone back a lot more than a few million years. My computer shows 250 million years, or thereabouts!" 
  "That's the Paleozoic Era down there?" Major Cooper ejaculated. 
  "Yes," Professor Plymouth stated, "actually, it's the Permian Period of the Paleozoic Era, I believe, if these calculations are correct." 
  "How is that possible?" Tony Mercer asked. 
  "Whatever that thing was that we went through, Captain Mercer, somehow it caused us to slip through time," Major Cooper said. "We're not smart enough to explain it." 
  "Can't we go back through it, coming out where we went in?" the navigator asked. 
  "Even if the ship could fly, I'm not sure we could find the plasma again, Captain," Colonel Peterson told him. 
  "Or if we would even want to re-enter the thing," Major Cooper added. "Besides, how do we know where we would come out the next time?" 
  "He's right," Professor Plymouth said. "There would be no guarantee that we would even survive a second time.” 
  "What you're saying is ridiculous," Doctor Terrill said. "I don't believe any of that nonsense!" 
  "Suit yourself, Doctor," Professor Plymouth said, "but I assure you, my computer evaluation doesn't lie. It has charted the star system as it currently is, and tells us that this is the placement of the stars 250 million years before our own time." 
  "Say, I always wanted to see a T-Rex!" Captain Mercer said. 
  Laughing, Major Cooper told him, "I'm afraid you won't see any this trip, either, Captain, the dinosaurs didn't exist this far back in time!" 
  "Whew! Thank goodness," Roger Manning said. "At least the animal life won't eat us!" 
  "Don't be too sure of that," Major Cooper grinned. "This period had some pretty dangerous predators as well." 
  "I thought fish and plants were the only life that existed before the dinosaurs," Captain Mercer said."I think Major Cooper is referring to the relatives of the dinosaurs, Captain," Sheri Thompson said. "Lizards, frogs, and amphibians were abundant in the early stages of life in the Paleozoic. In fact, there appears to have been reptile-like mammals, as well." 
  "Wasn't there a big extinction or something 250 million years ago?" Colonel Peterson asked. 
  "The Permian-Triassic Extinction," Major Cooper said. "Almost all life was completely wiped out, and it had to start all over again. A few of the reptiles survived, and they eventually gave rise to the dinosaurs." 
  "Until God created man," Roger Manning said. 
  Everyone turned to look at the engineer curiously. 
  "Perhaps, a few pockets of mammals survived the extinction," Major Cooper continued, "such as small rodents, which may have lived underground. What ever the case, the reptiles ruled the world for the next 170 million years—until man came along!" 
  "If we don't escape from Earth's magnetic pull," Professor Plymouth said, "we may be included in that extinction. It looks like we're going to have to land, regardless." 
  "At least Pangaea had an atmosphere," Major Cooper added. "I would suggest, Colonel, it is our best hope for the present. Maybe we can repair the ship down there." 
  "And then, go where?" Colonel Peterson asked. 
  "I don't know," he admitted. "But right now, we don't have much choice in the matter." 
 "The major is right," the commander said, turning and addressing the crew. "I think we better prepare for entry into the atmosphere. Once we're safe on the ground, we can make our plans for the future. Everyone stay at your post, and be prepared to assist each other if anything goes wrong with the landing. Major Cooper and I will do our best to bring the ship in safely." 
  Already the giant rocket ship, Galileo Two was touching the upper layer of the atmosphere, being pulled downward by the powerful force of Earth's gravity, and the ship was experiencing atmospheric burn. But the protective outer shell absorbed the heat, and the big spaceship glided in at an angle, descending gradually, the commander and copilot struggling with the controls to keep it from crashing. 
  "The engines aren't receiving any commands, Colonel, we won’t be able to land it correctly," Major Cooper growled. "We can only glide it down as best we can." 
  "I know, Major," she said. "Just try to keep the nose up, we don't want to hit too hard, if we can help it." 
  "I'm trying," the major said, his muscles straining with the steering mechanism. 
  "All I see down there is ocean," Doctor Terrill yelled. "I thought we saw land from space?" 
  "It's down there, Doctor," Professor Plymouth promised. "Lots of it. But Earth is only one giant land mass and one giant ocean right now." 
  "I don't want to drown," Doctor Terrill cried. 
  "Aim for the landmass, Major," Colonel Peterson ordered her copilot. “I don’t think this ship will float.” 
  "If the ship will cooperate, ma’am," he said through clinched teeth as he fought the steering mechanism. 
  "I hate the water!" Doctor Terrill screamed. "I can't swim. Please don't land in the water!" 
  "We should sight land again in a few minutes, Doctor," the commander told her. "Stay calm, we're trying to reach it now!" 
  "I see land!" Sheri Thompson yelled suddenly. "There!" 
  "We're not going to make it, Colonel," Major Cooper warned. "We're coming in too soon, we're going to hit the water!""Can't you slow it down?" screamed Captain Mercer. "We're coming in too damn fast. The ship will break apart!" 
  "We don't have any control over the ship, Captain. Be prepared for anything!" Colonel Peterson ordered. 
  "Land, just ahead!" Major Cooper yelled. "Maybe we can reach it. Hold on, everyone!"But the tail of the rocket was too low, and the ship was coming in too fast, it struck the water and began dragging in the ocean long before they reached land. Still, it only skimmed the water, causing a giant spray to fan out as the Galileo Two sliced through the sea at several hundred miles per hour. And then the ship's body lowered to the surface, and bounced like a sled as it careened roughly towards land, slowing as it quickly lost momentum. 
  Suddenly, the water was replaced by soft dirt as the rocket hit a sandy beach, but with nothing to slow the ship's plunge, it carved a deep rut in the gravelly soil for several miles before it finally came to rest with a violent jerk. Only their safety devices saved them from mortal danger. 
  "That was damn scary," Major Cooper laughed. "I figured we were heading straight for a solid wall of rock. I'd swear I saw a cliff face at the edge of the coastline!" 
  "I'm glad you didn't say something to that effect when we were coming in, Major, you would have frightened us all to death," Colonel Peterson smiled. 
  "Where are we?" Captain Mercer asked. 
  "It looks like a desert to me, Captain," Major Cooper said. "Coming in, I think we were close to the equator of Pangaea, and we must have landed on the west coast of the continent. That's as much as I can tell you." 
 "We're not in the ocean?" Doctor Terrill asked, opening her eyes again. 
  "No, Barbara, we're on dry land," the commander told her. 
  "Unfortunately, the ship is lying down," Major Cooper said. "I don't know if we can ever take off again. Not from this position." 
  "Welcome back to Earth," Professor Plymouth said. “Be it ever so humble …” 
  "Welcome to Pangaea!" Colonel Peterson told her crew. 
    
  Chapter Three 
  Gondwanaland 
    
  Within a few hours, nightfall descended on the Galileo Two, and seven wayfarers from the twenty-first century viewed the moon from the ancient Earth for the first time, and the silver orb filled the night sky; a giant balloon of extraterrestrial beauty. The desert sand appeared to glow in the view screen, a far away planet on the cover of a science fiction magazine. The stars in the heavens above looked strangely out of place, as if they were part of a far distant alien universe. They were so different in their organization that it was difficult to pick out familiar clusters that would eventually fill the night skies of their own century. The professor attempted to point out the familiar zodiac, and show the others which were bright stars, and which were known planets. 
  "Basically, they're still the same," he told them. "You just don't recognize them this far back in time."  
  "What worries me most," Colonel Peterson admitted, "it seems like there are more shooting stars than normal, Professor." 
  "Meteorites," Professor Plymouth said. "Yes, I think there are a lot more meteors than in our own time. Remember, everything is much younger than when we started out on this honeymoon cruise!" 
  "Don't worry about the ones you see, Colonel," Major Cooper laughed. "It's the big one that you don't see that will kill us all." 
  "It looks dead out there, Professor," Captain Mercer said. "Do you think the big extinction you spoke of has already taken place?" 
  "No," he told him. "Our indicators show an atmosphere rich in oxygen. From what I have studied, the air and water was probably poisoned for thousands of years after the extinction event 250 million years ago. We're probably in a period many years before the extinction, but I don't know what that means. One day before the catastrophe, or a million years before? We'll run some test tomorrow, and maybe we can determine just where we are in time. But we still won't be able to pinpoint a date for the extinction." 
  The next morning everyone took turns with the air bath in the special air chamber. The heated air blew the body clean and it killed any germs that might be hitching a ride. The air baths also saved on water, which could become a precious commodity if they were to be marooned on a prehistoric world with no modern facilities, except for what the spaceship provided. 
  "Today," Colonel Peterson told them, "we can explore just around the ship, no further. At lunch we will discuss our future plans—all of us." 
  After the port door was opened, and a ladder was lowered to the surface, Major Cooper stopped everyone. 
  "I think our commander should have the privilege of stepping onto the surface first," he said. "After all, that has been the custom since the first moon landing." 
  "Thank you, Major," the commander smiled. "That is very considerate of you." 
  "Not at all," he smiled. "Actually, we don't know what monsters await us down there. Just figured they could get you first," he laughed. 
  "If I run into any monsters, I'll scream for Flash Gordon," she smiled. "Or would that be, Flash Cooper?" 
  "Huh uh," he laughed, "remember protocol, ma'am," he faked a salute. 
  "Before anyone steps out there," Doctor Terrill said, "let me warn each of you, don't pick up any strange creatures until Sheri and I have had a chance to examine them. We were on our way to Mars, which is a dead planet. Remember? There were not to be any poisonous insects or other creatures 
 on the red planet. Here, it may be otherwise, and we didn't bring antitoxin. Not that anything we had in the twenty-first century would be effective in the Permian Period." 
  Sliding down the ladder, Colonel Peterson found herself in the shadow of the Galileo Two. As she stepped into the sunlight, she gasped and instantly jumped back into the shade of the giant spaceship. When she looked up into the faces staring down at her, she shook her head and said: 
  "It's damn hot out there. We'll need to acclimate our bodies to this environment before it bakes us!" 
  Professor Plymouth left the doorway for a minute to check some of his instruments, and when he returned, he called down to her: 
  "Commander, my instruments indicate the temperature to be 120 degrees Fahrenheit—and it's still early morning. It'll probably get a lot hotter by afternoon!" 
  "Well, come on down, all of you, and feel the sand under your feet," Colonel Peterson told them. "Then we can cool off in the ship again. We’ll take only morning jaunts until we can adjust to this heat." 
  One by one, the crewmembers descended the ladder and walked out beneath the bright sun, hoping to find some living creatures in the sand of an early Earth. But the desert seemed devoid of all life during the morning heat. The landscape wasn't totally barren; there was plant life sprouting helter-skelter in the desert environment, showing that the soil was full of nutrients for living things, even though they were a fair distance from the swamps to the north and east. Finally, the commander ordered her crew back aboard the ship. 
  After a breakfast of MREs, Colonel Peterson addressed the crew. 
  "Our choices are simple," she said. "Either we try to leave, and search for a planet with life. Or we remain here, and try to make a go of it. Engineer, what are our chances of repairing the ship and getting off this planet?" 
  "Given time, ma'am, I think we can repair the system," Roger Manning said. "Blasting off from this position may be a little more difficult, though not an impossibility." 
  "Professor, what are our chances of finding a planet with life?" she asked Carl Plymouth. 
  "There is a slim possibility that Mars had some form of life during this period, but we don't know that for a fact, Commander. If we leave here, we may not be any better off than we are now," he said. "Besides, even with the coming extinction, Earth is still young, and holds promise for our best survival." 
  "Is there a chance we could locate the plasma anomaly that caused this problem in the first place and go back through—to our own time period?" she continued. 
  "Even if we could find it in this vast universe," he smiled, "we have no guarantee we could survive another exposure inside the anomaly, let alone come out where we started from. My guess is that the anomaly is out of our reach by now, and even if it wasn't, I don't think it is our solution." 
  "Does anyone have a suggestion that we might consider?" she asked. 
  "God has a purpose for all things," Roger Manning said, "and I think this is His plan." 
  "If it's God's plan," Doctor Terrill said, "I'd like to know what it is!" 
  "Suggestions, anyone," Colonel Peterson snapped, "not speculations! Major Cooper, what do you suggest?" 
  "I'm not fatalistic," he began, "but I agree with Professor Plymouth, I can see no reason to go back into space at this point. We don't know what is out there. But we do have a living planet here, and it will sustain us—for now, at least. And we can plan and prepare for the coming disaster." 
  "I agree with the major," Sheri Thompson said. "I believe there is animal life, either in the sea to our west, or the jungle and swamp area to our north and east. We have enough MREs for five years. After that, we should be able to harvest vegetables from the seeds we brought, and maybe trap some animals for food. Earth, no matter how primitive it is, seems to offer our best chance for survival. I vote that we stay where we are at!" 
 "Does your God want us to stay here, or leave, Manning?" Colonel Peterson asked the engineer. 
  "We are not meant to know His plans, Colonel," the engineer said. "If He wants us to leave, we'll leave. If He wants us to stay, we'll stay. "No matter what we decide, I think we'll be doing His will. I'll go along with the majority." 
  "There are seven of us," Colonel Peterson said. "Let's have a show of hands. All in favor of looking for life elsewhere, raise your right hand." 
  There were no hands raised. 
  "All in favor of staying where we are, raise your right hand," she continued. There were six hands raised. Roger Manning was the only one that didn't cast a vote either way. "The vote is carried," Colonel Peterson said. "We'll remain here, unless circumstances arise that call for a second vote. 
  "Tomorrow, we will start setting up the bio-dome. It's not needed for its original purpose, but it will still work as a secure environment outside the ship. We can pipe cool air from the Galileo Two, and set up our workshops inside, where we will be more comfortable. 
  "We will work only in the morning hours, before the heat becomes too unbearable for outside labor." 
  "What are we to do in the afternoons, ma'am?" Roger Manning asked. 
  "You can read your Bible," Sheri laughed. 
  "I brought Shakespeare's Sonnets and poems," Professor Plymouth said. 
  "I brought some classic action movies from before the start of the war," Captain Mercer said.  
  "I have my medical studies to keep me busy," Doctor Terrill said. 
  "I wanna dance," Sheri laughed. 
  After a short silence, Colonel Peterson asked, "And you, Major Cooper?" 
  Looking into her dark brown eyes for a second, he smiled, and said, "A lot of cold showers, ma'am." 
  "What about you, Colonel?" Sheri asked. "What do you plan for entertainment?" 
  "I do have a passion," she said. "I like to write songs, and sing.” 
  "Oh, I love to sing, too," Sheri ejaculated. 
  "I think I'll go back outside," Major Cooper laughed. 
  "Wait a minute, Major, and I'll join you!" Doctor Terrill said with a grimace. 
  "I know some Hymns," Roger Manning said with gusto, suddenly. 
  "That does it!" laughed Major Cooper. "I think I'll volunteer to inventory the storeroom. Anyone want to help me?"As Major Cooper left the command cabin, Professor Plymouth, Captain Mercer, and Doctor Terrill followed behind him. They left a chorus of "I Saw The Light" vibrating from the ship's walls.  
    
  The next morning they began the tedious task of lifting the bio-dome from its mooring in the cargo bay. The dome was in three parts stored in the one large compartment up front, completely filling the space to capacity. The bottom was metal, circular, ten foot high, with an inner and outer wall, housing a small space between the two doors, one leading to the outside, the other to the interior. Intended for a planet with no oxygen in the atmosphere, the inner room was an oxygen chamber separating the two atmospheres. The middle section, also ten foot from bottom to top, was a thick Plexiglass that allowed sunlight into the large chamber within. The top, also of thick Plexiglass, with a large tank for storing liquid, slid down over the middle section, and then turned to tighten in place. Tubes ran to sprinkler units at the top, and once connected to the ship's water system, would provide water for plants being grown in the bio-dome. An air current was also provided, and supplied to the interior by the atomic generators of the great ship. 
  The interior dimensions of the bio-dome were spacious; forty foot from wall to wall, and twenty-five foot from floor to ceiling once the three sections were in place. There was room enough for a small garden of vegetables, worktables, and even cots for those who wanted to sleep beneath the stars instead of in the ship. 
 The crane arm was on a track that allowed it maneuverability, but it was still tricky to remove the bio-dome from the ship's prone position, instead of at an upright angle as intended. The bottom section was easy enough, though it took all morning of the third day from when they crashed, until it was set in place. By that afternoon, the temperature had risen to over 130 degrees Fahrenheit, and they were forced to return to the coolness of the ship's cabin, exhausted. 
  On the fourth day, they were able to remove the second section, and set it on top of the metal bottom, but they were not able to screw the section in place before the heat forced them to cease. The fifth day, they completed attaching the two sections, and raised the top from the cargo hold of the ship before they had to stop. They left the final section swinging from the cable on the crane. That evening a strong wind came from the west, and they could hear the heavy section swinging loosely, and striking against the ship's metal body occasionally. And they worried that it would be damaged by morning. 
  But on the sixth day, they found the top section still in one piece, swinging gently in the morning breeze. Unfortunately, the crane arm would not lift the top sufficiently enough to slip over the middle section of the bio-dome. 
  "We're going to need to drag it into position," Major Cooper told the commander. "The arm doesn't reach all the way." 
  "Get the two ATVs from storage," she said, "and hook the cables from the top to their chassis, and pull it outwards with the all terrain vehicles." 
  "That should do the trick, Colonel," he agreed. 
  Shortly, Major Cooper and Roger Manning returned with the solar battery operated all terrain vehicles, grinning as they raced them around the ship. 
  "We need someone to release the cables from the top section of the structure," Major Cooper told the crew. "Any of you have some monkey ancestors in your blood?" he grinned. 
  "I can climb up there," Captain Mercer told them. "But I'll have to climb out on the arm to get to the cable." 
  Ten minutes later, they saw Tony Mercer climbing the crane arm from inside the ship. He was straddling the long arm, scooting along slowly, pulling forward with his hands, his legs gripping the metal arm as tightly as possible. Once he reached the far end, he swung off precariously for a second, and then dropped lightly to the top of the platform. The roof was slanted at a dangerous angle, and he dropped to all fours, sliding towards the edge. A raised wall, barely six inches in height, caught his feet, stopping his descent and keeping him from toppling over the side. Gently balancing on his hands and knees, he scooted around the edge to the cable-housing boxes, releasing one on each side, letting the long metal rope play out until it reached the ground, and then locked each cable in place. Most of the morning was gone by the time the cable was secured to the two ATVs. 
  Captain Mercer worked his way back to the crane arm, and then waited until the ATVs were ready to pull the top section. At a command from Colonel Peterson, Major Cooper and Roger Manning started pulling on the cables from below. When the slack was taken up, Captain Mercer released the bio-dome top from the crane arm, letting it rest in the pulley attached to the crane's cable. With ease, the ATVs pulled the bio-dome top forward until it dropped into place with a loud clunk! 
  "Keep the traction on the cables until I can get off the crane arm," Captain Mercer yelled from above, "or this thing will throw me off like a bucking bronco!" 
  Just as he started inching his way back down the crane's arm, the cable attached to the pulley broke loose from the top of the bio-dome, snapping backwards with whip-like reflex, the end cracking against Mercer's exposed arm, and wrapping around his upper body with tremendous force. When the cable fell away, he emitted a cry of pain and bent over the metal structure, holding his injured arm with his good hand, while he retained his grip to the metal structure with his legs. 
 Major Cooper leaped from his ATV and rushed inside the ship for the crane. In a few minutes, he was beside the injured captain, and helped him to slowly come off the crane. It was an agonizing ten minutes before both of them were safely inside the ship's hold, and Doctor Terrill was waiting for them. 
  They rushed him to a sterile room, where the doctor sent everyone out of the room while she examined her patient after giving him a sedative. 
  Major Cooper rejoined Roger Manning and they quickly pulled forward on the ATVs until the top of the bio-dome locked into place over the middle section. Sweat was pouring from everyone, but no one had noticed. Now that the tension was released, they could all feel the incredible heat once more, and quickly returned to the ship, their work ended for the day. They sat in silence as they waited word on Captain Mercer's condition. 
  Several anxious hours passed for the crew before a solemn-faced Doctor Terrill entered the cabin. All eyes were on her, as the commander asked: 
  "How is he, Doctor?" 
  Shaking her head, the doctor told them sadly, "It isn't good. The cable destroyed muscle and tissue, as well as important veins, and completely sliced through the bone. I couldn't repair the damage, so had to amputate the arm. His left arm is still good, though, and I was able to treat for any possible infection. He's resting now, but he won't be able to return to work for at lest a month." 
  When the doctor returned to see after her patient, she left a motley crew of sad faces behind. What should have been a fairly easy task had turned tragic, resulting in a serious injury to one of their members. 
    
  The morning of the seventh day, with Captain Mercer still in an induced coma, they returned to the task of completing the bio-dome. They turned the top section until it was securely sealed with the middle. This was accomplished with a spring mechanism in the top section that forced the top section to spin slightly. It was an easy task. But with the job done, several of the crew were still restless, and didn't want to be confined to the ship, knowing that one of their friends was lying in a bed with a severe injury. 
  "We're only a few miles from the sea," Colonel Peterson said with a smile, "and we are becoming more acclimated to the heat, what say we take a look at the ocean?" 
  Three faces lit up in sudden glee, and Major Cooper slapped Roger Manning on the back, saying: 
  "Let's start the ATVs, Roger, and give these folks a ride to the beach!" 
  "I'm sorry, Major," he shook his head. "This is the Seventh Day, and we are commanded to rest today. I'm not going anywhere." 
  "The seventh day?" Major Cooper asked. "What does that have to do with anything?" 
  "God rested on the seventh day, Major," Sheri smiled. "Don't you remember?" 
  Grimacing, Major Cooper asked, "Do you really think God cares one way or the other what day this is, Manning?"Come on, who'll drive the other ATV?" he asked."I'll drive it, Major, Colonel Peterson smiled. "We need this little excursion from our troubles! Are you sure you won't come with us, Manning?"Shaking his head, Roger Manning sat down in the shade of the Galileo Two in meditation, while Doctor Terrill remained at Captain Mercer's side. 
  Colonel Peterson and Sheri Thompson rode off in one of the all terrain vehicles, while Major Adam Cooper and Professor Carl Plymouth left in the second. They were headed west in the direction of the ocean, speeding across an ancient desert, kicking up sand that had yet to feel the footsteps of mankind. 
    
  Chapter Four 
  Panthalassa 
    
  As the ATVs drew closer to the ocean, they could feel the dampness of the sea in the air, and there was a foggy mist on the far horizon. As they approached the coast, they could see the blue water in the distance, and a wet spray sprinkled their faces, to evaporate almost instantly from the harsh heat as their vehicles sped onward beneath the scorching rays of the noonday sun. 
 Soon, they could hear the waves breaking on the distant shoreline, and saw the wispy mist that hovered in the air above the coastline. Even with the sound of the pounding waves breaking on the shore, there was an eerie kind of calm silence as they parked the ATVs many yards from the breaking waves. 
  "There's something strange, and alien about all of this," Professor Plymouth said, as they stared in awe at the ancient sea. 
  "Panthalassa," Major Cooper said. "One continent, Pangaea, and one ocean, Panthalassa. Why should any of this be normal, Professor?" 
  "There are no birds," Sheri Thompson said softly. "That’s what’s wrong with this scene, Professor. There should be birds singing." 
  "Birds didn’t existed in the Permian Period," Major Cooper told her. 
  "But look at the scene,” Colonel Peterson sighed. “This could be the coast of Massachusetts, or one of the Great Lakes. You can see giant boulders breaking the surface of the water in many places, like some post cards I've seen in tourist's shops. And look at those cliffs to our left, and how the beach curves back further to our right. This could be any coast, anywhere in our own time!" 
  "Except for the lack of birds," Sheri said. "Where are the seagulls, feeding off the fish from the sea? 
  "But look," she pointed out, "there are Sea Lilies, Sea Snails, and Horn Coral, all of which are long extinct species in our own time." 
  "I bet I could get a marvelous tan on this beautiful beach," Major Cooper said. “I’ll just pretend we’re on Malibu.”  
  "I haven't been for a swim in months," Carl Plymouth said, starting to take off his clothes. "If the Sea Lilies and those snails don't mind, that is." 
  "Professor, we didn't bring any bathing suits!" Colonel Peterson gasped. 
  Shrugging his thin shoulders, the professor said, "I don't see the beach patrol, Commander! Just include my shamelessness in my next evaluation report." 
  Running barefoot and naked to the shoreline, the professor jumped into the cool sea and started swimming out a ways, and then dived below the surface, coming back up shortly holding a shell in one hand, as he laughed joyfully. 
  “A seashell from the Permian,” he smiled. “I wonder how much New York’s Museum of Natural History would give me for this?” 
  Sheri Thompson giggled suddenly, and also began disrobing, her clothes falling in a pile at her feet. 
  "Sheri!" Colonel Peterson gasped, startled. "Don't be so shameless!" 
  "What the hell!" Major Cooper laughed, as he began stripping off his own clothes. 
  Sheri was now running towards the water, completely naked, and laughing like a mischievous teenager, when Professor Plymouth suddenly began screaming in terrible pain. The young girl stopped suddenly, staring intently at the man in the water, and then she yelled a harsh warning: 
  "Professor, get out of the water immediately. There's danger we can't see in there!" 
  The old man fought his way out of the water, struggling furiously, brushing at something invisible on his body, his face a mask of excruciating pain. Falling to the sandy beach once he was out of the water, he screamed even more, scratching fiercely at his body. Now, large red blisters appeared on several areas of his body, and it was these that he was scratching, as if trying to remove the ugly, dark blemishes. 
  "We've got to get him to the doctor, and fast!" Sheri yelled, trying to pick the professor up. 
  Major Cooper scooped the old man up in his strong arms, and raced for the ATV, glancing cautiously at the terrible sores spreading over the wrinkled body. 
  Sheri grabbed her clothes in one swoop as she and Colonel Peterson leaped into the second vehicle. They were quickly racing madly back towards the Galileo Two with a new patient, a look of grave concern on Sheri Thompson's face. 
 When they arrived back at the ship, they found Roger Manning and Doctor Terrill both standing outside the Galileo Two watching the desert sand fly beneath the wheels of the ATVs, concern on their solemn faces. 
  Major Cooper lifted the naked body of Carl Plymouth out of the vehicle as it rolled to a stop and rushed for the ship, Colonel Peterson and Sheri Thompson only a few steps behind him. The professor had mercifully passed out from the pain, but he was still breathing, though with extreme difficulty. 
  "What happened to him?" Doctor Terrill asked, concern showing in her eyes. 
  "I don't know," Major Cooper admitted. "He was in the water, alone at the time. He'd only been there a few minutes." 
  "We didn't see it, whatever it was," Colonel Peterson said. 
  "I think it was a jellyfish," Sheri moaned. "It was invisible in the water. It must have fallen off when he came ashore." 
  “Jellyfish!" Doctor Terrill ejaculated. "Dammit, we don't have any antitoxin for jellyfish venom!"  
  "You can stop the pain, can’t you? We've got to do something for him," the commander said. 
  "Bring him to my make-shift hospital ward," Doctor Terrill told them. "I'll do what I can for him." 
  They quickly sat up a second cot beside Captain Mercer, and the doctor hooked an IV to the comatose patient, and added several vials from the refrigerator. 
  "What are you going to do for him, Doctor?" Colonel Peterson asked. 
  "I'll try to flush out his system," she told her. "It's all I can do. In the meantime, I'm feeding him a lot of morphine for the pain. There's nothing else we can do right now." 
  "We can pray for him," Roger Manning said. 
  "You pray for him, Manning, but not in here! Now, get out of my hospital, all of you, and let me do my job!" 
  Reluctantly, they left the doctor alone with her patients, and returned to the control cabin. A silence gripped the four as they tried to find something to occupy their minds. Major Cooper saw what he suspected was a tear in Colonel Peterson's eyes, and tried to soothe her. 
  "It's not your fault, Evelyn," he said. "The professor—none of us—was thinking today. We needed a distraction, and the beach sounded like a good idea. Carl took his own chances when he went skinny dipping in the ocean." 
  "Not my fault?" she asked. "Just a week out, and already I've lost a ship, landed on an uncharted planet, let one man lose an arm, let another man be bitten by some poisonous prehistoric sea creature! But it isn't my fault? Then whose fault is it? Manning's God, maybe? 
  "No, Major," she shook her head. "I am responsible for everyone's safety on this mission. If something happens, it is my fault!" 
  "Let it go, Colonel," he told her. "The mission is over, finished. We're on our own out here, you are no longer responsible for any of us." 
  "Have you forgotten our little talk before we left, Major?" she asked. "What I said then, still goes today," she argued. 
  Smiling softly, he told her, "If we ever get back to civilization, you can court-martial me. Until then, I am responsible for my own actions, be they successes, or failures. I'm not questioning your authority, Colonel. But in this present situation, you've got to give us our own freedom to think and act for ourselves. If we make a mistake, it'll be of our own doing, not yours." 
  "The Major's right, Colonel," Sheri said. "We were all selected for our knowledge in certain areas. Your primary command was the Galileo Two and the mission to Mars. That has all changed now. Even though we may be on Earth, we are in an alien environment, and it will take all of our intelligence to survive this hostile planet. You will need our help as much as we'll need yours." 
 "Captain Mercer was erecting the bio-dome when he had the accident," Colonel Peterson said, "under my orders." 
  "But you said it yourself, Colonel," Major Cooper told her. "It was an accident. An accident is just that, it's no one's fault." 
  "Hell, I was ready to follow the professor into the sea," Sheri told her, "and living organisms are my specialty. I should have known better. Before we jump into anything else, we had better examine the animal life of the habitat beforehand." 
  "The professor got carried away," Major Cooper added, "and we were caught up in the moment with him. When it comes to intelligence, Carl Plymouth probably has more than any of us, yet he was caught off guard by the beauty of this pristine world. From now on, we need to think before we act. 
  "Don't you agree, Colonel?" he asked. 
  "Yes," she agreed. "We can start by staying out of the water, I think." 
  Major Cooper laughed, breaking the tension, and then Sheri and Roger Manning joined in. 
  Doctor Terrill looked at them strangely when she walked into the room a few minutes later. There was no expression on her face, but she raised her eyebrows in a quizzical manner, as to question their laughter during this time of emergency. 
  "Don't worry, Doctor," Sheri told her, "we haven't become totally macabre. We're just laughing at something the Colonel said before you came in." 
  "How is the Professor?" the commander asked. 
  "He was an old man to begin with," Doctor Terrill said. "The venom appears extremely toxic, and he's still in a lot of pain despite the morphine. It will be a miracle if he pulls through." 
  "How is Mercer?" Sheri asked. 
  "He'll pull through," the doctor told them. "But he'll have to stay in bed for a few more days. "Try to avoid any more injuries. My makeshift hospital ward is running out of room. Not to mention my lack of a staff." 
  "We'll be glad to assist you, Doctor," Sheri told her. "Just ask, or tell us what you want done."  
  "No, you have your duties and I have mine. I can handle things for now," she told them. "Just don't have any more accidents." 
  "We'll find something safe to do for a few days," Major Cooper said. 
  "For God's sake, what is safe on this planet?" Colonel Peterson asked them. 
  "Colonel, where are the seeds we were supposed to plant on Mars?" Roger Manning asked suddenly. An idea was forming in his head. 
  "They're in the storage room with the MREs," she told him. "What do you have in mind?"  
  "Well, we do have the bio-dome erected, so why not plant a garden in there? Even though this area is still part of the desert, the soil looks healthy enough to grow plants." 
  "He's right," Sheri said. "The swamp and jungle appears to be spreading this way, and it's not all that far from us. Inside the bio-dome, we can water a garden, and cultivate it in a controlled climate that will be protected from the harsh elements of the desert." 
  "That sounds safe enough," Doctor Terrill admitted. “Gives the rest of you something to do while staying out of trouble.” 
  "Then while you take care of your patients, Doctor, the four of us will start a garden. I think I saw some tomato seeds, as well as squash and cucumbers. They will enrich our diet." 
  "Now, all we need to do," Major Cooper laughed, "is find some wild game, and we can get rid of the MREs." 
  "And the salt peter!" Sheri giggled. 
 "That," Colonel Peterson and Doctor Terrill said in unison, "sounds way too dangerous!" 
    
  The next day, Roger Manning and Sheri Thompson began planting seeds in the bio-dome, while Colonel Peterson and Major Cooper worked on connecting the air ducts from the ship to the dome. Everything had been designed by NASA personnel years in advance, and connections were already in place, it was just necessary to attach the pieces. The atomic generators were capable of supplying energy for hundreds if not thousands of years, and they had the machinery to create oxygen and water, should the need arise for either. They had been prepared for Mars, a dead planet, but found instead a world with an atmosphere capable of sustaining life. They would have to test the water, of course, to make sure it was potable, but they could treat the water supply for any impurities they might find. Even the ocean could provide drinkable water once the salt was removed. And the top of the bio-dome would catch rainwater and store it for future treatment, or to be used in their new garden once the plants began to sprout. 
  The new activity kept the four occupied physically, though subconsciously they were worried about their two companions lying in hospital beds in the doctor's makeshift ward. They knew that the professor and Captain Mercer were in the best of care, however. 
  At the end of the second week, Major Cooper and Colonel Peterson finished installing the air-ducts and water lines from the Galileo Two to the bio-dome, and went to see how well the system was working. When they stepped into the big biosphere, they came to a halt and just stared at the sign that greeted them inside. 
  Roger Manning had constructed a sign, which he had pounded into the soft ground, and written on a board were the words, Garden of Eden. 
  Neither could say a word for several minutes, as they stared in awe at the thing before them, and then they broke into laughter at the silly thought. 
  "Manning, I should make you remove that thing," the colonel laughed, "but it's so ridiculous, it just might give everyone a good belly laugh!" 
  "Garden of Eden, huh?" Major Cooper smiled. "I hope that means you've planted an apple tree in here somewhere, Manning. But there better not be any damn snakes, or you're fired!" 
  "I'm afraid I didn't see any apple seeds," Sheri giggled, "but Johnny Appleseed here insisted on naming his little garden after the one in the Bible. I must admit, though, the name does grow on you after a while." 
  "It fits, sir," Manning said. "This is the first garden on planet Earth!" 
  "I'm not so sure about that, Manning," Colonel Peterson told him. "We haven't checked out the rest of the world yet. Who knows what we may find east of us – or East of Eden, for that matter? Or north or any other direction! It looked like a lot of swamp and jungle out there, once you get out of the desert. We might find another garden already here." 
  "But this one is special, sir," Manning insisted. "I think God intended for us to put it here." 
  "God—God? Enough about your God, Manning!" Colonel Peterson ordered. "What God would strand us here, in a primitive land, so far away from civilization? Wreck our ship, and injure our friends? 
  "I don't want to hear any more about this so-called God of yours! And get rid of that stupid sign before anyone else sees it!" 
  "Let's get some fresh air, Evelyn," Major Cooper suggested, taking the colonel by the arm and leading her from the bio-dome. Looking back over his shoulder, he winked at Roger Manning and Sheri Thompson. 
  Once they were outside, the colonel regained her composure as she took several deep breaths. Looking at her second-in-command, she smiled briefly and asked," Did I lose it back there, Major?" 
 "Just a tad," he grinned. "But nothing damaged, I don't believe. Let Manning have his Garden of Eden—and his God, if he wants them, Colonel. Maybe it will help keep him sane. I think that we'll each need our special little distractions before it's all over with." 
  "Before what's all over, Major?" she asked. "Before we're all dead?" 
  "A slip of the tongue, Colonel," he shrugged. "But, perhaps a Freudian slip at that." he admitted. 
  "We are lost in a prehistoric land, with no chance of ever returning to our homes, and we're likely to die a horrible death if we aren't careful. But if we keep our heads about us, and watch our step, we just might grow into old colonels and majors in time. The sooner we face those truths, the better we will be able to deal with the situation, and accept our fate." 
  "In other words, there's nothing we can do about it," she said, staring into his eyes. 
  "We can live," he said, as his arms reached out for her. "And love."Suddenly, a voice called to them from the Galileo Two: "Colonel Peterson, you'd better come here," Doctor Terrill called. The moment was broken, and they turned and rushed for the ship, fearing the worst. 
  "What is it?" Colonel Peterson asked, breathing slightly harder than she should have been.  
  "He's gone, Colonel. There was nothing I could do to save him," the doctor said. 
  "Carl?" Major Cooper asked. 
  Nodding her head, Doctor Terrill said, "He died a few minutes ago. His body was just too old, and the poison was too much for him to fight. I'm sorry." 
  "Don't tell the others just yet," Major Cooper said. "Let me carry him out in the desert and bury him before anyone knows that he's gone." 
  "Borrow a shovel from Manning," Colonel Peterson suggested, "while we bring his body outside." 
  Going back inside the bio-dome, he nodded to Manning, saying: "Leave the sign up, Roger. Evelyn understands now. She'll be okay with it."As the engineer and Sheri returned to the task of planting, the major found an extra shovel and carried it outside, not saying any more, but Roger saw what he was taking. 
  Colonel Peterson and Doctor Barbara Terrill were carrying the body of Carl Plymouth between them by the time he returned to the ship. Taking the professor's body, he lifted him gently in his arms, and asked the commander to lay the shovel on top of the old man's body. Then he disappeared behind the ship as fast as he could, and was gone for the next hour. When he returned with the shovel, he was soaked in sweat from the heavy labor of digging the grave for their companion. 
  "Did you say a few words over him?" Colonel Peterson asked. 
  For a minute he looked shocked, and then he laughed jerkily. "Yeah, I said a few words, Colonel. And I asked a few questions while I was at it. But there were no damn answers. 
  "By the way, I thought I heard an animal screaming from somewhere in the jungle to the north, but I couldn't see anything. I dug the grave as deep as I could, though. I didn't want the smell attracting something we're not ready to face. God knows what's out there!" he groaned.   
    
  Chapter Five 
  Into The Unknown 
    
  With the work on Manning's garden finished, and the bio-dome in full operation, the crew was becoming restless again. Captain Mercer was now up and walking about, although Doctor Terrill would not allow him too much freedom, keeping a close eye on his recovery. At first, he cussed proficiently when he saw the name of Roger's little garden, but soon saw the humor in it and slapped the engineer on the back with his good arm. 
 "I'm laid up for a couple of weeks," he laughed, "and when I come out of it, I find that we are living in the Garden of Eden! How ironic. Eden in a hellhole like this!" 
  No one asked about Professor Plymouth. They just assumed that he was gone without asking, and didn't want to know anything about it. After all, the doctor was no longer concerned with her makeshift hospital ward, and that wouldn't have been the case if the professor were still in bed. And since he wasn't up and around, they could easily guess what had happened. And Roger Manning remembered the shovel Cooper had taken. 
  Although Major Cooper had buried the professor's body pretty deep, beyond human detection by smell at least, he found odd animal tracks around the grave a couple of days later, and there were signs that something had tried to dig up the dirt that filled the hole, but had been unable to go deep enough to retrieve the corpse. He didn't want to alarm the others, but suggested to the commander that she warn the rest not to venture outside alone during darkness. A few days later, Roger Manning found more strange prints outside the bio-dome and called their attention to them. 
  Sheri examined the prints, but could not identify the animal that had made them. They belonged to a heavy creature about the size of an African lion, but with a five-toed clawed paw that dug deep into the ground. 
  "The prints don't belong to a big cat," she told them, "but they are about the same size. The oddity appears to be a lizard-like tail. See where it has swept the sand behind it, like a broom sweeping a floor." 
  "Lizards?" Manning asked. "Are you sure there weren't any dinosaurs during this period? It certainly sounds like something from the dinosaur era." 
  "No," Major Cooper told him. "There were no dinosaurs this far back in our world's history. But the ancestors of the dinosaurs were for damn sure around, and we don't know a hell of a lot about them." 
  "I don't get it," Roger Manning admitted, "I thought dinosaurs were the first creatures." 
  "The sea produced the first living organisms," Sheri told him. "Then the invertebrates—the simple worms, appeared on land; after that, the amphibians climbed ashore, followed by their cousins, the frogs and lizards." 
  "Scorpions and other insects probably appeared about the same time—or between the worms and frogs. We can't be sure," Major Cooper said. "But the frogs and lizards had to eat something. And remember, this old rock has been around at least five billion years. Plenty of time for land creatures to evolve." 
  The engineer nodded, as if he understood more than they were telling him. 
  "I'm surprised that we haven't seen any insects here in the desert," Adam Cooper said, as he kicked the sand beneath his feet, as if looking for something to crawl away. 
  "They would be staying near their food source," Sheri Thompson told him. "Near the swamps and trees. That's where we'll find the land dwelling animals." 
  "Yeah," Major Cooper agreed, staring wistfully towards the jungle to the north. "I guess all living creatures stayed close to their birth mother, the water." 
  "There's no sense putting it off much longer," Colonel Peterson told them. "Tomorrow, we'll mount an expedition into the unknown." 
  The next day, as they gathered outside the ship, they found Sheri pounding a sign into the ground on a short pole. When they saw what she had written on the sign, they had a good laugh, for the girl had written, "I so name this place, Sheriville!" 
  "Well," Colonel Peterson laughed, "Manning has his Garden of Eden, now Sheri has the first city named on Pangaea!" 
  Laughing, Major Cooper asked, "Keeping with tradition, Sheri, why didn't you name it Sodom. Or Gomorrah?" 
 "Sorry, Major," she giggled. "I've always wanted to have something named after me, so why not a city in the middle of a primitive desert?" 
  Major Cooper and Roger Manning outfitted the ATVs again. Sheri Thompson and Colonel Peterson rode with Manning, while Captain Mercer rode with Major Cooper. Doctor Terrill stood beside the commander's vehicle as she pointed to the west. 
  "Looks like a storm may be coming off the ocean, Colonel. I wouldn't stay away from the Galileo Two very long," she advised. 
  "I wonder if they have hurricanes in this time period?" Colonel Peterson asked. 
  "The temperatures are at least ten degrees warmer now than in our own time, Evelyn," Sheri told the commander. "I would imagine there are some horrendous storms in this period!" 
  "We'll be safe inside the Galileo Two regardless of the size of the storms," Barbara Terrill told them. "Just make sure y’all get back here before the storm hits!" 
  "Are you girls coming?" Major Cooper asked Roger Manning from his own ATV, as he gunned the motor. 
  "I wonder if we can leave him out there when the storm hits?" Colonel Peterson asked. "Don't let Mr. Macho get ahead of us, Manning, or I will take away your license!" she ordered the driver. 
  The two vehicles kicked up a trail of sand as they raced towards the verdant forest to the north of the bio-dome. The closer to the swamps they got, the more signs of life they observed. Strange tracks had marked the desert for a ways outside the tree line, though never seemed to go very deep into the desert. It was clear that whatever had made them, preferred to stay close to the swamps. 
  Major Cooper raised his arm suddenly, indicating they should stop. When the two ATVs stood abreast in the desert, Colonel Peterson asked: 
  "What is it now, Flash, forget your ray gun?" 
  "Look at the soil, Colonel," he suggested. "It doesn't look quite the same as it does around the ship." 
  Stepping out of the vehicle, he was joined quickly by the others. Scooping up a handful of the soil, he crushed it in a fist, and then opened his hand again, showing the ball of sod. It was dark and full of nutrients. 
  "The soil isn't as grainy here," he said. "There's probably water just under the surface. That's why the jungle appears to be spreading outward, and the desert shrinking. The world is in a period of growth right now." 
  "Instead of dying," Sheri said, "as it is in our own time period, we’re in a young and living world." 
  "It's a time of evolution," Colonel Peterson said. Then glancing at Roger Manning, she shrugged, "Sorry, Manning. I was taught evolution in school." 
  "I have no problem with evolution, Colonel," he told her. "Evolution is also God's plan. Just like the Big Bang theory. I have no trouble with that, either, as long as we remember that it was God who said, 'Bang'!" 
  Laughing, Captain Mercer said, "Speaking of 'bang', I hope those pistols you're packing are loaded. I think I just heard something big splashing around in there just now!" 
  Major Cooper and Colonel Peterson both checked their side arms to insure their readiness, as well as to alleviate the captain's concerns. The weapons were clip-fed automatics, each holding fifteen rounds of lightweight, but penetrating lead. 
  "Suddenly, I would feel a lot safer if we had brought along a lot more weapons on this mission," Captain Mercer grunted. 
  "May I remind you, Captain," Colonel Peterson said, "we were en-route to a dead planet, not one teaming with violent life forms." 
  "Everyone stay close to your team, and we should be okay," Major Cooper advised. "If someone gets into trouble, the rest stick by that person until all are safe. What ever you do, don't become separated!" 
 "And I might add, Major," Colonel Peterson said, staring hard at him, "don't anyone act like a hero." 
  Grinning broadly, Major Cooper climbed back into the ATV. "Last one in is a rotten egg!" he smiled, stepping on the accelerator. 
  A few minutes later, they were breaking through the tree line, the tips of which reached fifty feet into the sky and higher. Before them stretched a lush green valley, and a dark brown river angling from the northwest towards the east then wound southward, the mud and tress following its meandering course. Along the banks on either side were mud patches teaming with life, from microorganisms, to amphibians and frogs. Predators and prey were living side by side, each struggling to survive in an untamed world. 
  "I could spend the rest of my life studying this environment," Sheri proclaimed. "This is nature's true zoological classroom. It's a primordial bowl of soup, teaming with prehistoric specimens. Who wants to go to Mars when this ultimate field trip is on the agenda?" 
  "Nothing out there looks big enough to have made that loud noise I heard from the edge of the desert, Sheri," Captain Mercer told her. "There's something bigger in here somewhere!" 
  "We'd better not go too deep," Colonel Peterson warned. "The river has overflowed in the past, and there are small lakes and swamps dotting this whole valley. The ATVs could easily become stuck in the muck, and we'd have to walk back to the ship!" 
  "Do you recognize any of the plants and trees, Sheri?" Major Cooper asked the biologist. 
  "Ancient Ferns, most likely. We may have some records in the computers," she said, "though I don't know why the scientists would have included such data for this mission." 
  A loud splash drew their attention away from the river suddenly, and they scanned the swamp near by for several minutes. When there was no repeat of the sound, they started to return their gaze towards the wide river, but quick movement caught their attention again and they stared hard at the creature surfacing from the thick mud. 
  "What the hell is that thing?" Captain Mercer asked. 
  "That's probably what made the noise you heard back in the desert," Major Cooper told him.  
  "It looks similar to an alligator," Colonel Peterson said. 
  "It's only about five foot long," the biologist told them, "but it's all head. I think it's a crocomander!" 
  "Don't forget the teeth," Captain Mercer said. 
  "Yeah," Sheri laughed, "my mistake. It's all head and teeth!" 
  "I bet the thing could eat one of us with very little trouble," Roger Manning said.  
  "Undoubtedly," Colonel Peterson agreed. “But there’s no way it could out run me.” 
  "Look at its feet," Major Cooper told them. 
  "Who cares about its feet?" Tony Mercer asked. "I can't take my eyes off those ugly damn teeth!" 
  "The feet are not the same," Major Cooper told them. 
  "The same as what?" Sheri asked. 
  "What ever it was made those tracks around the ship," Major Cooper told them. "This frogadiles, or whatever Sheri called it, isn't what has been prowling around the ship at night." 
  "You're right,” Sheri Thompson agreed. "That thing may be ugly, but it isn't the only large creature in this swamp. There's another wolf hiding in these woods, grandma!" 
  "A big bad wolf?" Captain Mercer asked with a grin. 
  "Don't most predators roam at night looking for prey?" Colonel Peterson asked. 
  "The big cats do," Sheri said. "At least back home they do. I don't know what the hell they do in this age!" 
 "Mammals weren't around during this period, were they?" Roger Manning asked. "Cats are mammals, right?" 
  "I'm not so sure about that," Major Cooper told him. "All the indications we have, from the fossils that have been discovered, are that reptiles were evolving into mammals before the mass extinction of the Permian Period. We haven't discovered a fraction of the animal fossils that likely existed in this period. Truth is, we don't know what all was running around eating each other!" 
  "I hate to break this little party up," Colonel Peterson said, "but the wind is getting stronger. It looks like the storm is getting closer. I'd suggest we head back to the ship before we get stranded out here—with that thing," she pointed at the mud creature with all the teeth, "as our companion for the night!" 
    
  Chapter Six 
  The Storm 
    
  They raced the ATVs back towards the Galileo Two at a cautious but fast speed. The storm brought high winds as heavy walls of rain were coming down in sheets, by the time they reached the ship everyone was completely soaked. 
  "Park the ATVs in the belly of the Galileo Two," the commander ordered. "We don't want to lose them in this storm." 
  Major Cooper and Roger Manning drove the ATVs in under the opening of the cargo door, and then lowered the portal before joining their companions in the main cabin of the ship. Colonel Peterson had the view screen on, and they were watching the storm building in intensity outside. 
  "I hope your precious bio-dome can survive this storm," Barbara Terrill told them. 
  "It was built to withstand the Martian winds and dust storms," the engineer said. 
  "Martian winds and Permian Period hurricanes may be two different things," Doctor Terrill told him. 
  "Winds are winds," Manning said. "The bio-dome was engineered to withstand just about anything, including a direct hit from a powerful tornado." 
  "It really doesn't matter," the major told them. "Nothing short of a direct hit by an asteroid could damage this ship, so we are perfectly safe from any storm this planet can throw at us!" 
  "I wish you wouldn't mention asteroids," Sheri groaned. 
  "Oh, yeah, I forgot," he grinned, "I think that's what caused the Permian Extinction!" 
  "Look at these gauges," Colonel Peterson told them. "The winds have already picked up and are sustained at two hundred miles per hour now. And I noticed gusts of two hundred and forty a while ago. I didn't think hurricanes got that powerful!" 
  "Not since our meteorologist have been keeping records," Captain Mercer told her. "But the planet—and ocean is much warmer now than it was when we left for Mars. How long ago was that, do any of you remember?" 
  His friends only looked at him, as they, too, were thinking those same thoughts. 
  "What was the forest like, Evelyn?" Doctor Terrill asked the commander, breaking the sudden tension Captain Mercer had caused. "I don't guess you took any pictures, did you?" 
  Smiling, Colonel Peterson gave her a word picture of the green valley they had seen, with the wide, muddy, river, and tall trees and thick shrubs. 
  "There were smaller lakes and ponds throughout the valley," she told her, "and the whole area was teaming with life. Animals much different from those of our own time, and maybe a little uglier than most in fact. We didn't see anything that we were familiar with. There were lots of weird looking insects, amphibians and frogs, and even something resembling an alligator. 
  "We didn't have enough time to examine them, but the only thing that really looked dangerous was the creature that looked like an ancestor to the alligator." 
 "I plan on going back once this storm abates," Sheri said, “and make a record of everything I see." 
  "Why?" the doctor asked. 
  "For future generations ... well, for my curiosity," she corrected. "Scientists are like that, you know. They like to study everything they find." 
  "Well, handle everything cautiously," Doctor Terrill cautioned. "We don't want any more accidental poisonings." 
  "It may be a while before we can return, anyway," Colonel Peterson said. "It was like a swamp out there already. With all this rain, the river will probably overflow its banks, and there'll be more mud and muck to wade through. It may take weeks for the water to recede." 
  "I wonder what the wind sounds like out there?" Roger Manning asked suddenly. 
  "Thankfully, we can't hear it from inside the ship," Major Cooper told him. "I really don't think I would want to, anyway." 
  "Probably worse than a Banshee's wail," Sheri shivered. 
  The storm raged for three days before it finally began to let up, but no one cared to venture out for two more days, when they saw the sun peek through the clouds at last. When they did open the door after the fifth day, they stared out on a ravaged countryside. Trees had been uprooted from the forest and flung into the desert, landing all around the ship. Several large limbs hung from the top of the bio-dome. Pools of water dotted the landscape, cluttered with brush and leaves. The trench that was carved out by the ship's tail fin when the Galileo Two crash-landed was filled with storm water from the fierce rain. 
  "Yard work in the desert!" Major Cooper groaned. 
  "Not for a one-armed moron," laughed Captain Mercer. "I'll let you rake the leaves and clean the swimming pool, neighbor." 
  "Look!" Sheri Thompson giggled. "See that large lizard-like reptile playing in the muddy puddle? I've seen the fossils of that creature in the Museum of Natural History. It's a Seymouria baylorensis. They grow to about three foot long." 
  "That one must be a baby, then," Major Cooper laughed, "it's only about two foot long." 
  "It probably has some growing to do yet," Sheri giggled.Huge frog-like creatures were jumping in and out of the little ponds formed by the recent storm, and insects were buzzing about the scattered limbs and debris. There were numerous sponges and sea creatures that had been picked up and blown inland by the powerful winds. 
  "Wow!" Tony Mercer grinned. "I could go for a mess of frog legs about now!" 
  "Yuck!" Sheri grimaced. "Not me!" 
  "I'll pass, also," Colonel Peterson told them. 
  "Tony has a splendid idea," Major Cooper said. "Maybe not about the frog legs. But we could eat out tonight. After being cooped up with you guys for nearly a week, I think a meal under the stars is just what the doctor ordered!" 
  "Not this doctor," Barbara Terrill said, shaking her head in the negative. 
  "Yes!" Captain Mercer added his vote to the suggestion. "We can set some boxes out on the ground for chairs, and burn some dry limbs in a small fire, and sing songs or something." 
  "Oh yes," Sheri agreed. "A picnic! This sounds like fun." 
  "I'll go for the singing bit," Colonel Peterson said. 
  "I'll bring some Hymns," Roger Manning told them. 
  "Here we go again!" Major Cooper growled under his breath. “There’s always someone in the bunch who’ll ruin a party.” 
  The day was spent outside, cleaning up the clutter from around the ship. To Major Cooper's horror, he found that Professor Plymouth's grave had sunk in from the rain, and he grabbed a shovel and refilled it with surrounding dirt before anyone else discovered the disturbed site. Then he covered it with some of the scattered brush to hide his hasty handy work. 
 The rain had soaked everything, but they were able to find some dry limbs under the edge of the ship that was stout enough to burn as firewood, and set them aside for the evening cookout. 
  Roger Manning had inspected the bio-dome and found that it had escaped any major damage from the hurricane, except for a lot of limbs landing on the top. Climbing a ladder on the inside wall, he entered through a trapdoor in the ceiling, and swept the top clean of unwanted brush. He wanted plenty of sunlight to penetrate through the upper level. 
  Sheri Thompson had discovered some large rolls of thin canvas in the storage hull of the Galileo Two and pointed it out to Major Cooper. The two searched diligently until they had two long poles with umbrella like fittings on top. These they carried outside and stuck upright in the ground. When the poles were solidly embedded, they cut two pieces of canvas and tied them to the umbrella arms of the poles, providing some shade from the fierce heat of the sun's rays. 
  "It'll still be hot out here," Sheri said. 
  "Yeah, we can't do anything about that," he laughed, "but at least we won't be in the direct sunlight. The shade will be of some help." 
  Evelyn Peterson and Barbara Terrill gathered the dry wood and carried it a short ways from the camp, but did not set fire to the brush yet. They had a large pile of wood in the stack before they ceased their work. 
  "This is ridiculous," Doctor Terrill growled. 
  "Why, Barbara, haven't you ever been camping?" Colonel Peterson asked, curiously. 
  Noticing what appeared to be a tear in the doctor's eyes, Evelyn didn't follow through with her question. It seemed that she had touched a subject better off left alone. 
  "When does everyone want to eat?" a voice called from the ship. Captain Mercer stuck his head out the door, holding an arm full of MREs. 
  "Wait till dark!" Sheri yelled back at him.  
  Coming out of the bio-dome, Roger Manning said, "I wish the tomatoes were ready." 
  "Your garden will take time," Colonel Peterson said. 
  "Army chow will have to fill in for the picnic baskets," Major Cooper grinned. "Until someone shoots a deer, or butchers a cow or hog. By the way, did we bring any instruction disks for that?" 
  "Afraid not," Sheri told him. "We were going to Mars. Remember?" 
  "Well, I was only planning on eating MREs for a couple of years," he said. "Not for a lifetime! The next time we go into the woods, I'm thinking we should start looking at current life forms as a possible food supply for the future!" 
  "We can also look for berries and anything resembling potatoes or edible goobers," Sheri continued. "Observe the herbivores, see what they are eating, and we should be able to eat the same things." 
  "Does that apply to the carnivores, too?" Colonel Peterson asked. 
  "No,” Sheri shook her head, "the carnivores most likely eat anything that moves. We will have to be more careful about any meat we eat." 
  "We can always catch fish," Roger Manning told them. 
  "There's some fish that are poisonous to eat, also," Sheri said, "if not prepared correctly. But you're right, we stand a better chance eating the fish, and the sea should be teaming with a good variety of big fat ones!" 
  "Then our next trip into the forest will purely be to observe the eating habits of the herbivores." Colonel Peterson said. "If that doesn't work out, the boys can go fishing!" 
  "Here! Here!" Major Cooper yelled. 
  "It looks like the sun will be going down soon," Captain Mercer yelled, coming out of the ship. "But I think someone else will have to rub the two sticks together to start the fire. I'm afraid I can't do it one-handed." 
 "Buck Rogers can start it with his ray gun, can't you, Major?" Colonel Peterson smiled at her second in command. 
  "Me thinks the commander is in a jolly mood tonight," Major Cooper grinned. "Someone better check the liquor cabinet!" 
  Using the flame from a small lighter, he soon had the bonfire going. The wood was still green enough that it would burn for a long time, but it caused more smoke than they had anticipated. Thankfully, the wind carried it away from the ship and towards the forest to the north of them. 
  "You'd better prepare the MREs now, Tony," Colonel Peterson instructed the captain. "I think we're all just about ready for our first backyard cookout on Pangaea." 
  "I've also got a little surprise for everyone," Doctor Terrill said. "If you will excuse me for a few minutes?" 
  Fifteen minutes later, Tony Mercer and the doctor came out of the ship again and they were carrying a fairly large container between them, each holding a handle with one hand, while Barbara held the packages of MREs in her free hand. 
  "The food is hot," Tony Mercer yelled. 
  "What have you got there, Barbara?" Major Cooper asked the doctor. 
  "A little something my husband and I learned how to make in medical school thirty years ago," she told him. 
  "Why, Doctor, is that what I think it is?" Sheri laughed. 
  "We didn't have the money for extras in the early days," Barbara Terrill said, "so we improvised. We learned a lot in our medical studies, including how to produce something resembling alcoholic beverages." 
  "I didn't know you had been married, Doctor," Roger Manning said. 
  "We met in medical school and fell madly in love," she said. "It was a struggle for both of us, but we managed to complete our courses, and find residences at the same hospital. We waited until we were finished with our degrees before we got married, and even then we had a hard time making ends meet. 
  "Everyone pass me your glasses, and let's see if I remembered how to make this stuff right," she continued. 
  When Roger Manning passed his glass to her, Barbara Terrill gave him a curious look, and asked: "Why is a fine Christian boy like you imbibing in fermented juices?" 
  "Jesus drank a little wine," he told her. "Besides, I'm getting tired of the ship's water." 
  "Hey, that's right," Captain Mercer grinned, "didn't Jesus also turn the water into wine or something? Kind of like what Doctor Terrill did?" 
  "That's considered his first miracle," Manning agreed, "turning water into wine at a wedding ceremony." 
  "Well, for Pete's sake!" Sheri laughed. "Imagine that. You want to get married, Major?"  
  "Not until I get off these MREs!" he grinned. 
  "Anyone want to sing?" Colonel Peterson asked. 
  "Let's eat!" Major Cooper growled. 
  Frowning, Colonel Peterson said, "I don't think you would have been much fun as Buck Rogers, anyway." 
  As they were eating the MREs, the area suddenly lit up as a huge fireball shot across the sky. They looked up just in time to see hundreds of smaller meteorites following the larger one across the heavens in a heavenly light show. 
  "I think those things just bounced through the atmosphere and straight out again," Tony Mercer said in awe. 
  "We're lucky the big one didn't come in on a direct hit," Colonel Peterson said. "It looked as large as a city block!" 
  "I wish one of us knew more about astronomy," Major Cooper suggested. "I think Professor Plymouth could probably tell us exactly where Earth is located in the universe right now. I have a feeling we are probably in an asteroid belt of enormous proportions, or getting closer to one all the time." 
 "It's for sure there are more rocks out there right now, than during our own time," Sheri agreed. 
  "But that was such a beautiful sight," Roger Manning gasped. "I've never seen such large meteorites as those shoot through our atmosphere." 
  With the passing of the light show in the sky, the Galileo Two survivors completed their little outdoor meal beneath the stars of a young Earth. The recent display had caught their attention, though, and their eyes remained fixed to the heavens, hoping to see another violent burst of fire from another meteor shooting past the planet. But the light show appeared to be over for the night. 
  As soon as things settled down, Roger Manning again brought up the suggestion of singing, but this time, Colonel Peterson suggested something besides Hymns. 
  "How about a good two-step tune?" Major Cooper asked. "You songbirds know any romantic slow dance tunes?" 
  "I think I remember one," Colonel Peterson grinned. 
  Naming a popular song from several years back, Roger Manning and Sheri both said that they remembered some of the tune. 
  "You start it out, Evelyn," Sheri told the commander. 
  When the colonel began singing the tune, Major Cooper held out his hand to the biologist: "May I have this dance, Sheri?" he asked. 
  "Why, certainly, my good sir," she said, taking his hand. 
  About the best they could do was kick up the sand in the desert as they attempted to two-step to the colonel's singing. When the commander couldn't think of any more of the words, she quit completely. 
  "I'm afraid that's all I remember of the song," she said, apologetically. 
  Bowing to his dance partner, the major escorted Sheri back to her seat, the uncomfortable box that had been placed there for them to sit on. 
  As he started to walk away, Sheri asked, "Aren't you going to ask Evelyn to dance, Major?" 
  "I'm sorry," he grinned, "is there another song on the jukebox?"This time, Sheri started singing, and Tony Mercer began tapping on the crate he was sitting on with a stick, creating a slow rhythm. 
  "Why, I do declare, Miss Scarlet, I think this is our dance?" he grinned, as he held his hand out for Colonel Peterson. 
  "Some one make sure his hands stay in plain sight," she ordered. 
  "Yes, it's my hands you have to watch, children," he grinned over the colonel's shoulder at the others, as he playfully bit her ear. 
  "Ouch!" she said. "That's enough, Major!"Laughing, he spun the colonel around in the sand, and then dipped her playfully. 
  "You are a marvelous dancer, Colonel," he told her, "but you really should get out more!"Leading the colonel back to her seat after the song, he said, "I think that's enough fun for me. But I could use another one of Doctor Terrill’s special brews!" 
  As the doctor refilled his glass, Major Cooper asked her, "How about finishing your story, Barbara? If you don't mind, that is? I think we would all like to hear about your marriage. What was your husband's name?" 
  "I don't guess it matters any more," she finally said. “I’ve never talked about it before now. I guess you people, for what it’s worth, are the closest friends I have. 
  "His name was Don. Like I said earlier, we married right after medical school and were assigned to the same hospital. We were young, and so much in love! 
  "One weekend, before we'd been together a full year, we were boating on the river, when the canoe turned over with us. Don loved the river, and loved to paddle a canoe down stream. We'd gone many times before that day, even though I hated the water. You see, I never learned to swim! 
 "When the canoe turned over, it must have hit Don's head, and he went under. I held on to the side of the boat until some soldiers from the nearby base saw me and swam out to rescue me. They couldn't find my husband. His body was found several days later, bloated, and almost unrecognizable. 
  "I never remarried, instead I just immersed myself in my career. I never went back to the water, either, and I’ve never learned to swim." 
  "I'm so sorry," Sheri said. 
  "I think the party is over for tonight," Major Cooper said. "But leave the booze, I think I'll have a few more." 
  "Hell," Barbara laughed between tears, "that's been thirty years now, let's all have a few more!" 
    
  Chapter Seven 
  Gorgons 
    
  The next day, the special brew may have been gone, but the hangovers remained. Doctor Terrill had accidentally made it stronger than she had intended. Strangely enough, Roger Manning was the only one not suffering from the alcohol's effects. 
  "There is a God," Sheri argued, "and He's protecting Manning!" 
  "Why doesn’t He go ahead and send His Death Angel for me," Captain Mercer said. 
  "I think He already did!" Sheri protested. "I think I've all ready died and gone to Hell." 
  "I remember something about dancing in the middle of the desert last night," Major Cooper groaned. 
  "My ear is sore," Colonel Peterson grimaced. "Did a bug bite me last night?" 
  "From now on we drink nothing but water," Barbara Terrill snapped. 
  "I'm going to tend to my garden," Roger Manning grinned. 
  "Oh, shut up!" Sheri snarled. 
  "Hey, Manning," Major Cooper called after the engineer, "did our holding tank beneath the bio-dome roof capture much rain water from the storm?" 
  "I checked it when I cleaned the roof," he said. "It was full. I'll need some of it for my garden, though." 
  "Hell, there should be enough for your garden, and a couple of showers," the major told him. "I need a cold shower this morning. Any of you girls care to join me?" 
  "I'll pass," Colonel Peterson told him. 
  "A tempting offer, Major," Sheri laughed, "but I think those MREs are affecting me, too!" 
  "I just wanted my back scratched," he laughed. 
  "Scratch your own back, Major," Colonel Peterson told him, "and any other itch you may get."  
  “They sure get nasty when they have hangovers,” Major Cooper winked. 
  Still grinning, Major Cooper left with Roger Manning for the bio-dome, leaving the others to nurse their hangovers. There would be no exploration of the forest today, not while they suffered distractions that might leave them vulnerable to accidents or injuries. 
  To allow for better privacy, that night the men moved into the bio-dome, leaving Doctor Terrill, Colonel Peterson, and Sheri to share quarters in the Galileo Two. Although the ship was large, and one cargo hold was now empty since the biosphere had been removed, everyone felt that six people being confined together, when it wasn't necessary, might result in too many arguments or other problems. Since the doctor would need access to the medical facility, the women remained on board the ship. 
  Early the next morning, the men woke with the sun's rays shining in their eyes through the thick plastic of the walls. 
  "Manning, I want curtains put over those windows by tomorrow!" Major Cooper growled. 
  The statement must have sounded funny, for the engineer burst out laughing, and the two officers just stared at him for several minutes, listening to his odd cackle. 
 "Manning, I think that's the first time I ever heard you laugh," Captain Mercer grinned. 
  "Please, don't do it again," begged the major. 
  "I'm sorry," Roger Manning guffawed, "that's why I try not to laugh at anything—ever!" 
  The girls weren't up yet, so the men took turns at showers, using the rainwater sparingly, and then they investigated the clearing around the ship and biosphere for signs of more prowlers during the night. There didn't appear to be any new tracks, and Major Cooper felt more at ease, hoping that whatever it was had wandered back into the swamps for the time being. 
  Roger Manning discovered the pile of brush covering Professor Plymouth's grave, but only kicked at a couple of the loose limbs, not saying anything about the odd stack of debris. Captain Mercer gave it a curious glance, and then walked on by, paying it no more attention. It was obvious that they figured out the reason for the strange mound. 
  The recent rain was either soaking into the soil of the desert, or evaporating into the air from the heat of the sun's rays, as the small ponds were quickly drying up, and the critters were making their way back to the swamps north of the Galileo Two. Small, five-toed tracks led away from the area. Their instinct for survival was leading them back to the water, which had given them birth in the first place. 
  "I wonder if Sheri's what-cha-call-it is still soaking in the mud?" Captain Mercer asked. 
  "The crocomander?" Major Cooper asked. 
  "Yeah, the toothy monster from the swamp," Tony Mercer said. "Is that thing really the ancestor of the crocodiles?" 
  "Probably," Major Cooper told him. "At least the family it evolved from is most likely the same family that will eventually produce the crocodiles, whether that particular line is the culprit or not, I don't know. 
  "Paleontologists have discovered many fossilized bones of creatures from the Permian Period, as well as footprints preserved in rock, but for every creature they've identified, there are a thousand that have not been discovered yet. We can only guess at what the rest of the animal life was like during this period." 
  "Well, all that I've seen so far are frogs and lizards," Captain Mercer said. "I'll be surprised if anything else exist this far back in time. 
  "Manning, I always thought the Bible spoke of your God creating man before all things," he continued. "Why isn't man around yet?" 
  "No," Manning shook his head, "the Bible is clear on that point. God created the sea first, then the animals, and much later He created man." 
  "Well," Tony Mercer laughed, "I thought God created them a day apart, or something like that!"  
  "One day to God," Manning told him, "is like a thousand years to us." 
  "Or a million, maybe? Major Cooper asked.  
  Or even a million," Roger Manning agreed. “We don’t understand God’s time."  
  "Then that's how you can accept evolution, I guess?" Captain Mercer asked. "That a million years in which the animals are evolving is only a day to your God?" 
  "Of course!" Roger Manning nodded. "Even a tree must grow to maturity before it can bear fruit. The garden we planted in the biosphere won't produce vegetables immediately, they must grow from seed to plant, and then become what they were intended to be. Just like us." 
  "How can you argue with that?" Major Cooper laughed. 
  "I won't even try," Tony Mercer grinned. "Manning has an answer for everything."Hearing sounds from behind them, they turned to see Sheri Thompson dancing towards them with a smile on her face. 
  "What are you so cheery about this morning?" Major Cooper asked. 
 "I'm alive this morning," she laughed. "Isn't that enough?" 
  "The day ain't over yet," grinned Captain Mercer. "Why don't we wait and see what Pangaea holds for us today. If we're still alive tonight, then I'll join you in celebration." 
  "Are the other girls up?" Major Cooper asked. 
  "Evelyn was in the shower when I left," Sheri said. "Barbara was getting dressed. "What are you guys doing up so early?" 
  "Manning left the shades up on the windows," Captain Mercer laughed.  
  "What windows?" Sheri asked. 
  Again, Roger Manning burst out laughing. 
  "Now you've done it," groaned Major Cooper, "you started Manning laughing again!" 
  "We've had it," agreed Tony Mercer, "he won't stop all day!" 
  "I think I'll go watch Colonel Peterson take a shower," Adam Cooper smiled. 
  "Watch me do what, Major?" Colonel Peterson's voice called from behind them. 
  "Just letting my mind wander, Commander," he laughed. 
  "Well, you'd better keep your mind in check, Major," the commander ordered. 
  "Wow, Colonel, what have you done to your uniform?" Tony Mercer ejaculated. 
  Whistling softly, Major Cooper smiled, saying, "I do declare, Miss Scarlet, I think I'm in love!"  
  "Keep your comments to yourself," Evelyn Peterson said. 
  "I forgot to mention that the Colonel did a little alteration to her uniform last night," Sheri giggled. The colonel had cut the trouser legs and arm sleeves out of her uniform, leaving her legs bare from just above the knees and her arms completely bare. No longer was the tunic buttoned all the way to the neck, but hung open to just above her breasts. She had also removed the silver eagles from her lapels. 
  "Major, you're staring, stop it!" Colonel Peterson ordered.  
  "Wh-what -?" he asked. 
  "You're staring. Stop it!" she ordered again. 
  "Wh-what -?" he repeated. 
  "Snap out of it, Major," Sheri laughed. 
  "Come on, Manning, let's drag the major back to the biosphere. I think he needs another cold shower," Captain Mercer laughed. 
  "Make it a long one!" Colonel Peterson ordered. 
  "Ah, you broke the spell, Evelyn," Major Cooper laughed. "The new you had me mesmerized for a minute. 
  "Say, I just had an evil thought—" 
  "Another one?" Colonel Peterson asked. 
  Grinning, he continued, "I think you girls aught to make that the uniform of the day!" 
  "Oh?" Sheri growled. "And what about you guys? If we're going to be sex objects, then you boys have got to do the same!" 
  "I knew it was a bad idea to cut up my uniform," Colonel Peterson groaned. 
  "No, no," Major Cooper laughed, "you guys have me all wrong. I just meant that we would be more comfortable in cut offs." 
  "That was your evil thought?" Colonel Peterson asked with a scowl. 
  "No," he laughed, "the evil thought was getting Doctor Terrill in sexy shorts like that!"The thought also brought a grin to Colonel Peterson and Sheri. 
  "She'll never do it," Sheri shook her head. 
  "I'll try to talk her into it," the commander said. "In the meantime, are we ready for our excursion into the swamps today?" she asked. 
  "Just as soon as Manning and I can get the ATVs ready," Major Cooper agreed. "Come on, Roger, give me a hand." 
 Five minutes later the sound of spinning tires on the sand alerted the rest that the ATVs were operational. Besides his garden, the ATVs appeared to be Manning's ultimate pleasure. He had a wide grin on his face as he brought the vehicle to a stop near the commander. 
  "Same riding arrangement as before," Major Cooper called as he pulled to a stop next to Manning's ATV. 
  "Tony, you ride with me," he continued. "Evelyn's sexy legs would be a distraction for me!" 
  "You talk like my legs are only a distraction for you, Major," Colonel Peterson said. "What about Manning?" 
  Laughing, Major Cooper said, "He's immune to your charm, Colonel. Right, Roger?" 
  "Right," Manning agreed, then: "Oh, sorry, Colonel. Did you want me to be distracted?" 
  "Oh, shut up, Manning. You too, Major Cooper. Let's get this safari on the road!" 
  The desert had several varieties of beautifully colored flowers blooming after the heavy rains, as if the plants had been hiding underneath the surface just waiting for the moisture to help them sprout forth with bright petals. Many strange looking insects were scurrying from one stem to the next, while small reptiles chased after them. 
  The animal life became more varied—and larger by the time they reached the margin of the forest. The larger reptiles of the Permian now replaced the smaller lizards, many three to six foot in length, all of them with vicious looking teeth in long, ugly snouts. And once they entered the swamps, even that changed. Beasts that were as large as cows, and weirdly resembled mammals, were grazing on the plants that grew close to the muddy ponds. 
  Gasping, Captain Mercer said, "If those things lost their lizard tails, and grew longer legs, they'd almost pass as mammals." 
  "The reptiles are evolving," Sheri told him. "We'll probably see more reptilian-mammals as we proceed." 
  "The mud looks like it's boiling in that area," Colonel Peterson pointed to a large mud patch. 
  "Good Lord!" Captain Mercer ejaculated. "That looks like worms wiggling around in the muck. Six-foot long worms!" 
  Grinning, Sheri told him, "Just like the jellies and sponges were the first creatures to appear in the sea, Tony, the worms and moss-like creatures were the first to crawl onto the land. The farther back in time, the more primitive the life forms. It has always been thought that the mammals were trying to evolve by the time of the Permian. Now, we can see that process first hand." 
  "The mass extinction of the Permian wiped out almost all life," Major Cooper added, "including the evolving mammals. A few of the reptiles survived, and life began all over again, taking millions of years for mammals to reappear once more." 
  As they watched the worms stirring up the mud, one of the three foot long reptiles Sheri had named a Seymouria crawled up to the mud hole and dove in, coming back up a second later with a five foot long worm wiggling in its mouth. 
  "What's that over there?" Colonel Peterson asked suddenly, pointing at a large, squat mammal-like reptile with long tusks. 
  "Ah," Major Cooper sighed, "there, if I'm not mistaken, is the Permian's answer to the T-Rex. The gorgonopsia. It predates the Smilodon by two hundred and fifty million years, yet here it is, tusks and all. Scientists have named it the Gorgon after the mythical Greek monsters because it was so damn ugly!" 
  As they watched, the saber-toothed creature attacked another reptile with a violence that made them shudder. The monster had short, stubby back legs, though its front legs were somewhat longer. It had a large reptilian head, and the white tusks became blood red from the gore of its prey. Strangely, none of the other creatures appeared to notice the violence around them. It was as if they had no thoughts of fear or danger, just a need to eat and reproduce. The primitive minds of the monsters had yet to evolve beyond the lowest form of instinct. 
 "Did you notice its feet, Adam?" Sheri asked. 
  Major Cooper looked more closely at the Gorgon's feet, and then nodded his head, "Yes, you're right, I think that's the thing that has been prowling around the ship at night. Or very similar." 
  "Do you mean that monster knows where we live?" Colonel Peterson asked. 
  "Yes," Major Cooper told her, "or very similar to that thing. The feet appear the same as the prints we found around the ship." 
  "Damn!" Evelyn cursed. “I don’t like that idea one bit.” 
  "We'll be okay, Colonel," he told her, "as long as we use our heads, and don't get careless. 
  "That goes for here and now," he continued. "None of us gets far from the ATVs, or each other, and always be aware of our surroundings. Those monsters may be ugly, but I bet a bullet will stop one of them. And our vehicles should outrun those lumbering, tail dragging things easy enough. Just be on your toes at all times!" 
  "There, on the tree line," Sheri said suddenly, see those reptiles eating fruit from the lower branches?" 
  "Reptilian herbivores," laughed Captain Mercer. 
  "They're probably reptilian mammals," Sheri said with a smile. "Regardless, they appear to be herbivores. And what they can eat, maybe we can eat also." 
  "Shall we rob the local food bank?" Major Cooper grinned. 
  "If that thing will let us," Sheri laughed.  
  But as they approached in the ATVs, the sound must have attracted the monster, for the creature rose up on its hind legs suddenly, and it brought a gasp from the interlopers. For not only did it resemble a reptilian mammal, when standing on its back limbs, it could almost pass for a humanoid. It actually looked as if it had hips and shoulders, its front paws forming something more closely resembling hands instead of claws, and its face—though reptilian—was strangely like that of a man. The long, scaly tail was certainly out of place, though, as was the long snout. 
  "I didn't think man existed this far back," Captain Mercer grunted. 
  "They don't," Sheri told him. "That thing isn't a man. What you are looking at may be the forerunner of the ape or monkey. It will eventually lose the reptilian tail and replace it with a hairy appendage for swinging in the trees." 
  "Given another hundred million years, that thing might give rise to the homo sapiens," Major Cooper suggested, "but it will disappear in the Permian Extension, and whatever gave rise to it in the first place will try again, this time giving the apes to the world." 
  "There's a difference in this thing and the other animals," Colonel Peterson said suddenly.  
  "What's that, Evelyn?" Sheri asked. 
  "That thing notices us," Colonel Peterson said. "It's looking right at us. The other monsters never gave us a glance." 
  "You're right," Major Cooper said. 
  "Could it have some form of intelligence, Sheri?" he asked the biologist. 
  "Not intelligence," she shook her head, "but maybe a curiosity, and that could be just as dangerous." 
  Without warning, the creature let out a strange vocal sound, completely different from the animalistic growls they had heard thus far from the other animals in the area, and then it sped off on all four limbs towards the thick wooded area of the denser forest. After it disappeared within, they heard more yelps from more of the monsters hidden in the brush. 
  "I think it's safe to gather some of the fruit now," Major Cooper suggested. "Colonel Peterson and I will stand guard, while the rest of you pick some of it. Just get the fruit from the lower branches, though. Don't try to reach the higher clusters. It might be too dangerous." 
 "Why don't we know anything about these man-like creatures, Major?" Tony Mercer asked. 
  Shrugging his shoulders, the major told him, "We've only discovered a portion of the creatures that existed in the Permian Period, Tony. It's not surprising we've never discovered fossils or footprints of these things. Hell, there's no record of most of the things from this age." 
  Nothing interfered as they picked the large melon-like fruit from the tree. After gathering about a dozen clusters, they put them in the back seat of the ATV, and then loaded up to leave, taking a last look around for the man-like reptiles. 
  "What would you call those things, Sheri?" Major Cooper asked the biologist. 
  Thinking deeply for several seconds before answering, Sheri finally grinned as she calmly said, "To keep it simple, until we can study them more thoroughly, why don't we just call them Darwis after Darwin, who did the best known research into evolution!" 
  Smiling, Major Cooper said, "Very appropriate, Sheri. After all, they may also be the first line of our evolution." 
  Leaving the tree line, they had to pass close to the swamps again, but swung far out to avoid the mud pits. Their ATVs almost collided with several mammalian reptiles grazing on the grasses, and once they had to dodge a charging Gorgon that must have thought they were prey. The beast struck the fender of Colonel Peterson's vehicle, causing her to spin sideways for several yards, but Manning was able to straighten it up before it overturned when Major Cooper bumped the creature with the front end of his vehicle. There didn't appear to be any harm to the monster, and the ATVs continued on their way. 
  Sheri pointed suddenly towards a large body of water, probably a shallow lake, and cried excitedly; "Look at that fin-backed creature in the water over there!" 
  "What the hell is that thing?" Captain Mercer wanted to know. "It looks a lot like that damn crocomander thing we saw earlier, but this one has a sail like fin all the way down its back!" 
  Suddenly the monster, which must have been twelve foot long from the tip of its nose to the point of its tail, dove into the lake and was out of sight for several minutes. When it came back to the surface, it had a large, fat fish in its mouth. 
  "Oh," Sheri gasped, "that has got to be a Dimetrodon, another of the big predators of the Permian Period!" 
  "Whew!" Captain Mercer explained. "It looks like many of the damn dinosaurs I've seen in movies!" 
  "Well, yeah," Sheri laughed, "I think Hollywood did copy their design when they filmed some of those old classics. But the Dimetrodon is definitely from the Permian Period, not the Age of the Dinosaurs. One of the best studies ever done on the species was by a paleontologist down in Texas, who spent most of his work in the fossil beds. He taught students on actual digs, not in a stuffy classroom." 
  They quickly left the area, though, deciding to return to the Galileo Two for the day. But malevolent eyes watched their departure from the safety of the forest. An angry growl rumbled from a scaly belly, and evil teeth gleamed from a face that was strangely man-like. Several more similar creatures joined the first. Their eyes may have been lacking in intelligence, but they held the shine of a jungle predator stalking its prey. 
    
  Chapter Eight 
  Terror In The Night 
    
  That evening they sat beneath the stars again, but this time the doctor did not brew her special alcoholic drink, so they were content recounting stories from their past. Barbara Terrill refrained from discussing her life with her husband, as it brought back memories best left in the past. Roger Manning admitted that his life had been without interest or incident. After college, he had gone to work for NASA, working on rocket technology, and was excused from military service. 
 "You are a veteran of the war, aren't you, Tony?" Major Cooper asked the captain. "How did you end up in NASA?" 
  "Yes," he nodded, "I was a navigator for one of the larger class bombers—the ones responsible for dropping the nukes. Oh, I didn't actually drop the bombs, but I made sure the planes were on target when they did drop them. 
  "Towards the final destruction period, we were dropping nukes everywhere. I guess the President decided it was time to end the war. The plane I was on didn't turn away quite fast enough on one of the last missions. I don't know, maybe the pilot wasn't trying, or maybe the plane just wasn't responding properly, too sluggish or something. The radiation cloud caught us, and engulfed the plane with us in it! Just enough to give us a case of radiation burn. The crew spent some time in the hospital, but the doctors were happy to report that the only effect the radiation had on us was that it left us impotent! 
  "Impotent," he laughed. "Hell, I'm not even a man any more. I can't have children. And no matter how hard I try beautiful women don't even excite me. Impotent? No, that last bomb we dropped killed us, too. We just didn't lie down and die like we were supposed to." 
  "I'm sorry, Tony," Major Cooper said. "I had heard that you were wounded in the war, but I didn't know the story." 
  "When NASA requested navigators for training on the Mars missions, I asked if there were any women on Mars, and they told me, no. So I signed up." 
  Grinning, he added, "I didn't know you ladies were going on the mission with me. But even the Colonel's sexy legs don't affect me. 
  "To be honest, I even considered the possibility of remaining on the red planet when the Galileo Two blasted off for the return trip to Earth. But I don't guess any of that matters any more," he smiled. "Manning's God pulled a left turn on us when we were heading to the right." 
  "We are certainly an odd assortment for Manning's God to choose for this mission of His," Sheri Thompson sighed. 
  "God didn't pick us," Manning said. "NASA did. God just uses those who are available to do His will." 
  "Well, He could have at least asked me if I wanted to be a part of His plans," Sheri shrugged. "I signed up for the Mars mission, not this—what ever this is!" 
  "What ever it is, Sheri," Major Cooper said, "it was not planned, we had an accident in space, and we're here now. We have to make the best of things." 
  "And forget this God nonsense!" Colonel Peterson said, "And that's an order. What Major Cooper told us earlier still holds true, we're on our own here, and each of us must do our part if we are going to survive. 
  "Now, let's get back to our stories," she continued. "I'm anxious to hear about Flash Gordon's background. How about it, Major, anything exciting in your past?" 
  Laughing, Adam Cooper said, "I never really thought of myself as Flash Gordon. Wasn't he that science fiction cowboy, or something? The hero of a comic book, or something, I believe. No, I always felt I was more like Doc Savage, the adventurous type. 
  "Doc Savage, who was that?" Doctor Terrill asked. 
  "He was a handsome, muscleman, wasn't he?" Sheri asked. 
  "Yeah, like me," the major laughed. "Actually, there were a couple of Doc Savage movies before the war, and I think, a long-running paperback series of his adventures, though I never read any of them." 
  "Maybe you should have," laughed the colonel, "just to see where you fall short!" 
  Grinning at the commander, he asked, "You've never seen me without a shirt, have you Evelyn?" 
 "No, thank goodness," she blushed slightly, "and I don't intend to." 
  "I'll have you know, I had the best physique in the academy. And I am very athletic. When I flex these muscles, women swoon," he smiled. 
  "Tell me more," Sheri giggled. 
  "I would rather see Manning without his shirt, Major," Colonel Peterson told him, "not a braggart like you!" 
  "Hell, I've got a better physique than any of you," growled Barbara. 
  Everyone cracked up laughing, including Captain Mercer. What had started out on a sad note, ended on a chorus of laughter from all of them. 
  "Well, I guess I did ask for that," Colonel Peterson smiled. 
  "You did, at that, Colonel," Major Cooper laughed. "Besides, there really isn't much to tell about my background. In college I studied paleontology just to have a major in something, although I really did have an interest in the subject. But my true love was flying. In the Air Force Academy, I decided I wanted to be a fighter pilot, and never looked back. I distinguished myself in the war, but so did hundreds of other pilots, including Colonel Peterson. When the war was over, I figured I had done just about all there was to do, until NASA came along. Space was the next opportunity for me, and the Mars mission was a way to ensure my name would go down in history books. I signed up, and here I am. I wonder if I'll be remembered in the history books now?" 
  "Along with the rest of us," Sheri said, "the lost crew of Mission One to Mars!""I'm afraid they may curse us, as well," Colonel Peterson said. 
  "My lands, Evelyn, what for?" Barbara asked. 
  Laughing, Major Cooper nodded, "The crew can easily be replaced," he said. "But the loss of the Galileo Two, the bio-dome, and all these rations will cost NASA a pretty penny!" 
  "Mission One will have to begin all over again," Colonel Peterson agreed. "And NASA may not have the money for a while. The delay will be a big setback." 
  "We will be cursed then," Captain Mercer agreed. 
  "That's not the way I intended to be remembered," Major Cooper smiled. 
  "Nor I," Evelyn shrugged. 
  "Well, y'all can cry all you want to," Sheri said. "But I intend to take advantage of the situation. This ecosystem on Pangaea is everything I could ever want in a laboratory. I can devote a lifetime to the study of plant and animal life I never dreamt of seeing first hand!" 
  "I guess it's better than being marooned on Mars, at that," Tony Mercer laughed. 
  Hearing Barbara Terrill groan, they all turned towards her. She was shaking her head as she said, "I never thought I'd live to say this, but I hope I never have to practice medicine again." 
  "What are you getting at, Barbara?" Sheri asked. 
  "On this violent planet," Doctor Terrill said, "there can only be more death and injuries. I'm the one who will have to treat all those injuries, and it's not something I look forward to!" 
  "It is not just the physical injuries that will need to be treated, Doctor," Colonel Peterson said. "I fear that all of us may need mental evaluations every now and then." 
  "Probably as soon as the MREs run out," Major Cooper grinned. 
  Sheri giggled when Barbara Terrill groaned, and Colonel Peterson blushed. 
  Standing up and stretching, Captain Mercer said, "Damn, I forgot to bring my shrink with me on this trip!"As he started walking away from the rest, Major Cooper called after him, "Where are you going, Tony?" 
 "Just to see a man about a horse," he laughed. 
  "Do you want me to go with you?" Major Cooper asked. 
  Laughing, Captain Mercer said, "No thanks, I don't need anyone to hold my hand." 
  "Don't go far," Major Cooper warned. 
  Turning back to Colonel Peterson, Major Cooper asked, "Tell me, Evelyn, why are you going to need help in coping mentally?" he grinned.  
  "Oh, shut up!" she snapped.  
  Again, Sheri giggled.  
  Barbara Terrill groaned.  
  And Captain Mercer screamed! 
  And Roger Manning yelled, "Oh, hell!" 
  All of them jumped up and raced for the sound of a violent struggle between the navigator and something they couldn't see, Major Cooper and Colonel Peterson were pulling their pistols as they ran towards the violent sounds. 
  The scene that met their pounding hearts brought even more damns and hells from gritted teeth, as before them was a barbaric scene of terrible struggle. A savage monster, at least as large as a rhinoceros, held Tony Mercer in its crocodile-like mouth. Long tusks had penetrated his chest, and a short tail swished back and forth behind two squat back legs. It was one of the beasts they had seen in the swamps earlier in the day. It was the thing with saber-like teeth. 
  "Gorgon!" Sheri screamed. 
  The creature didn't appear to notice them, or find them a threat. It was only concerned with the victim in its teeth. Prowling the desert around the swamps, it had come upon the captain, and sensing food, it had attacked, silently and viciously, before Captain Mercer was aware that he wasn't alone. Snapping him up in its powerful jaws, the navigator was unable to escape. But he knew that death had finally found him, and he was just barely able to scream as the teeth sunk deep into his chest. 
  Colonel Peterson and Major Cooper both fired their pistols at the same time, sending several bullets into the head and chest of the ugly creature, until one must have found its savage heart, ending its violent thrashing. Not knowing fear or sensing danger, the monster thought only of eating its prey. Shaking the limp figure in its mouth, the monster was carrying its victim towards the surrounding darkness when its bulky legs finally gave out and it crashed to the ground several yards from the Galileo Two. 
  Running to the fallen creature, they pried the jaws open wide enough to pull the captain from its teeth. Doctor Terrill bent over the bloody body, and felt for a pulse, as Major Cooper tried to resuscitate him. They worked over him for several minutes, but there was no response. 
  "It is no use," Doctor Terrill finally said, "He's dead!" 
  "I'll bury him in the morning," Major Cooper said with a groan."We can't just leave him out here tonight!" Sheri cried. "More of those beasts will follow the scent and carry him off." 
  "We'll put him in the bio-dome for the night," Major Cooper said. "His body will be safe in there. Tomorrow, I'll carry him out in the desert and bury him." 
  "I'll be back in a minute," Roger Manning said, as he turned to leave. 
  "Where are you going, Manning?" Colonel Peterson asked. 
  "To get the ATV, Commander," he said. "I'll need to drag this creature far enough from the Galileo Two that it won't attract more scavengers tonight." 
  They waited for the engineer to return with the all terrain vehicle, and then they tied a chain from the ATV to the neck of the monster, and Roger Manning pulled it from the area as Major Cooper scooped the body of Captain Mercer into his arms and carried him back to the bio-dome. 
  That night, Major Cooper felt a little odd sleeping near the corpse of his late friend and co- worker, but he knew it was better that the captain's body be placed with them than in Doctor Terrill’s hospital ward. He didn't want the girls spooked any worse than they already were. Looking over at Roger Manning's sleeping form, he didn't think the engineer was the least bit bothered by the body being so near. But for the major, it was almost a sleepless night. 
 He was happy when the sun climbed above the horizon and peaked into the glass sides of the bio-dome. As silently as possible, he dressed and carried the body of Captain Mercer and a shovel to a spot not far from the grave of Professor Plymouth, and dug a second deep hole. Dropping the body into the hole, he quickly covered it again with the dirt he had just removed. 
  As he turned to retrace his steps to the bio-dome, he stopped in sudden amazement when he saw Roger Manning kneeling some distance away, as if in prayer. At first, he felt a little anger towards the engineer at not helping him with the grave, then he smiled at the thought that Manning had probably been in prayer all the time he was digging the grave! 
  "Praying him out of Hell, or into Heaven, Roger?" he asked as he walked by the engineer. 
  Coming to his feet, Roger Manning smiled, "God appreciates prayer, Major," he said. "I was just letting Him know that Mercer's soul was on the way to Him." 
  "Uh huh," Major Cooper grinned. "If there is a God, Roger, I would suspect He already knows!" 
  "I do believe you're right, Major," the engineer smiled. 
    
  Chapter Nine 
  Pack Mentality 
    
  The girls didn't ask any questions when they found Roger Manning and Major Cooper eating a breakfast of MREs later that morning in the spaceship. 
  Sheri grinned when she caught the major's eyes. "You still eating that stuff, Major?" 
  "I don't seem to have any choice in the matter, fella," he grinned. 
  "It's all for the best, Major," Colonel Peterson broke in. 
  "From you, Madam, I would expect nothing less," he grinned. "But one of these days, and soon, I'm going to have a steak an inch thick and big around as ... well, never mind. It'll be big, you can count on it, and I don't care if it's from a lizard or one of those Gorgons!" 
  "And just what do you plan to use to catch that steak with, Major?" Colonel Peterson asked. 
  Slapping his sidearm, the major started, "Why, with this ..." Then he stopped, and nodded. "Yeah, I see what you mean, Evelyn. I don't guess I was thinking clearly." 
  "We'll need our remaining bullets for defense," Colonel Peterson said. "As it is, we don't have many rounds left for our pistols." 
  "What'll we do when we run out?" Sheri asked. 
  "Flash will have to come up with one of those ray guns from the comic books," Colonel Peterson told her. 
  Laughing, Major Cooper said, "Maybe with a little ingenuity we might be able to come up with something resembling a ray gun. That will be Roger's assignment, though," he slapped the engineer on the back as he said it. "I'm more the Neanderthal type, as Evelyn should recognize, and a spear is more my style." 
  "All this time, I thought you were Flash Gordon," Colonel Peterson groaned, "and now I find out you're really Alley Oop!" 
  "Well, I was thinking more in the line of Tarzan," he laughed. "I don't think I ever heard of Alley Oop." 
  "Oh, I'm surprised you don't, Major," she told him. "You happen to be a perfect match for the caveman!" 
  "Alley Oop carried a club, I think," Roger Manning said. "Not a spear." 
  "Oh, like Hercules," Major Cooper grinned. "Maybe you're right, Evelyn, this Alley Oop may be a perfect match after all. I could pass for Hercules, you know!" 
  "Good grief, what an ago!" Colonel Peterson groaned. 
  Sheri giggled some more, while Barbara Terrill just shook her head in dismay. 
 Later that day, when Doctor Terrill and Sheri were alone, the younger girl said, "I think they really like each other." 
  "Who?" Doctor Terrill asked. 
  "Evelyn and Major Cooper," Sheri said. "In fact, I think they like each other a lot," Sheri grinned. "They just won't admit it. And Colonel Peterson is actually fighting it. But they're falling in love, I can sense it!" 
  "Little Miss Matchmaker!" Barbara scowled. "As if we didn't have enough problems right now, you want to add to our misfortunes by throwing love into the evaluation." 
  Shaking her head sadly, Sheri just said, "Barbara, where is your sense for romance? Surely, you haven't forgotten what it was like to be in love?" 
  "That's enough of this foolishness," Doctor Terrill snapped. "I don't have time for your nonsense right now!" 
  "That hard heart of yours is going to be the death of you, Barbara," Sheri said. "You need to lighten up a little. Live, instead of acting like a dead fish all the time!" 
  Leaving Doctor Terrill in her laboratory, Sheri found Colonel Peterson in the Galileo Two's control room, looking out through the view screen, watching Roger Manning and Major Cooper cleaning up around the grounds. The blond haired second in command had his shirt off and his sweaty muscular body glistened in the sunlight. 
  "He is quite a hunk, isn't he, Evelyn?" she asked the colonel from behind. 
  Jumping, as if she'd been caught smoking behind the barn when she was a youngster, the colonel switched off the screen quickly. 
  "Oh, Sheri," she said, "I didn't hear you come up. I was just checking the grounds for security while the boys worked in the open." 
  "Uh huh," Sheri grinned. "I don't blame you, Evelyn, you never know what you're gonna see out there!" 
  "I wasn't looking at anything ..." 
  "Or anyone," Sheri grinned. 
  "Or anyone in particular. I was just observing the grounds!" Colonel Peterson growled. 
  "Why, of course, Evelyn," Sheri laughed. "I didn't say anything about Major Cooper."  
  "Major—" Colonel Peterson snapped. "Who said anything about Major Cooper?" 
  "Why, no one," Sheri laughed. "But he is a hunk, ain't he?" 
  "Oh, go away," argued the colonel. "I need to watch the area for safety purposes."  
  "Okay," Sheri grinned. "I'm sure I can find better company outside. "Oh, look how the sun glistens on his muscles!" 
  "Out!" yelled the colonel, throwing a computer CD at the biologist. 
  Ducking as the CD flew over her head, Sheri raced out the door of the control room, laughing, and then down the outside ladder, escaping before the colonel could get better aim with a heavier object. Finding Major Cooper and Roger Manning out in the yard, she greeted them with, "Hi, guys, mind if I join you?" 
  "Hi, Sheri," both men said in unison. 
  "What are you doing out here in the heat?" Major Cooper asked the girl. 
  "Doctor Terrill and Colonel Peterson aren't the best company today," she told them, waving towards the Galileo Two suddenly.Both men turned, expecting to see someone behind them. Seeing no one, the major asked, 
  "Who were you waving at just now?" 
  "Oh, no one in particular," she laughed at her own joke. 
  "Say, Major, you do have pretty big biceps, do you mind flexing them for me?" she asked. "No, turn this way a little first," she stopped him as he started to flex his biceps. 
  "What in the world has gotten into you, Sheri?" Roger Manning asked. 
 "I just want to make sure someone can see this from the Galileo Two," she giggled. 
  "Ah ha," Major Cooper laughed, "I think I'm beginning to see the light. Let me give her a good show!"Sticking out his chest and flexing his biceps, Major Cooper poised like a body builder in front of an audience, then slowly turned, making the muscles in his back jump around like live things beneath his skin. 
  "Think that'll be enough?" he grinned. 
  "More than enough," Sheri laughed. "In fact, she'll probably kill me before bedtime. I may have to sleep with you guys tonight!" 
  "Okay," laughed Major Cooper.  
  "No way!" yelped Roger Manning. 
  Laughing at Manning's embarrassment, Major Cooper said, "Well, it's getting a little too hot to work outside right now, so we might as well go in and face the music—if someone hasn't locked us out, that is!" 
  "I'll go in behind you guys," Sheri said. "I've got an idea Evelyn may want to shoot me with one of those ray guns she was talking about!" 
  "Yeah, what about that ray gun idea, Roger, any possibility of making something like that?" Major Cooper asked. 
  "We were doing a lot of work on rays and lasers at NASA," Manning said. "As you know, the military had a large field gun, but it had to be enormous to be effective. The small versions we were working on were not nearly as powerful as the big guns, but we had some pretty good results in the lab. 
  "Tremendous heat was generated in small amounts, as well as temporary stunning of the muscles and movement. We won't be able to kill anything with the equipment I can build on the ship, but we might be able to make things uncomfortable for the predators that attack us." 
  "That'll help," Major Cooper said. "I want you to start work on several of the guns immediately. In the meantime, I intend to make a few metal spears from support poles on the ship. Once we use up all the bullets, these pistols aren't going to be worth the metal they're made from." 
  Entering the control room, they found Colonel Peterson sitting at one of the computers, pretending to read something on the monitor. 
  "Why, Evelyn," Major Cooper grinned, "reading one of the Classics, I hope?" 
  "Just learning about our prehistory," she said. "I wanted to find out something about your ancestors, the Neanderthals!" 
  "They were a great bunch of fellas, I assure you," he laughed. 
  "Did they ever learn to wear clothes, like shirts?" she asked. 
  "It was hot outside, Evelyn," he laughed, "I'll put my shirt on just as soon as I cool down."  
  "Been watching anything interesting lately, Evelyn?" Sheri asked from behind Roger Manning.  
  "Duck, Roger!" Major Cooper yelled, just as the colonel let fly another object towards Sheri. "You're awfully touchy today, Evelyn," Major Cooper laughed. 
  "I'll get over it," Colonel Peterson said, "just as soon as I hang somebody!" 
  "See Major, you've got to let me sleep with you guys tonight!" Sheri said. "My life isn't safe on the ship right now!" 
  "No way!" Roger Manning reiterated. 
  "What's all the yelling in here about?" Doctor Terrill asked from the doorway. 
  "The colonel was just discussing Major Cooper's muscles, I think," Sheri giggled. 
  "No I wasn't," Colonel Peterson denied, "I was only suggesting that maybe he should put on a shirt to cover his nakedness." 
  "His nakedness doesn't bother me," Sheri giggled. "Does it bother you, Barbara?" 
 "I should say not!" Doctor Terrill growled. 
  "Just leave me alone!" snapped the colonel. "I don't care if he has a shirt on, or not!" 
  "My nakedness doesn't bother you now, Evelyn?" Major Cooper laughed. 
  "No—yes—oh, shut up, just do as you wish.  
  "Doctor Terrill, can I see you privately for a few minutes?" she asked. 
  "Of course, my dear, let's go to my office," Doctor Terrill suggested. 
  As they left the room, Sheri whispered to Major Cooper, "The colonel needs a shrink, me thinks!" 
  "Maybe we did rub it in a little too much," he said. "We'd better let her calm down before she goes over the edge. I don't think it would take much for any of us to lose it."  
  "I'm doing okay," Roger Manning said. 
  Sheri and Adam Cooper both cracked up laughing. 
  "That figures!" Sheri threw up her arms in surrender. "I think I'll study that Bible of his tonight, maybe it'll keep me sane too!" 
  The next day, Roger Manning started working on the special guns, while Major Cooper, Colonel Peterson, and Sheri prepared for another trip into the swamps. This time, since only three of them were going, it was decided to take only one of the all terrain vehicles. With Colonel Peterson at the wheel, Major Cooper sat in the front seat with a special spear he'd made from one of the poles he'd found in a storage compartment. Sheri sat in the back seat, out of reach of the still angry colonel. 
  "I wonder if maybe we shouldn't check the swamps to the east today?" Colonel Peterson asked. 
  "No need, I don't think," Major Cooper shrugged. "We're at least familiar with the swamps to the north. I doubt there is any difference in them to the east. What do you think, Sheri?" 
  "We'll have to eventually," Sheri said. "But today it doesn't matter. Maybe tomorrow." 
  "Okay," Colonel Peterson said, "north it is!"The swamps were the same today as previously, except for numerous reptilian mammals that appeared to be plant eaters as large as cows grazing on the grasses near the mud. As they had noticed on a prior occasion, the herbivores didn't appear to fear the presence of the nearby carnivores. The larger Gorgons roamed near the plant eaters, and the fin tailed Dimetrodon waded next to the frogs and smaller creatures. 
  "The process never changes," Sheri said, "and hasn't for hundreds of millions of years. The herbivores stuff themselves on the plants, always eating and growing fatter. The more vicious carnivores only eat when they are hungry, never killing for the sake of killing. Seldom does the animal kingdom throw a rock into the pond." 
  "The rock—or one exception being homo-sapiens," acknowledged the major. 
  "Yes," Colonel Peterson agreed, "we are the only animal that kills for sport—or fun, if you prefer." 
  "But that doesn't make the beasts any less dangerous," Major Cooper warned. "I have an idea that any one of those creatures out there would defend their space if we got in their way!" 
  "Then let's remember not to get in their way," Colonel Peterson agreed. 
  "I would like to gather some of the frogs and smaller reptiles for study," Sheri pleaded. "To do so, I'm afraid we will have to get into their space." 
  "I was afraid you were going to say that," Major Cooper laughed. "I kind of hate to leave the safety of the ATV." 
  "Our big, strong, brave hero afraid?" Colonel Peterson asked, shocked. 
  "Not for myself, you understand," he grinned. "I was thinking of you girls." 
 "That'll be the day, Mister!" Colonel Peterson snapped. "When we girls can't take care of ourselves, some shirtless, muscle-bound, brainless ..." 
  "Now, Evelyn," Sheri laughed, "remember your blood pressure!" 
  "Is she mad because I'm wearing my shirt today?" Major Cooper laughed. 
  "Ohhhh, I could strangle him," the colonel said. 
  "No, not yet, Evelyn," Sheri said, "I think I see some great specimens for my lab right over there!"  
  "Well, we'd better leave the ATV parked here, and walk out there," Colonel Peterson suggested. 
  "I wouldn't want to get our vehicle stuck in that muck between here and there." 
  "The ground looks solid enough for us to walk on, though," Sheri promised. 
  "Come on, girls," Major Cooper said, as he stepped out of the ATV. "Bring your specimen bag, Sheri. Just be careful handling those damn things!" 
  "Don't get off this narrow path," Colonel Peterson told them. "That mud looks like it could suck you under pretty quick." 
  "The reptiles don't seem to be having any problem in it," Major Cooper said. "They look right at home!" 
  "Strangely, so do you, Major," the colonel grinned. 
  "Okay, I opened myself up for that one, Evelyn," he grinned. "I'll remember that when one of those Gorgons come after you!" 
  "You wouldn't really let one of those things carry the colonel off, would you, Major?" Sheri giggled. 
  "Well, she'd sure owe me, if I had to save her from one of those ugly beasts!" he laughed.  
  "Owe you what?" the colonel snarled. 
  "Uh oh, you've done it now!" Sheri giggled. 
  "I'll think of some—" 
  The colonel's scream cut him off in mid sentence. A second later, it was joined by a piercing scream from the biologist. Turning, he saw a scene that sent chills up and down the back of his neck. The creatures Sheri had classified as Darwis had come up behind them, and there were more than a dozen of the lizard-like man-things. The one in the lead had wrapped scaly arms around the colonel, and the others were coming up fast, seeming to float over the soft mud. 
  With all of his strength, he threw the metal spear at the monster holding the commander. The tip of the weapon penetrated the monster's thick hide, slicing through its savage heart, and sticking out of its back fully a foot in length. No sooner had the spear left his hand, than he was reaching for the pistol at his side. Bringing the gun up, he took quick aim and pulled the trigger. Five quick blasts in less than a heartbeat, and five scaly creatures staggered into the mud of the swamp, falling heavily, and quickly sinking out of sight. 
  Colonel Peterson, who had fallen into that same mud, was pulling herself to solid ground with the help of the biologist. As Sheri was helping her back on land, she stepped backward almost tripping over a three-foot long lizard. Her left leg scraped a spur on the reptile's leg, and she jumped back in pain, blood spurting from a two-inch gash in the lower calf. 
  Once Colonel Peterson was back on her feet on solid ground, she was taking aim with her own pistol, and with equal ease was dropping the lizard-like Darwis before they could reach her. 
  To their amazement, the remaining creatures left uninjured turned in fright and raced back into the protection of the forest. Again came that weird cry they had heard once before, and knew that it had come from the throats of the Darwis as they retreated to safety. 
  "Did you see that?" Sheri asked, as she rubbed her bleeding leg. 
  Pulling his spear from the body of the creature he had slain, Major Cooper gave her a funny look. "Sheri, we were here all the time. What don't you think we saw?" 
 "Their attack," she groaned. "It was a pack effort! They attacked us en masse, Major, and that isn't normal for the animals of this period!" 
  "Yeah," Colonel Peterson groaned, "it was either communication between individuals, planned, or pack mentality. Surely, of the three possibilities, we have to be looking at pack mentality, Sheri! The other two possibilities are out of the question." 
  "They also demonstrated fear," Major Cooper said. "Very odd behavior for any animal species we've seen so far from this period." 
  "What happened to your leg, Sheri?" Colonel Peterson asked, noticing the injury for the first time. 
  "I'm afraid I collided with an unknown species of reptile, and a spike—or spur on its leg jabbed me. It hurts like hell, too. It may have been a poison gland!" 
  "Damn!" Major Cooper cursed, picking the biologist up in his arms and racing for the ATV. "Come on, Evelyn, we've got to get her to Doctor Terrill!" 
  "I'm okay, Major," she complained. "Really, I am. It just hurts. I don't feel feint, or anything associated with venom injection.'' 
  "Be quiet, Sheri!" Colonel Peterson ordered. "Sat with her in the back seat, Major, I'll get us back to the Galileo Two just as quick as possible!" 
    
  Chapter Ten 
  Danger From The Sky 
    
  "You're lucky, Sheri," Doctor Terrill told the biologist as she cleaned the wound in the girl's leg while Roger Manning looked on. "You weren't envenomed, it appears. Thankfully, if there was any venom, the wound bled fast enough to wash any poison out of the puncture." 
  "I'm not even sure it had a poison gland, Barbara," Sheri told the doctor, "but the cut hurt like crazy!" 
  "You know as well as I that it doesn't need poison glands," Doctor Terrill snapped. "Just look at the Komodo Dragons—I mean, before the nukes wiped them out. They didn't have poison glands, but there were enough bacterium in their mouths to kill anything they bit. There are probably enough deadly bacteria in that mud to kill one of us, too. 
  "Hell, I warned you not to get that close to one of those damn creatures," she argued. "What were you doing in that mud to begin with?" 
  "She was pulling my butt out of the muck, Barbara," Colonel Peterson said from the doorway. Looking towards the door, they saw the commander and Major Cooper coming in together.  
  "Well, now, where have you two been?" Sheri giggled. 
  "I was taking a shower in the bio-dome," Colonel Peterson snapped. "I had to wash that damn mud off my legs!" 
  "And did Major Cooper have to dry you off?" Sheri laughed. 
  "I told her she would owe me," Major Cooper laughed. 
  "He did not!" Colonel Peterson growled. "The major was kind enough to guard the bio-dome while I was in the shower." 
  "Guard—?" Doctor Terrill started. 
  "From what?" Sheri completed. 
  "There was a lot of mud!" the commander snarled. 
  "Doesn't she have pretty legs?" Major Cooper continued. 
  "Oh, shut up, all of you," the commander ordered. "I was alone in the shower! 
  "How's the wound, Sheri?" she asked. 
  "I'll be fine," the biologist argued. "It was merely a scratch, and the blood washed all the germs out." 
  "I gave her a shot, and cleaned the wound. We can watch it for any signs of infection, but I think she'll be okay," Doctor Terrill told them. 
  "I was telling the doctor about the Darwis attacking us," Sheri said. "She thinks I'm delirious."  
 "It's true, Barbara," Colonel Peterson nodded, "they attacked in a pack, like a bunch of coyotes.  
  "Flash Gordon was quick on the draw, thank goodness, or I wouldn't be here to tell the story. However, I did fall into the swamp, that's how I got so muddy. Sheri pulled me out while the major drove the creatures off." 
  "I think the Darwis have learned to gather in packs for protection against the larger predators," Major Cooper agreed. "It's probably nothing more than a learned trait." 
  "Even at that, it's odd, though," Sheri said. "We haven't seen that trait in any of the other species yet." 
  "And we may not," Roger Manning said. "This species may merely be the forerunner of the apes, and their brains may have evolved beyond that of the other animals. After all, you said yourselves that the reptiles were evolving into mammals all ready." 
  "Would you listen to who's talking about evolution?" Doctor Terrill asked. "I thought you believed only in creationism, Manning?" 
  "I do, Doctor," he grinned. "God had to create before evolution could take place. But God started the ball rolling!" 
  "Well, I've heard everything now!" Doctor Terrill snarled. 
  "No you haven't, Barbara," Sheri laughed. "Spend the day with Roger, and then you can say that!" 
  "How are the laser guns progressing, Roger?" Major Cooper asked the engineer. 
  "God didn't create the world in one day, Major," he argued, "and I won't build the lasers in a day, either!" 
  "Well, keep working on them, Roger," grinned the major. "We'll want more powerful weapons as soon as we can get them." 
  "I don't know, I thought you did okay with the spear, Alley Oop," Colonel Peterson smiled. 
  "Listen at them nip at each other, Barbara," Sheri giggled. "Don't you just love their little arguments?" 
  The next day they decided to visit the swamps to the east of the camp. Doctor Terrill had wrapped a protective bandage around Sheri's wound, mainly to keep any possible germs from entering the cut. Other than that, the biologist was in a good mood, and anxious to see what was waiting for them. 
  Colonel Peterson was again at the wheel, and Major Cooper was riding shotgun, his spear resting within easy reach. The lack of a trail didn't slow the ATV in the least, although the ground was a little rough in places bouncing, the riders around. 
  "Women drivers!" Major Cooper said under his breath. 
  "What was that, Major?" the commander asked, aiming for another pothole on purpose.  
  "Nothing, Colonel," he grinned, "I was just clearing my throat." 
  "That's what I thought," Colonel Peterson grinned. Sheri giggled, as she held on for dear life.The eastern swamps were more distant from the Galileo Two than were the swamps to the north. When they entered the forest, they found the thick brush and shallow lakes harder to navigate, but were eventually able to maneuver through the dense growth. The river was also further inland, and they observed more land mammals feeding on the plants. Once they came to the wide river, they found it flowed swiftly, carrying debris from upstream to the ocean to the south. 
  "Oh, it's marvelous!" Sheri gasped. "Just look at the tails!" 
  "What about the tails?" Colonel Peterson asked. 
  "Everything but the lowest order of animal life has a tail. Haven't you noticed?" Sheri asked.  
  "Well, yeah, but I didn't think it was so marvelous," Evelyn commented. 
  "Oh, Evelyn, think about it," Sheri said. "From the lowly tadpole, to the giant Gorgons, the reptiles and amphibians had tails. If we look at the mammalian reptiles today, they still have their tails. Now, think about our own time. What doesn't have a tail? Don't you see it? Everything appears to have evolved from reptiles. Dogs have tails, cats have tails; the big cats have tails. Monkeys have tails. Even man has a tailbone! 
 "People think that man evolved from the apes, but we're not going back far enough. Even the apes evolved from the reptiles. We belong to a planet of reptiles, not apes!" 
  "The planet of the Gorgons!" Major Cooper laughed. 
  "Yes, in a sense," Sheri said. "At least one family of reptiles gave rise to the mammals, which in turn gave rise to mankind." 
  "Some scientists might disagree with you, Sheri," Colonel Peterson suggested. "I'm sure that some groups of scientists believe that mammals were a separate order of animal life than the reptiles. Rats and mice, for instance." 
  "Where'd they get their tails?" Sheri asked. 
  "You can't argue with that, Colonel," Major Cooper laughed. 
  "Why not the fish?" Colonel Peterson asked. 
  "Huh?" Sheri grunted. 
  "The fish! Sea creatures," Colonel Peterson suggested. "Well, more advanced than the sponges and jellies, of course. But didn't the fish arrive in the oceans first? Before the reptiles crawled onto the land? Wouldn't that make us a planet of fish, not reptiles? After all, the fishes had tails first!" 
  "You can't argue with that, Sheri," Major Cooper laughed. 
  "Why don't you offer something to this conversation, Major, instead of just agreeing with everything!" Colonel Peterson snapped. 
  Major Cooper couldn't control his laughter a second later, and both girls stared at him curiously. 
  "I was just wondering how you girls would look with tails," he told them. 
  "You are incorrigible, Major!" the commander shrugged. 
  Suddenly, there was an explosion of sparks several hundred yards from their ATV, then another one closer, and yet a third farther off to the north, and they could smell smoke filling the air where the first explosion occurred. 
  "Meteorites!" Major Cooper yelled. 
  "Hold on!" Colonel Peterson ordered, as she started the ATV again, and then turned the vehicle back towards the Galileo Two 
  Unfortunately, the shower of meteorites was peppering the landscape with tiny fragments of red-hot space rocks, and fires were breaking out all around them. It was dangerous to be caught out in the open with so many deadly missiles striking the earth with tremendous force. Colonel Peterson pulled the vehicle underneath a heavy concentration of trees with thick limbs overhead, and they held their breath as rocks struck the ground with frightening impact for several minutes. Finally, when it appeared the meteorite storm had passed, another danger appeared to be imminent. 
  "The forest is on fire!" Colonel Peterson warned. "We've got to get out of here!" 
  "Head back to the Galileo Two, Colonel," Major Cooper suggested. 
  "Oh, I hope they are okay," Sheri pleaded. 
  It was necessary to detour around a large area of burning forest, but the Colonel maneuvered the vehicle around fallen trees and burning brush as easily as a racecar driver negotiating fast curves around a track. This time, Major Cooper didn't make any comments about her driving, but Sheri was still holding on for dear life. 
  "I think we're almost out of the forest," Colonel Peterson said just as they broke through to the outside. "Yeah, we're safe now!" 
  Just then she hit a deep hole caused by a meteorite impact, and the vehicle bounced suddenly, almost throwing the major from the front seat. 
  "Ouch!" he said. "That hurt, Evelyn!" 
  "Serves you right!" she growled, but a grin spread across her face. "I'll see if I can find another one." 
  "It looks like just as many meteorites struck out here just as they did in the forest," Sheri said. "There are impact craters dotting the whole desert!" 
  "I'm glad the rocks weren't any bigger than they were," Major Cooper grunted as the colonel hit another hole hard and fast. 
 "You hit that one on purpose, Lady!" he growled. The commander just grinned. 
  The sky suddenly lit up as another fireball streaked across the heavens, and they stared in horror as the meteorite slammed into the tail end of the giant ship, the Galileo Two some distance ahead of them. They feared the worse as a blaze of light flared up when the rock struck. But a minute later, they could see the great ship still sitting there, only a slim column of smoke rising from the damaged tail section. 
  Another ball of fire shot overhead, but this time the heavenly object overshot the spaceship, and struck the desert sand about a mile on the far side, causing a column of dirt to be tossed into the air and picked up by a strong wind higher up. 
  "It doesn't appear to be over yet," Colonel Peterson said. 
  "Probably a larger rock that broke up as it hit the gravitational pull of the planet," Major Cooper suggested, "the smaller pieces striking the surface first, followed by the larger, heavier pieces that held together. They must have come in last. Maybe that's all of them!" 
  "In any case," Sheri told them, "we'd better check on Doctor Terrill and Roger, and make sure they're okay." 
    
  Chapter Eleven 
  Disaster Again 
    
  Arriving at the spaceship, they found Roger Manning standing out in the yard between the ship and the bio-dome, looking up at the tailfin of the spacecraft. Hearing the ATV sliding to a stop, he turned to greet the returning members of the crew. 
  "I'm glad to see that you three are safe," he grinned. "We had quite a scare a minute ago. That rock made a lot of noise when it sliced through the ship's fin!" 
  "Any damage inside?" Colonel Peterson asked. 
  "Nah. I think Doctor Terrill dropped a glass beaker or something when it hit, but nothing was lost," he said. 
  "It looks like quite a fire in the swamps, though. Lucky you guys weren't in the way when they hit," he grinned. 
  "They didn't miss us by much," Major Cooper told him. 
  "Yes," Sheri smiled at the engineer, "I want you to speak to that God of yours, tell him to be careful where he throws those stones!" 
  "I already have," Roger told her. "But I made it a request, not an order." 
  Entering the ship, they were just in time to see Doctor Terrill coming from her small laboratory. She was carrying a small trashcan she'd built from a metal box, and it contained several disposable objects, including the broken glass that had once been a specimen beaker. 
  "I guess we're going to need the first city dump soon, if we continue accumulating so much trash," she told them. 
  "That's a good idea, Barbara," Commander Peterson told her. "I'll have one of the men start one tomorrow." 
  "Meaning me, right?" Major Cooper asked. 
  "Well, since you volunteered," Evelyn grinned. 
  "Roger," Major Cooper said, "as soon as you've finished inventing the laser gun, I want you to build an incinerator to burn all the trash. Think you can do that for us?" 
  "After the ray gun, an incinerator should be a cinch," Roger cackled out with his odd laugh. 
  "If you guys are through making jokes, I need to get back to my lab," Doctor Terrill said. 
  "What are you doing in there, Barbara, making some more of that moonshine?" Major Cooper asked. 
  "No, I'm trying to come up with some homemade antacid," she made a face. "I think those MREs have something in them that disagrees with my stomach." 
 "That's not the part of my anatomy they effect," Major Cooper laughed. 
  "Barbara better not have a cure for your problem, Major!" Colonel Peterson snapped. 
  "I agree with the major, though," Sheri said, "I sure could go for a real steak and potatoes, instead of those packaged military ready to eat things they feed the soldiers." 
  "As soon as Roger puts one of those super laser guns together, we're going hunting, Sheri," Major Cooper said. "And after a few days without the MREs, I'm going to chase Barbara around the lab," he winked at the doctor good-naturedly. 
  "Heartburn I can handle, Major," Doctor Terrill told him. "That, I can't!" 
  The doctor patted her bosom softly as she left the room, and Major Cooper clapped the engineer on the back, "Come on, Roger, I'll help you with the lasers while Sheri explains why animals have tails to Evelyn." 
  "I had a dog once," Roger Manning said as they were leaving the room. "He wagged its tail whenever anyone petted him." 
  "That's why they have a tail, Roger," Major Cooper said. "Could you imagine if Evelyn had a ..." his voice trailed off as they left the room. He didn't see Colonel Peterson looking for something heavy to throw at him. 
  The following morning they were shaken out of bed by a tremendous earthquake that rocked the ground for over thirty seconds. They heard a loud rumble coming from the direction of the spaceship. Roger Manning was on his feet like a shot, and yelled, "Are you okay, Cooper?" 
  The major grinned as he called back that he was okay. It was the first time that the engineer hadn't called him by rank, and it felt good. He was getting tired of being addressed as Major by everyone. 
  "Thanks, Roger," he told him. "We'd better check on the girls, they might have been shook up a little bit." 
  Racing outside after throwing on some clothes, the first thing they noticed was that the Galileo Two had rolled slightly, and they had to jump up to catch hold of the ladder that led to the ship's portal. Cooper was surprised to see the smaller engineer leap up easily and catch it. He pulled himself up after the lighter man. 
  Inside, they found chaos was the general rule. The three girls were only half dressed, and running around looking for something—the rest of their clothes, most likely. 
  "Stop right there!" Colonel Peterson ordered. "Turn around and look the other way until we can get our clothes on!" 
  Barbara Terrill cussed like a soldier andSheri just giggled. Cooper whistled, but turned around just before a heavy glass of water collided with his back. Roger Manning had to presence of mind to ask if everyone was okay. 
  "Okay, you can turn around now, Major," Sheri said. "Colonel Peterson is dressed." 
  "Shut up, Sheri," Colonel Peterson said. "As for you, Major, knock before you enter a lady's quarters the next time!" Evelyn said as she picked up the water glass at his feet. Just as she was straightening up, a strong aftershock rattled the Galileo Two again, and she lost her footing, and would have fallen, except for Cooper's intervention. He must have held her for a second too long, for she suddenly broke loose from his grip, her face flushed slightly. 
  "Why don't you girls just call me Cooper from now on," he suggested. "I resigned from the military—and NASA this morning!" 
  "Okay, Coop," Sheri saluted. 
  "Whatever," Doctor Terrill said. 
  "I might think of something a little more appropriate," Colonel Peterson snapped. 
  "I love you, too," Cooper laughed.  The colonel turned red again. And Sheri giggled some more. 
  "Do you think the meteorite storm had anything to do with this earthquake?" Roger Manning asked. 
 "I don't know," Cooper told him. "It's likely that Pangaea is just moving a little. I'm surprised we haven't experienced a lot of earthquakes since our arrival here." 
  "The super continent will eventually break apart," Colonel Peterson told him. "It's an ongoing process, and I'm sure it occurs over and over, it just takes billions of years to do it!" 
  "Do you mean it breaks apart, comes together, and breaks apart again?" Doctor Terrill asked. 
  "Yes, Barbara," Colonel Peterson told her. "The earth's crust is constantly moving, forming mountains, valleys, and the very continents." 
  "Damn, I'm back in California!" Doctor Terrill ejaculated. 
  "We also know that the Galileo Two can be rocked by an earthquake, and damaged by a meteorite," Cooper told them. "But I don't think there was any major damage from either. Still, we'd better inspect the ship. 
  "Roger, you check the computer system. 
  "One of you girls care to go on an inspection tour of the ship with me?" he asked. 
  "I'm not going to be alone with you for one minute, Mister!" Colonel Peterson told him. 
  "I'll go, Coop," Sheri laughed. 
  "Good riddance to both of you," Doctor Terrill grunted. 
  "I'll assist Roger with the computer system," Colonel Peterson said. 
  "Okay," Cooper agreed. "Come along, fella," he winked at Sheri. 
  An hour later, everyone reported the ship undamaged and still in good working order, except for being able to fly. There were more aftershocks throughout the day, but they were less severe and barely felt in the ship now. 
  Turning on the view screen, Colonel Peterson pointed out the column of smoke still rising from the forest. But the fires appeared to have burned themselves out. The landscape was spotted with potholes from the fireballs, but there was no sign of earthquake damage in their vicinity. A few trees were down on the margin of the forest, but whether caused by the quake or not, they couldn't tell. 
  There was a lot of activity among the animal population, though. For some reason, the giant reptiles seemed more nervous, though that appeared to be an odd behavior for them. Perhaps they were starting to learn fear. Or perhaps it just took a series of events to cause them concern. After a while, they did settle down again, as if nothing had happened. 
  "Animals have always sensed problems within the earth," Roger Manning commented, a fact he thought the others might not know. 
  "Two hundred and fifty million years in the past?" Colonel Peterson asked.  
  "They learn faster than us," Cooper laughed. 
  "I give up!" the commander groaned. 
  "Be careful what you say, Evelyn," Sheri grinned. 
  "Not you, too, Sheri!" Colonel Peterson begged. "Someone has to be on my side, or I'm doomed." 
  The earth shook again during the night, keeping the survivors awake into the morning hours. The next day was calm and without any more tremors. No one spoke much at breakfast, as if everyone was expecting more gloom and doom to befall their little group of space travelers. After breakfast, Doctor Terrill changed Sheri's bandage on the wound, and said that it was healing accordingly. Even Cooper appeared too distracted with his own thoughts to whistle when the doctor displayed the biologist's bare leg for all to view. Colonel Peterson started to comment on his lack of jocularity, and then changed her mind. 
  Only Roger Manning appeared cheery-faced as he worked on the laser guns, and the contraption did look to be almost finished. It was a huge gun, though, resembling an old fashioned double-barreled shotgun, but with a large drum below the single barrel. The size was deceptive, though, as the weight of the gun was almost minuscule. 
  "Hold this, Cooper," Roger said, as he tossed the long rifle to his friend. 
 Catching it with an outstretched hand, Cooper smiled in amazement. "Featherweight," he said. It'll be easy for the girls to carry. 
  "It's kind of bulky, though," he continued. "How's the aiming mechanism?" 
  "No need to aim," Roger told him. "Just point it and pull the trigger. The laser will shoot straight ahead. It needed the long barrel to produce the beam. But, again, it won't kill. Hopefully, it will discourage the beasts from coming near you." 
  "Pretty hot, huh?" Cooper grinned. 
  "Just like a hot foot," Roger Manning started laughing again. 
  "Who are you giving a hot foot?" the commander's voice asked from behind them. 
  "Just the beasties, ma'am," Cooper said. "Unless I can burn their nose, instead."Handing the lightweight weapon back to the engineer, Cooper asked, "When can I check it out, Roger?" 
  "Probably in a day or two, Cooper. I still have some work to do on it yet," he said. 
  "The gun better be ready soon," she told them. "I'm down to seven bullets in my clip. That won't last long if we run into any more danger." 
  "I don't think I have that many left," Cooper told her. "Probably five rounds at most. Of course, I still have my trusty Alley Oop spear, if you want to count it as a weapon." 
  "You did all right with it when the Darwis attacked us," she said. 
  "Why, Miss Scarlet, I do declare, is that a compliment coming from you?" he grinned. 
  "Who the hell is this Scarlet person you're always calling me?" she asked. "The name sounds like some woman of low character!" 
  Laughing, he put his arm around her gently, saying, "Sorry, Evelyn, you had to be there to understand. No insult meant."Sheri walked in to find Cooper's arm around Colonel Peterson's shoulder. 
  "Whoa! Sorry," she grinned. "I can come back later if y'all want to be alone." 
  Jerking away from Cooper her ebony face turning a slight crimson, the commander snapped, "There is nothing going on, Sheri. Cooper—Major Cooper was just explaining something to me." 
  "Uh huh," Sheri laughed, "and I can guess what, too." 
  "Behave yourself, Sheri. When you want to act like an adult, I'll be in my room," she said. "Until then, leave me alone. All of you!"After she had left the room, Sheri started to follow her, but Cooper caught her hand and held the girl back. 
  "Evelyn needs to be alone right now, Sheri," he told her. "This situation has turned her world upside down." 
  "It's turned all of our worlds upside down," Sheri said. "But the rest of us are trying to cope with the situation the best we can." 
  "I know that," he smiled. "That's why I act the fool, to keep my sanity. But Evelyn has always been on the way up. Her life has been the discipline of pilot training, then combat missions, and finally NASA. This trip to space was originally just a stepping-stone in her career, and now she has no career. Add to that, she feels responsible for the rest of us. When anything happens - like your injury, she takes it personally. Of all the crew, she is going to find it the hardest to adjust to the predicament we are in. So, give the colonel time, and let her work it out herself. Maybe we can push it along slowly, and help when we can. But we also have to back off when she needs some room." 
  Nodding her head, Sheri dropped a bombshell too. "You know that she's fallen in love with you, don't you?" 
  "Ouch," he stepped back. "I didn't mean for that to happen. She certainly doesn't need me in her life right now!" 
 "Maybe if you told her how you felt, it would help," Sheri said. 
  Cooper smiled, and then with a wink let the conversation drop as he went back to examining the laser gun. Sheri followed the commander out of the room. 
  At supper, Cooper was afraid to look at the commander, let alone say anything. He was afraid that he had played the fool enough, and thought it best to leave things alone before they got out of hand. 
  On the other hand, Colonel Peterson kept watching her second in command, as if expecting something new from him, and when he didn't look at her she started getting mad. 
  "You're awfully quiet tonight, Major," she said suddenly. "Is something wrong?" 
  "No, no," he shook his head. "Just a lot to think about, ma'am. There's a lot on my mind, that's all." 
  "Well, if you're angry at me, I wish you would say what's bothering you!" she snapped a little louder. 
  "I wish everyone would be a little quieter," Doctor Terrill snapped back. "Do you have to argue at the table like this?" 
  "Who is arguing?" Cooper asked. "I was just in deep thought." 
  "He's mad at me," Colonel Peterson snapped. 
  Sheri giggled: "I think I'll go play in the swamps, it's safer out there tonight." 
  "Shut up, Sheri!" Colonel Peterson snapped at the biologist, which brought another giggle from the girl. 
  "Hell, not only must I put up with this heartburn," Doctor Terrill yelled, "I've also got to listen to you two argue like a couple of newlyweds!" 
  "I'm not arguing," Cooper said, "I'm thinking." 
  "What with?" Colonel Peterson snapped. 
  "That does it," cried the doctor, "I'm going to my room and lie down."Standing up, the doctor patted her chest as she started to walk away, and then she gasped suddenly and clutched her chest harder, falling to her knees. Everyone leaped to catch her, but Sheri was there first. 
  "My God, Barbara, what's the matter?" she cried. 
  "Her lips are turning blue," Cooper yelled, "she needs oxygen. Let me help her."As Cooper began pumping air into her lungs, Sheri felt for a pulse as Colonel Peterson ran from the room. 
  "There's no pulse, Coop!" Sheri cried.  
  Coming back into the room, Colonel Peterson dropped to the floor and stuck something in Barbara's mouth, under her tongue. 
  "What was that?" Cooper asked, suspicion on his face. 
  "Nitro," the colonel said. "Barbara has been having a lot of chest pains lately. She just pretended it was heartburn so she wouldn't worry us. But I saw the pills in her room yesterday, and figured it out." 
  "You'd better give her another one, then," Sheri said. "The first one didn't work."Nor did the second or third. Doctor Terrill did not respond. 
  "I'm afraid she's had a massive heart attack," Cooper said. "She's gone!" 
  "No, no, no!" Sheri cried, pounding her fists against the metal floor of the ship. 
  "It's not your fault, Sheri," Cooper said. "Barbara was in her fifties. Her heart just gave out."  
  "No, Sheri," Colonel Peterson cried, "it was my fault for arguing tonight. The fussing brought on her heart attack." 
  "It was nobody's fault," Roger Manning said. "God has called her home, that's all." 
  "But you don't understand," Sheri cried. "Barbara and I quarreled the other day, and I said that her evil heart would be the death of her. And it was her heart that gave out." 
 "You didn't know her heart was bad when you said that, Sheri," Cooper told her. "There's no telling how long Barbara has been taking those Nitro pills for a weak heart. She was heading for a heart attack, whether we argued tonight or not. It's no one's fault. 
  “I don’t think she or NASA knew,” Evelyn said. “The condition appears to have come upon her since we crashed on Pangaea. She kept it from all of us, hoping we wouldn’t worry.” 
  "Roger, give me a hand, we can't leave her here tonight," Cooper told his friend.  
    
  Chapter Twelve 
  Nature Gone Amok 
    
  Just after the sun rose above the horizon, Cooper and the engineer carried Doctor Terrill’s body to a spot near those of Professor Plymouth and Captain Mercer, and then the major began digging another deep hole while Roger Manning knelt in prayer for the deceased. 
  "This is becoming an unwelcome habit," Cooper grunted as he threw a shovel full of dirt from the hole. 
  "Death is a part of life," Manning said. "From dust we came, and to dust we will return." 
  "But it doesn't make any sense," Cooper told him, stopping to rest his muscular arms on the shovel. "None of them should have died. We were all in good health when we started this mission." 
  "Things have a habit of changing, Cooper. Do you want me to spell you a bit?" Manning asked. 
  "Nah," Cooper said, "the ground is soft. Plus, I'm getting used to handling one of these things now." 
  "There'll be more of those," Manning told him a few minutes later. 
  "What?" Cooper asked. "Oh, you mean the graves, Roger? I guess you're right. It can't be helped, I suppose. We'll all be buried in this prehistoric land some day." 
  Laughing suddenly, he continued, "I don't mean to sound macabre about it, but who'll turn the lights out when we're all gone, Roger? Who'll bury the last one to die? Or will their bones just waste away under this sun at 130 plus degrees Fahrenheit?" 
  And then Roger said something that surprised and shocked Cooper to the bone, and he wasn't able to reply, just stare at his friend in a sort of stupor. 
  "The children," the engineer said, in a matter-of-fact tone. 
  Returning to the burial process, Cooper gently placed Barbara Terrill's body within the grave, and then tossed the dirt back into the hole, finally packing it down as solidly as possible with the flat side of the shovel. 
  "She was an angry woman," Cooper said softly, "but Barbara was a fine companion, friend, and excellent doctor." 
  "No better words could be spoken over her," the engineer said. 
  "We'll have to practice medicine without a license from now on," Cooper said. 
  "I imagine that a lot of that went on in the war, didn't it, Cooper?" Roger asked. 
  "Some, maybe. At least in the field," Cooper said. "At first, there weren't many medics available for the troops on the ground. They were all back of the lines, in the temporary hospitals. Eventually, the government got its game together and started up the Draft again, and obtained the personnel they needed to wipe out half the world." 
  "They thought of everything," Manning shrugged, "except for what God wanted!"  
  "And what did your God want, Manning?" Cooper asked, a little agitated. 
  "Love," the engineer raised his eyebrows. "For one another." 
  "I can't argue with that, my friend" Cooper said. 
  "Let's go back and see what's for breakfast, Roger," he told the engineer. 
  The engineer cackled out with his weird laugh. "The same thing every day," he said, "meals ready to eat in those sealed packages!" 
 Laughing with the engineer, Cooper slung the shovel across his shoulder, rifle style, and they headed back to the ship's entrance. 
  When they walked through the door, Colonel Peterson and Sheri were all ready eating their MREs. Cooper stopped Manning by holding out his arm to block the path, then whistled. 
  "Look at the women in this bar, pal! You take the one on the right. I want the one on the left!" he grinned. 
  "What are you going on about, Major?" Colonel Peterson asked from where she was sitting.  
  Smiling, he said, "Nothing, ma'am, just making a little joke." 
  "Little jokes for little minded people," she returned the smile. 
  "Ouch!" Cooper grinned. "Glad to have you back, Colonel." 
  Sheri was silent as she ate her breakfast, and there was still the glisten of a tear in her eye. Colonel Peterson inclined her head slightly to indicate the girl, as if trying to convey a silent message. Manning caught her meaning immediately. 
  "Say, Cooper, don't you think the Colonel is exceptionally sexy this morning?" Roger grinned. 
  Cooper had to look at his friend curiously for a second, but finally caught the slight wink the younger man was attempting. 
  "Oh —" he started. "Oh, yeah, Roger, she is. Why, I was just thinking the same thing. Look at the way she chews on those scrambled eggs! Yum, yum." 
  "That is so sick," Colonel Peterson groaned. 
  Sheri giggled, as she wiped her eyes with a napkin from the package of MREs in front of her. "You guys crack me up."  
  “To heck with the one of the left, pal, I'll take the one on the right," Cooper said, sitting down beside the biologist. 
  "What?" Roger asked, not understanding. 
  "I think he was still trying for a little joke," Colonel Peterson told the engineer. 
  "Say, I sure could go for some breakfast," Cooper hinted. “Those eggs look delicious.” 
  "Get it yourself," Colonel Peterson suggested. 
  "It's so good to see you two arguing again," Sheri giggled. 
  "I'll get the MREs, Cooper," Manning told him. 
  "Thanks, Roger, I want to hear what the girls have been talking about behind our backs," he said. 
  "Sheri's been trying to cheer me up," Colonel Peterson said. 
  "Just the opposite, really," Sheri told him. "Evelyn has been trying to cheer me up. But, somehow, the subject keeps switching back to you, Coop," she grinned. 
  "I figured if anything could cheer her up, the zoo's biggest baboon might work," the colonel snapped. 
  Laughing, Sheri said, "We're such a dysfunctional family, aren't we!" 
  "Did I miss something?" Roger asked, as he returned with the MREs for himself and Cooper.  
  "No!" three voices echoed. 
  "We need a distraction today," Sheri said, suddenly. "Are there any plans afoot, Watson?"  
  "Actually," Cooper began, "I was thinking that since we didn't get much of a chance to look over the swamps to the east, we might go back today. That is, if everyone's up for the excursion?"  
  "You want me to go, too, Cooper?" Manning asked. 
  "No, not this time, Roger," said the major. "You need to keep working on the laser gun. I would really like to see it in operation soon."Nodding his head, the engineer went back to his breakfast. 
  "That's a wonderful idea, Coop," Sheri said. "Just the thing to take my mind off ..." she let the sentence trail off, not wishing to bring up the memory of Doctor Terrill. 
  "All right," Colonel Peterson agreed. "It does sound like a good plan. But please, everyone be careful today. I don't want a repeat of Sheri's accident out there." 
 "Oh, what happened to you, Sheri?" Cooper winked at the biologist. 
  "I'm sure I wouldn't know, Coop," she grinned. "I do remember something about Evelyn falling into the swamps, though." 
  "Yeah, I think I remember something like that," Cooper grinned. "Mud all over that pretty thigh, and all." 
  "That's enough of that!" Colonel Peterson grinned. She was happy to see Sheri's mind off the death of Barbara Terrill, at least for now. 
  As they entered the margin of the forest later that day, the group stared in awe at all of the damage since their last visit. Mighty trees had been felled, and brush burned to cinders, and there was little grass left. Yet, around the river and shallow lakes, plants were coming to life, and the herbivores were greedily munching on the leafy vines that were stretching towards the sunlight. 
  Predators were abundant, but they saw nothing of the Darwis in the eastern section, though they had little doubt they were around. The Gorgons and Dimetrodon were plentiful, as were the crocomanders and amphibians. Reptiles and amphibians swam and jumped, hopped and dove in the riverbeds and mud banks, while giant worms frolicked in the pools dotting the landscape. 
  "It is so primordial," Sheri commented. "I'll never get used to its beauty. 
  "I might call it awe-inspiring," Colonel Peterson said, "but I'm not so sure I would use the word, beauty to describe this place." 
  "I don't know," Cooper said. "There is a touch of beauty to the horror of Pangaea. I can see it from where I’m standing." 
  Colonel Peterson looked up to see Cooper staring into her eyes and again a slight blush touched her face, then she looked away. 
  As they watched in fascination, a large Gorgon attacked and killed a cow-like mammalian, ripping big chunks of meat from a back quarter of the creature and chomping meat and bones as it devoured the plant eater. When it crawled off on its short, chubby back legs, they could see blood and gore dripping from its long, tusk-like saber-teeth. 
  No sooner had the ugly monster left the carcass of its victim, than the scavengers fell on the body and quickly tore all the flesh from the bones, leaving nothing but a bloody spot where the killing had so recently taken place. 
  "I think that it's so much death that bothers me," Cooper said. If not for that, this could actually be a paradise.” 
  "I agree," Sheri told him. 
  "All of us," Colonel Peterson corrected. 
  Hearing a large splash in the river, they looked upon another savage scene, as a fin tailed Dimetrodon was racing to the shore with a huge fish in its mouth. 
  "Whew, look at the size of that monster!" Cooper grunted. 
  "That's a small one where Dimetrodon are concerned," Sheri said. 
  "I wasn't talking about the dinosaur," Cooper laughed, "I was talking about that fat fish in its mouth." 
  "It's a long ways from being a dinosaur, Coop," Sheri laughed, "but I agree about the fish. I bet that thing would feed all of us in one setting." 
  Laughing, he told her, "Yeah, but don't you want to call them dinosaurs just for the hell of it! In only a few millions years, their ancestors will be dinosaurs!" 
  "And much bigger!" Sheri agreed. 
  "What's that over there?" Colonel Peterson asked suddenly, pointing towards a small hill that had been cleared of all brush by the recent firestorm. 
  "It looks like the entrance to a cave," Sheri grinned, an idea coming to her curious mind. 
  "I don't like this," Cooper said. "I've got this nagging feeling that someone's going to suggest we go in there!" 
 "Where's the adventure in your life, Coop?" Sheri laughed. 
  "We do need to check it out," Colonel Peterson said. "Even if we only find out what is immediately inside, we don't have to venture far into the interior.” 
  "I hate caves," Cooper said. "They remind me of bats, and bears, and things you can't see - until it's too late!" 
  "Well, if you're scared, you can bring your spear, Alley Oop," Colonel Peterson laughed. 
  "You'll miss me if a bear carries me off, Missy," he grinned. 
  "Probably about like I'd miss the mumps," she grinned. "Now, let's get started. There are some torches in the utility compartment under the rear seat we can get to just as soon as Sheri climbs out from back there." 
  Lithely jumping from the back, the biologist landed lightly on the ground. Cooper raised the back seat, and opened the top revealing a metal box, where he found several items for emergency use; there were four long, silver torches. Flashlights, really, but they were the most up to date torches carried by the military to search underground tunnels in enemy controlled territory during the war. 
  Handing two of the torches to the girls, Cooper kept one for himself, replacing the fourth in the utility compartment, and then closing the metal lid again and lowering the back seat to protect their equipment. 
  Grinning, he hefted the torch he was carrying in his left hand, saying, "These also come in handy as weapons at close quarters," he laughed. "Light weight, but the metal is hard enough to bean somebody over the noggin if you don't have another weapon in your arsenal." 
  "We do have our automatic pistols, Major," Colonel Peterson told him, "which should be plenty of firepower for anything we might encounter in the cave." 
  "Never argue with a woman," he grinned. "But I think I'll bring the spear just in case, ma'am." 
  Shrugging her shoulders, the colonel started for the cave, but her right hand remained close to the holster at her side. Sheri was between the commander and Cooper, protected on both sides, since she was unarmed. 
  The cave entrance was large enough for all three explorers to walk abreast as they wandered inside. The cavern was huge, stretching back for a great distance, a slight downward slope to the floor. They were surprised at the lack of animal life. The biologist even examined the walls for signs of insects or tiny lizards, but the place appeared devoid of all life forms. 
  "Look," Colonel Peterson pointed at their feet. "There has been animals in here at some time, there's their tracks in the dust on the floor." 
  "Evelyn is correct, Coop," said the biologist with glee. "I can't make out any of the prints, but the dust has certainly been disturbed from the passage of creatures at some point in time." 
  "Keep your lights trained on every dark corner in this place," Cooper pleaded. "I would hate to be surprised by one of those big monsters with the long tusks." 
  "What's scary," Colonel Peterson said, "I'm starting to agree with the Major. Caves are for bats and bears. Neither of which we have to worry about, by the way. But there are some pretty dangerous creatures we do have to fear. And any of them could be inside this cavern!" 
  "I don't see what we have to be afraid of," Sheri told them. "I still haven't found any sign of life in here!" 
  "I would like to keep it that way," Cooper said. 
  "As bad as I hate to agree with Mr. Macho, Sheri, I'm going to echo that sentiment, 'let's keep it that way'," Colonel Peterson said under her breath. 
  "Can somebody tell me what we're supposed to be looking for in here?" Cooper asked. "Besides Sheri, that is. I think she'd be happy if we did run into a bear—a big one!" 
 The biologist giggled, and then sighed, as she said, "You're right, Coop, I'd be happy to find anything in here. Actually, the lack of any life is kind of puzzling. There should be something living in here, even if it is a tiny organism." 
  "Something tiny, I can deal with," Cooper grinned, as he held the light up to his face. 
  The girls looked at his eerie face in the light. Colonel Peterson just groaned, but Sheri giggled at the comedic mask he presented. Unfortunately, with the light off the ground, and all eyes on him, when Cooper took another step deeper into the cavern, his foot came down on a steep incline, and he temporarily lost his balance. The flashlight went one way, and the spear went the other, with the major sprawling into soft sand on all fours. 
  Laughing, he said, "Well, that'll teach me not to clown around in a dark cave!  
  "Damn!" he let out a whoop, "My foot's caught in something. Someone shine their light down here!" 
  When two flashlight beams were aimed at his feet, three voices sounded as one: "Oh, hell, what is that damn thing?" 
    
  Chapter Thirteen 
  Monster From Hell 
    
  The twin beams illuminated not only the major's trapped foot, but also the thing that had hold of it. Cooper had stepped into something like a giant circular pit with gentle sloping sides that culminated in a center at the bottom, like a whirlpool in sand. A long, dark vine had wrapped around his ankle. Only the thing wasn't a vine, it was some kind of slender arm with thick scales, and steel- like strength. And the arm was slowly, but steadily pulling him towards the creature waiting at the bottom! 
  Like the head of an octopus, there was a bulbous cranium sticking out of the sand at the bottom of the pit. The skull-like thing was covered with a thick layer of scales like those of a reptile, but that's where the resemblance ended. There were no eyes visible, only a round mouth, with many sharp, pointed teeth. The long, powerful, scaly arm was pulling Cooper towards that gaping mouth! 
  Pulling the automatic pistol from its holster, the major fired point blank at that bulbous head, until the clip emptied. He was aware of Colonel Peterson firing her pistol at the same time, and heard its audible click as well. Their pistols were useless now. In an act of blind rage, he threw the empty automatic at the head of the ugly monster, and was satisfied to see it strike the creature in the mouth. It must have injured one of the teeth, for the creature shook for a second. But the awful arm continued to pull him ever closer to the wide opening and horrible death. 
  He was only a yard from the monster when he suddenly yelled, "The spear. Throw me the spear, quickly!" 
  Colonel Peterson was nearest to the spear, and she grabbed it up and jumped into the pit, as if intent on rushing the creature herself. But Major Cooper grabbed the long, metal weapon from her hand and pushed her out of harm's way, as he brought the weapon high above his head just as he came within reach of those deadly teeth. 
  With all of his strength, Cooper slammed the spear into the mouth of the monster, and shoved it deep into its brain, and then held on with all his might as the thing jerked and slapped with his scaly arm, trying to toss him from it. Then, in a dying act, the bulbous head tried to sink under the sand, but the spear marked its final position as it died within that unholy pit of hell. 
  Cooper put both feet on top of the monster, and pulled the shaft of the spear with all his strength, until it came out with a sudden plop, and he fell backwards in the soft sand. 
  Colonel Peterson and Sheri were grabbing for him instantly, helping him out of the pit. Once they were safe on solid ground again, they looked back into the pit at what could be seen of the hidden monster. 
 "That was the biggest damn doodlebug I've ever seen," Cooper grunted. 
  "A what?" Colonel Peterson asked. 
  "A doodlebug," Sheri grinned, "better known as an ant lion. Remember those little whirlpools in the sand we used to find and put ants in to let the big mandibles come up and grab them and pull them down? 
  "But that was no doodlebug, Coop," Sheri told him. "It had scales like a reptile." 
  "Nature gone amok," Colonel Peterson grunted. 
  "I've seen enough," Sheri said. "That thing would have killed anything coming into the cave. I doubt we'll find anything else in here." 
  "Just my pride," Cooper grinned. 
  "You'll get over it, Flash," Colonel Peterson smiled. 
  "Say, Evelyn," Sheri giggled, "that was awfully brave of you, going into the pit to save Coop's life like that!" 
  "I didn't—" Colonel Peterson started. Then she blushed and looked away. 
  Cooper didn't say anything. Sheri giggled under her breath, and then was silent as they left the cave to return to the ATV. Coming into the sunlight, they spotted a cluster of bright colors along the rim of the hill, and the biologist let out a whoop of her own: Look," she shouted, "flowers!"She was correct. Brightly colored flowers of reds, yellows and whites were mixed in an array rainbow effect. 
  Cooper started over, saying, "Just the thing for a couple of ladies! They resemble the Texas Paintbrush." 
  "Hold it Major," Colonel Peterson advised. "We don't know anything about those flowers yet, so don't go grabbing them in your bare hands. Let Sheri look at them first."  
  "Evelyn is correct, Coop, even flowers might be poisonous in this place!"  
  "I stand corrected by my betters," he grinned. 
  "Certainly in intelligence," Colonel Peterson grinned.  
  "I'm gonna forget that you just saved —" he started. 
  "Hey, Coop, look at this!" Sheri interrupted suddenly. 
  Smiling, the commander pushed Cooper forward, and then joined him by Sheri's side. 
  Pointing to ugly looking thorns on the stems of the flowers, the biologist told them, "Those are very likely poisonous. They might not kill us, but I bet they'd make us sick if one of them punctured our skin." 
  "See that brown stain on the green stem," Sheri continued. "That's the venom in the thorns. Or, if you prefer, just call it poison." 
  "Say, I've got an idea," Cooper said suddenly, "let me break one of them open and smear some of that brown stuff on the tip of my spear. Just to see how potent it is!" 
  "Who are you going to test it on?" Colonel Peterson asked. 
  "Don't temp me," he grinned, giving her an evil glare. 
  "You'd better be careful with that stuff, Coop," Sheri told him. "Don't get any of it on you. If it was to get into an open would ..." 
  "Yeah, I know," he said, "I've read about the headhunters in the Amazon, and their poison darts!"Breaking the stem of one of the flowers with his boots, Cooper then rolled the tip of his spear in the brown liquid that spread from the opening. He allowed only a bit of the stuff to harden on the spear's tip before pulling it away. 
  "That ought to be enough to experiment with," he said. And then, as an afterthought, "Say, wouldn't it be neat if this stuff would counteract the effects of those MREs!" 
  "Bite your tongue!" Colonel Peterson told him. 
  Back at the ATV, Cooper replaced the torches in the equipment compartment, and then they loaded up and started back for the Galileo Two. Just as they passed by a herd of plant eaters, a fierce Gorgon rushed out of the brush for one of the cows, but seeing the all terrain vehicle, attacked it instead. Coming up on Cooper's side, he instinctively struck out with the spear, clipping the saber- toothed predator with its tip. 
 They watched in horror as the monster staggered off to fall motionless after a few minutes from being pricked by the poisoned tip of the metal shaft. 
  "Coop?" Sheri questioned. "Do you still think that stuff might counteract the effects of the MREs?" 
  "Whew!" Cooper ejaculated. "That stuff might come in handy if Manning doesn't get those laser pistols in operation." 
  "We've only been here a short time," Colonel Peterson said, "and already we're using weapons of mass destruction! What are next, nukes?" 
  "For our survival, my lady," Cooper smiled, "I would go to any lengths!" 
  "Coop, you've been wanting to try a Pangaea steak since our arrival," Sheri hinted, as she nodded towards the dead Gorgon. 
  "Say, you're right, you guys give me hand, and we'll throw this thing on the back of the ATV," he suggested. 
  The saber toothed monster was apparently still reasonably young, only about six foot long from tail to snout, and with some straining the three were able to drag the beast onto the vehicle and tie it down. 
  Cooper laughed as they finished the task, saying: "I harvested a buck when I was a teenager, and we tied it onto the back of my dad's pickup. I got my picture in the local paper, and a big write up— thanks to my dad. 
  "I wonder what he would think of this kill today?" 
  "He was proud of you," Colonel Peterson said. "My father did the same thing to me when my first science project won state." 
  "You know, I envy you that achievement, Evelyn," Cooper told her. "Any dumb kid can kill a buck with a good rifle. The science project took brains." 
  "Thanks," she said. 
  "Come on, Sheri," Cooper called the biologist, "you get to sit in my lap on the ride back."  
  "That's good," she laughed, "I wasn't looking forward to riding in the back with that thing!"  
  "Uh uh," Coop laughed, "remember what the colonel asked me a while ago, 'where's your sense of adventure'?" 
  "She'll have enough of an adventure sitting in your lap, I imagine," Colonel Peterson grunted. The colonel floored the ATV as she took off, throwing them all back in their seats, causing Cooper and the biologist to grab hold of safety harnesses. There were wide grins on all three faces as the vehicle left the swamps for the desert sands. Dust flew into the wind as the wheels kicked up a cloud of sand. Neither the potholes, the sand dunes, or desert vegetation slowed them down. Evelyn Peterson was showing them she could drive! 
  Arriving at the spaceship, the colonel threw on the brakes, sliding quickly to a stop near the bio- dome. 
  "I hope you two enjoyed the ride," Colonel Peterson grinned at her teammates. 
  "I didn't have time to enjoy the ride," Cooper complained. "I was worried about being thrown out at sixty miles an hour!" 
  "The adventure, Major, remember the adventure," Colonel Peterson grinned. 
  "I'm going to check on Manning," she continued. "Why don't you join me, Sheri, while the major butchers his buck." 
  "Hey, aren't you guys going to help me?" he asked. 
  "You killed it, you clean it," the two girls said in unison.As they left Cooper to butcher the Gorgon, they began singing the theme song to the Davy Crockett television series."Davy, Davy Crockett ..."Killed him a bear when he ..." 
  Mumbling to himself, he grinned as they entered the Galileo Two "I'll get the biggest, and juiciest steak if I have anything to say about it!"He spent the rest of the day cutting meat from the creature, removing the contaminated area where the poison was injected. Surprisingly, there was quite a bit of good meat that could be carved from the bone once the tough outer skin and scales were removed from the young Gorgon. Roger Manning joined him before he was finished, shaking his head in amazement. 
 "What's wrong, Roger, having trouble with the laser?" Cooper asked. 
  "No, no," Manning assured him, "just curious about Sheri and the commander." 
  "What's the matter with the girls now?" Cooper grinned. 
  "They're singing dumb songs that I never heard before," he shook his head in bewilderment.  
  Laughing, Cooper told him, "As long as women have been on this Earth, men have never understood them, Roger. I wouldn't start trying to at this late date, if I were you." 
  "Think we can eat this stuff, Cooper?" Manning asked as he poked the meat the major had already sliced from the bone. 
  "Well, we'll salt it down a little, maybe shoot some electric current to it to tenderize it a bit, and then cook it until it's well done over a flame, and add some vegetables from the MREs, and we'll see," he said. 
  "The MREs are okay in an emergency, but I would sure like to start living off the land as soon as we can. Those meals ready to eat are going to start tasting all the same before long, and we'll need more of a variety to keep our sanity," he continued. 
  "Remember studying about Moses in Bible School, Cooper? God provided for His people when they wandered in the desert for forty years, but they, too, grew tired of the meals that he sent them, and wanted more!" Manning told him. 
  "And I suppose there is a moral to that story, Roger?" Cooper asked. 
  "Yes," Manning grinned. "God punished Moses and His people. I wouldn't be too quick to gripe about our provision, Cooper." 
  "I'll try to remember that, Roger. Thanks for the Bible lesson," Cooper laughed.  
  "What are you guys talking about?" Sheri called from the Galileo Two. 
  "Girls!" Cooper yelled back. 
  "Moses, and obeying God," Manning corrected. 
  "What have we done now to anger your God, Manning? Colonel Peterson asked, as she joined the biologist. 
  "Roger was just telling me not to give up the MREs too soon," Cooper grinned. 
  "I agree with Manning, Major, stick with the MREs. God will be happy, and so will I." 
  "Y'all aren't going to sing any more, are you?" Manning asked. 
  "I thought you liked to sing, Roger?" Sheri asked. 
  "Yeah, I do. Songs I've heard of, but not those things you were singing earlier," he argued. 
  "Oh, the old television theme songs," Sheri giggled. "My mother used to sing them all the time, and now I find out that Evelyn knows them too!" 
  "Tomorrow, there'll be another sign in the bio-dome," Cooper grunted. 
  "And just what sign are you going to put up, Major?" Colonel Peterson asked. 
  "No singing allowed!" he snapped. 
  "Then we just won't come into your stupid old bio-dome," the commander told him. 
  "What if you want another shower?" Cooper snapped at the colonel. 
  "Say, I've heard you singing in the shower, Cooper," Manning said. 
  "Oh," Sheri laughed. "What was he singing, Roger?" 
  "I closed my ears," he said. "It was nasty!" 
  Groaning, the commander shook her head, "That figures," she said. Sheri just giggled. 
  "That does it!" Cooper said suddenly. "That's the last meat we can get from the bone. 
  "Roger, give me a hand, and we'll drag what's left into the desert for the scavengers. Bring the ATV, while I pile all these scraps onto something we can pull with a chain." 
 When Manning returned with the all terrain vehicle, Cooper had the scraps piled upon a metal slab from one of the bays in the Galileo Two. Using one of the chains from the bio-dome, they tied the slab to the vehicle, and the major jumped into the seat next to the engineer. With the whoop of a rodeo cowboy, Roger put the ATV in gear and they raced off into the desert with the remains of the prehistoric predator. 
  Returning shortly, they were minus the scraps and the slab, having left everything for the scavengers to clean up for them. 
  "Where's my steak?" Cooper asked the ladies. 
  "Whoa," Colonel Peterson began. "You didn't expect us to cook that thing, did you?"  
  "Well, I killed it," he grinned. 
  "You killed it, all right," Sheri agreed. 
  "And you butchered it," Colonel Peterson nodded her head. 
  "I guess you get to cook it, too," Manning grinned. 
  "That ain't fair," Cooper argued. 
  "Sounds fair to me," Colonel Peterson told him. 
  "Me, too," Sheri agreed. 
  "Don't you say a word," Cooper warned the engineer. "Okay," he agreed, "I'll cook the steaks tomorrow!" 
    
  Chapter Fourteen 
  A New Danger Close By 
    
  "Don't forget your vegetables," Colonel Peterson said, as she handed out the MREs containing salads to go with the steaks that Cooper was removing from the temporary grill he'd built over a fire outside the bio-dome. 
  "I suppose that stuff is in the vegetables also, right?" Cooper grunted. 
  "We made sure of it, Major," the commander said, as she grinned at Sheri. 
  "That stuff will ruin a good steak," he told them. “Among other things.” 
  "It certainly smells good," Manning smiled, sniffing of the meat that Cooper had cooked to a dark brown. 
  "I hope it taste as good as it smells," Sheri said, holding her plate out for hers. 
  "I hope your Gorgon steak doesn't make us sick, Major," the commander said. 
  With steaks and MREs passed all around, they set down to sample the local reptile meat. There was silence for several minutes as each one chewed the steak slowly, savoring the odd taste with each bite, hardly touching the green vegetables from the packaged meals from the ready to eat containers. Finally, Cooper said: 
  "You guys know what this taste like?" 
  "Don't you dare say, chicken," Colonel Peterson snapped. 
  Grinning, he said, "No, believe it or not, I once tasted a piece of alligator in Florida, and this meat has that same flavor." 
  "I don't know," Sheri said, "I heard that alligator tasted like chicken."Manning started laughing with his odd cackle again, while the commander gave them both an angry look. 
  "Have you ever eaten rattlesnake, Major?" Colonel Peterson asked. 
  "Actually, yes," he admitted. "During survival training, we had to kill snakes and insects and eat them before the instructors would pass us through the course. However, there isn't enough meat on a rattlesnake to obtain a good taste. How about you, Colonel?" 
  "I went through the same course," she admitted. "I think they were a little harder on women, though." 
  "Remember the grub worms?" Cooper asked. 
  "Grub worms?" Sheri asked. 
  "We had to eat them for their fat content," Colonel Peterson told her. 
  "Please," Manning begged, "not while I'm eating." 
  "Tell me, Roger," Cooper asked, "shouldn't a Godly man like you be strictly a vegetarian?"  
 "Some religions teach that people of their faith should not eat meat," Manning told him. "Fish is usually acceptable, but no red meat at all. Especially ham." 
  "But not your faith?" Sheri asked him. 
  "No," Manning shook his head. "I believe that God purified all foods for our consumption, even this Gorgon the major killed. Why would He put us here, and not allow us to eat the food that is available? If we consider that He provided the Gorgon for us to eat, then we should obey." 
  "He always makes sense, doesn't he?" Cooper asked. 
  After finishing their meal, Cooper said, "I did the cooking, ladies." 
  "Meaning what?" Colonel Peterson looked up at the major with a stern glare.  
  "I'll wash the dishes," Manning told them with a grin. 
  "I think that's only fair," the commander said. 
  "How did we get outnumbered, Roger?" Cooper asked. 
  "A wise man once told me, Cooper," Manning said, "that we'll never understand women."  
  "Yeah," Cooper grinned, "I think I heard that somewhere." 
  That night, as they lay in their cots, Cooper asked out loud, "I wonder how the women are tonight?" 
  "I don't want to think about them," Manning said, turning over and falling asleep almost instantly. 
  "I'd better have a double portion of MREs tomorrow," Cooper grumbled as he also rolled over, and soon began snoring loudly. 
  At breakfast the next morning, Colonel Peterson asked, "How did you boys sleep last night, Major?" 
  "Like a log," Cooper growled. 
  "He thought about you ladies a lot," the engineer said, as a matter-of-fact. 
  "Oh?" Sheri asked. "Was he very restless, Roger?" 
  "Please," Colonel Peterson begged, "I'd rather not hear the details." 
  "Actually, I dreamed about the Dodgers winning the World Series," Cooper told them. "And you girls were selling beer and hot dogs in the stands, wearing miniskirts!" 
  Putting his head between his hands suddenly, Cooper told the engineer, "Roger, bring me two MREs this morning. Ham and eggs, with lots of potatoes!" 
  "What's with the potatoes?" Manning wanted to know. 
  "Don't ask, Roger, just do a dying man a favor, please," Cooper begged. 
  "He's having evil thoughts again, Manning," the commander told him. "Make sure the major takes a cold shower when he returns to the bio-dome this morning." 
  "And don't let him sing that nasty song when he does," Sheri giggled. 
  "Y'all aren't being nice to a dying man," Cooper told them. 
  "Ham and eggs, with lots of potatoes!" Manning said, returning as quickly as he could with the prepared MREs. 
  "Just in time," Cooper said. "You're an angel, Roger." 
  "We are Saints, actually," Cooper," Manning corrected. "Angels are beings that God uses as His messengers." 
  "I think I already knew that, Roger," Cooper told him. "It was just a silly phrase." 
  After their meal of MREs, they were disposing of the containers the meals had come in, when Sheri raised her bare leg and asked, "Evelyn, how does my wound look this morning?" 
  "Why, Sheri, I think it's healing absolutely perfectly," the commander said. "I did get all the mud off my thigh, didn't I?" Evelyn continued, as she raised her own bare leg up for inspection.  
  "Oh, hell," Cooper grunted, as he jumped up from the table and rushed from the spaceship.  
 "Where you going, Cooper?" Manning yelled after him. 
  "The showers, Roger," Cooper's voice trailed back. "A cold shower." 
  Both girls were giggling as the engineer departed also.  
    
  "I still don't understand, Cooper," the engineer was saying, as the two men stood some distance from the Galileo Two. 
  Cooper was holding the rifle-like contraption up to his shoulder, trying to sight the barrel on a distant rock in the desert. 
  "Distance isn't a problem with the laser," Manning continued. 
  "No, but accuracy is, Roger. The barrel doesn't seem to be exactly lined up with the shoulder stock or something. I can't aim as correctly, as I would like." 
  "Well, it still doesn't make any sense to me," Roger told him. "All you're going to do is give the target a hot foot. It's not like you really need pin-point accuracy with this thing, especially at long distances." 
  "You're probably right, Roger," Cooper told him. "But with the next model you produce, try to align the stock with the barrel better." 
  "If you say so, Cooper," the engineer said. 
  Cooper pressed the trigger and a laser beam shot from the barrel suddenly, flashing towards the rock some distance from them. The beam struck a long-stemmed plant in the sand several yards from the rock. 
  "See what I mean, Roger," Cooper grunted. "The aim is off by several yards!" 
  "I'll see what I can do, Cooper," Roger told him. "Let me take it back to the lab, and I'll work on it some more." 
  Turning back for the spaceship, Cooper asked, "Notice how we've become acclimated to this heat now, Roger?" 
  "We just tolerate it a little better," Manning told him. "It's still hot enough to boil our brains if we stay out in the sunlight too long." 
  "Always the man of reason, I like that about you, Roger. If you just didn't have such a view about religion," he grinned, "you'd be a perfect friend." 
  "Around here, Cooper," the engineer told him, "it isn't wise to become close friends with any one—but your Maker." 
  "That can't be helped, my friend," Cooper laughed. "We are a small group, and I'm afraid we don't have any choice as to who our friends are, long termed or otherwise." 
  "Y'all better get up here!" Sheri called from the spaceship's portal as they approached the bio- dome. "Colonel Peterson has discovered something you've got to see!" 
  "Now what?" the engineer asked. 
  "What she didn't just discover," Cooper laughed as he slapped his friend on the back, "is that she's a woman, and she has us under her thumb!" 
  "Yeah," Manning agreed, "I figure she already knew that too." 
  As they reached the biologist, Cooper asked, "Did all the MREs spoil or something?"Sheri just giggled, and then followed them to the control room, where they found the commander staring into the view screen. 
  "What's so important, Colonel?" Cooper asked, as Manning carried the laser rifle to his worktable. 
  "Look at this, Major," the commander pointed to smoke rising on the horizon in the screen. 
  "How far away do you think that is?" Cooper asked the colonel. 
  "It appears to be below the horizon," she told him, "so I would judge it's somewhere between five and ten miles away." 
  "I don't see a cone," he shook his head. "Surely it's farther away than that." 
  "It could be volcanic traps," she told him, "with small cones just penetrating the plates." 
 "I would hate to think we're that close to volcanic traps," he told her. "It means this whole area could be sitting on a powder keg." 
  "Maybe," she admitted, "but I'm thinking they're still miles from us if they are traps. It might just be a small volcano that has decided to let loose a little steam." 
  "You're thinking we should check it out, though, right?" he grinned. 
  "The sooner the better," she admitted. "I need to know whether it's volcanic traps, or a single cone, and analyze the danger to us." 
  "I miss satellite technology," he shrugged. 
  Smiling, the commander said, "There goes that lack of adventure again, Major." 
  "Whatever happened to a trip to the drug store, and sharing a malt?" he grinned. "That's what I call an adventure!" 
  "There's no better time to field test the laser rifle than now," the engineer said with a smile.  
  "You're on, Roger, get the ATV, I'll handle the laser," Cooper told him. 
  "Well, I'm going too," the biologist argued. 
  "We're all going this time," the commander growled. 
  As they left the spaceship, Roger asked, "Shouldn't we secure the hatch while we're gone?"  
  "Why?" Cooper asked. "Worried about the neighborhood, Roger?" 
  "No, of course not," the engineer shrugged. "It's just that this is the first time we've all been gone from the Galileo Two at once." 
  "Just close the hatch, Manning," Colonel Peterson suggested. "Nothing will get in.""Yes, ma’am," he agreed, as he closed the hatch behind him. 
  Outside, they waited for the engineer to bring the ATV around."Why aren't we taking both vehicles?" Sheri asked. 
  "Because one smells like dead Gorgon," Cooper told her. "Remember?" 
  "Oh, yeah," she smiled. "I guess the odor might attract a few scavengers at that!" 
  "I just hope Manning knows which one to get," the commander growled. 
  Soon, the all terrain vehicle came spinning around the Galileo Two on two wheels, the engineer yelling like a bronco rider."That's one wild, crazy kid," Cooper laughed. 
  "Well, he'd better not drive like that with me in the back seat," Colonel Peterson snarled. 
  "Look who's talking," Cooper grinned. "I remember the last time I rode with you at the wheel, Colonel. I was lucky to survive that trip!" 
  "I don't remember that," the colonel smiled. 
  "You girls going to sit in back?" Cooper asked. 
  "How else would the sitting arrangement be?" the commander asked. 
  "Well," Cooper grinned, "I could sit in back with the colonel." 
  "You ride up front, Flash, and forget about sitting in back with me!" she snapped. 
  "It was just an idea," he grinned.Sheri giggled, as she laid the metal spear across her lap when she climbed into the back seat with the colonel. Cooper waited until they were seated, and then he climbed into the front with the engineer. 
  "Go west, young man," he smiled. 
  "East," the colonel snapped. 
  "Or east, if you so prefer," Cooper laughed, as he sat the laser rifle next to his right leg. 
  "And he was going to be my copilot all the way to Mars," the commander shrugged. 
  Grinning, Cooper said, "We only had one direction to go then," he pointed with a finger. "Up."  
  "And to think of all those years I spent in training for this mission," Colonel Peterson shrugged. "Major Cooper sums it up in one word, 'Up'!" 
 "Time wasted, Evelyn," Sheri told her. 
  The colonel nodded her head. "Evidently," she said. 
  They did have to travel east, although their path through the swamps was not a direct course. Manning had to skirt several shallow lakes, and detour around fallen trees as well as some that were still standing. However, the biggest obstacle was in crossing the wide river that cut a swath from north to south. Finding a higher level of ground, they were excited to discover a section where the river was a few feet below the level of the ground, and a thick shelf of land stretched to both sides of the fast flowing river banks, allowing them to cross to the far side at that point. Everywhere they looked, a wide variety of herbivores grazed on the grasses and plants in the thick jungle around the wetlands. To the trained eye of the biologist, Sheri counted a larger ratio of plant eaters to that of the predators 
  "Why were the animals so damn ugly in the beginning?" Cooper asked no one in particular.  
  "To God, all creatures have some beauty," Manning told him. 
  "You've got to be kidding," Cooper snarled. 
  "Even the dinosaurs will have beauty in the eyes of God," the engineer continued. 
  "Then why did He kill them off?" Sheri asked. 
  "All things have their season, ma'am," he told her. 
  "Even man?" Colonel Peterson asked from the back seat. 
  "We are His greatest creation," Manning told her. "He will always save a remnant from extinction." 
  "Say, that makes sense," Sheri said. "Maybe mankind was on the brink of extinction when we departed Earth, and we are God's remnant." 
  "From my perspective," the commander said, "His remnant isn't doing so good." 
  "I guess you're right," Sheri admitted. We started out with seven, and look at us now.” 
  "Hey, let's don't give up on us too soon," Cooper laughed. 
  "Whew! Do you guys smell that?" Sheri asked. 
  "Satan has come down to Earth," Manning grumbled.”He has fallen.” 
  "Sulfur," Cooper corrected. 
  "Volcano," Colonel Peterson corrected them.Sure enough, they could now see a cone rising into the sky from the jungle treetops, and smoke spewed from the apex. Every now and then they could even feel small earth tremors from the activity deep within the ground. 
  Coming out of the thick tree line, they could now see the volcanic mountain still at a great distance, and were amazed to see that it was only about the height of a typical Arizona mesa. 
  "Well, it is not volcanic traps," Colonel Peterson said with a sigh. 
  "Just a small volcano," Cooper agreed. 
  "And very young," the commander agreed. "But it could still be dangerous." 
  "Do you think it's getting ready to erupt, Colonel?" Sheri asked. 
  "I don't think so," the commander told them. "Like the major said, it's just letting off a little steam for now. But you can never tell about a volcano!"Just as she said that, the ground shook violently, and the volcano blew a giant cloud of ash skyward! 
    
  Chapter Fifteen 
  Creatures of the Night 
    
  "Get out of here, Roger," Cooper yelled, as everyone ducked down low in anticipation of complete destruction coming from the volcano. 
  The all terrain vehicle slid and skidded as the engineer whipped it about and stomped on the accelerator. When the tires finally gripped the ground, they shot off like a rocket towards the margin of the trees again. Colonel Peterson, looking back at the volcano cone, laughed softly, then said: 
 "I think you can slow down again, Manning, the volcano was just getting rid of some heat and ash. We're safe enough for now." 
  "It didn't do my heart any good," Cooper growled. 
  "Mine, either," the engineer said, as he slowed the ATV again. 
  "That was fun," Sheri told them. 
  "Do you wanna go back?" Manning asked, starting to turn the vehicle. 
  "No, she doesn't!" Colonel Peterson told them. 
  "I don't need to see it close up again, either," Cooper admitted. 
  "Let's go home," the commander said. 
  "Home," Sheri shrugged. "How strange, to think of the Galileo Two as home," the biologist sighed. 
  "It's all we have now," the commander told her. "We might as well make the best of it."They almost missed the land bridge on the return, as Manning went too far and passed the crossing, and then had to return along the riverbank until they found the naturally formed bridge and crossed back over. A Dimetrodon swam below them as the ATV thundered over the rushing water. It gave them a glancing glare, and then continued on its search for food, finally wading into the deep mud on the far side before disappearing into deep brush along the bank. 
  Watching a giant Gorgon moving among a herd of mammalians, they expected the fierce predator to attack one of the cows at any minute, but it must have fed only recently, for it never bothered the plant eaters. A family of Seymouria young frolicked in the mud with giant worms, until a menacing crocomander dove into the mix and came up with one of the small reptiles in its jaws. 
  Striking the desert without incident, the engineer shrugged, as he said, "Sorry you weren't able to test the laser gun today, Cooper." 
  "I guess it's best that we don't have to use it," Cooper told him. "No sense in firing at something just for the fun of it, I don't think. There'll always be a next time, though, you can count on it." 
  By the time they arrived back at the spaceship, it was getting late, so they prepared MREs and ate the packaged meals instead of cooking more steaks. But afterwards, they went outside, and sat at the old fireplace from the previous night's cookout. With the sun setting, they could now see the sky over the area of the active volcano, and marveled at the red glow in the sky from the mild eruptions. Every so often, they could actually see the flash of fire within the rising cloud of smoke as the huge steam billowed into the sky. 
  Sheri suddenly laughed softly, and they looked at the biologist curiously, as she said, "Remember how frightened we were today when the volcano blew that cloud of smoke right in front of us?" 
  "How could we forget that, Sheri?" the commander asked. 
  "As horrible as that seemed at the moment, the eruption tonight, as seen from here, looks absolutely beautiful." 
  "There's no denying that, Sheri," Cooper told her. "But it might be a different story if we were closer to it." 
  "Sheri's right, though," the commander said. "It's strange how something so frightening can also be so beautiful, depending on where you are sitting at the moment. I saw scenes similar to this in the war, but there was never anything beautiful about that." 
  "Yeah," Cooper said, "we couldn't get near the cities that had been devastated by nukes, as the radiation was too hot. But I flew over many cities that had been wasted by conventional bombs, and I've seen them burning at night after we strafed them with heavy artillery. But I still have nightmares when I dream about the people I saw on fire, and smelling their burning flesh." 
  "I could never understand the war," Manning said. "Nor why humans wanted to hurt other humans like that!" 
 "There's nothing new under the sun, Manning," Colonel Peterson told him. "From the time of the first humans, there have been conflicts." 
  "You're right, ma'am," he agreed. "It began with Cain and Abel." 
  "Or any two people put together," the commander said. "Eventually, they are going to disagree on something, and one will kill the other. That's the way of humans!" 
  "But it doesn't have to be, Colonel," he told her. "People can learn to get along with each other. They just need to have love in their heart." 
  "That's what I've been trying to tell the colonel," Cooper laughed. 
  "Oh, shut up, Major," the commander ordered. "And eat your MREs!" 
  "And that's what she keeps telling you," Manning cackled out with his silly laughter again.  
  "Roger, I swear, I'm going to feed you and that laugh to the next Gorgon I run across," Cooper threatened. 
  "Be careful what you threaten, Cooper," Manning told him. "In this place, it could come true."  
  "You're right, Roger, and I'm..." 
  "What was that?" Sheri asked suddenly."What was what?" Colonel Peterson asked, as she looked around apprehensively. 
  "I don't know, I thought I saw something at the edge of the lighting, but I may have been mistaken," the biologist said. 
  "Well, there's no sense taking any chances," Cooper told them. "Ladies, it's time you went home. Come on, Roger, let's escort our dates to their door." 
  "I left the laser gun in the ship," the engineer said, disgustedly. 
  "That's okay, Roger," Colonel Peterson told him. "Alley Oop has his trusty spear with him!"  
  "One spear," Cooper moaned. "Let's just hope there's only one Gorgon."At the door to the Galileo Two, Cooper grinned, and asked, "Don't we get a goodnight kiss after our date?" 
  "Take a cold shower," the commander grinned. "But be careful going home, Major, it's dark out there!" 
  "Thanks," he grinned. 
  On the way back to the bio-dome, Manning asked, "Do you think she really saw something, Cooper?" 
  "Yeah, she saw something, Roger. I saw it too. Several of them were out there in the darkness, just watching us." 
  "Could you tell what they were?" Manning asked. 
  "Darwis, I think," he told him. 
  "Then, they've found us," Manning said. 
  "It looks like it, pal," Cooper said. "We'll have to be more alert from here on out. And I think we'd better start carrying the laser gun whenever we're outside at night." 
  "I'll start working on another model of the gun tomorrow," Manning told him.  
  "That would be a good idea, Roger," he told him. "The sooner, the better." 
    
  "How were your dreams last night, Coop?" Sheri asked with a grin. 
  "I dreamed about those damn Gorgons," he groaned. "They were after Roger and me." 
  "Any of 'em have long, sexy legs like Evelyn's?" she continued. 
  "Nah, those dang MREs have kicked in again," he told her. "The colonel missed her chance last night." 
  "Missed my chance for what?" the commander asked, as she came into the room. 
  Laughing, Sheri walked away after winking at the major. 
  "We were just talking about long, sexy legs and MREs," she grinned. 
  "There's nothing funny about it," Cooper argued. 
 "What, long, sexy legs?" Colonel Peterson asked with a smile. 
  "I'm going to help Roger," Cooper told them. "At least he won't tease me about MREs."  
  "NASA knew what they were doing when they supplied us with five years of them," the commander told him. "We should be thankful for their thoughtfulness." 
  "Roger, how can I help you today?" he groaned. 
  "I don't know what's wrong with him," the commander shrugged as Cooper walked hurriedly away. 
  Sheri giggled some more. 
  The engineer completed the second laser rifle that day with Cooper's help, and the new model had a better alignment between barrel and stock."This one should aim more efficiently," Manning told him, as he handed the lightweight weapon over. 
  "Good," Cooper told him. "With two of these, we will be a little better armed when we go into the swamps tomorrow." 
  "Are we going back in?" the engineer asked, curiously. 
  "Yes," Cooper told him, "Sheri wants to get those specimens this time. Scientists like to study things," he grinned. 
  Nodding his head, the engineer said, "So I've noticed, Cooper. But this classroom is dangerous. Seems to me, she'd want to study things from a distance." 
  "That's why she has us, pal, for protection," Cooper slapped the engineer on the back. 
  "I don't know that we've been much help so far," Manning told him. 
  "Yeah," Cooper agreed, I suppose you're right, Roger. Anyway, we'd better close the shop down for the night. I think the girls are getting ready for bed, and we're in their way!" 
  Climbing down the ladder from the hatch, they caught a glimpse of several animals moving into the darker shadows below. "Better keep your finger on the trigger, Roger," Cooper said as they descended the ladder. 
  "You do the same, Coop," the engineer told him. Nothing molested them, though, as they made their way back to the bio-dome. But they knew something was watching them in the night. 
    
  "Catch that big one over there, Roger," Sheri yelled at the engineer who was helping her gather amphibians the next day.Cooper and the colonel were standing near the ATV with the laser rifles, alert to any possible danger from the larger predators as their teammates wallowed in the mud with the frogs and tadpoles. 
  "You missed it," the biologist complained as Manning let the slippery creature get away. 
  "I couldn't hold it," he complained. 
  When one of the crocomanders wandered too close to their team mates, Cooper aimed the laser rifle and pressed the trigger, and was rewarded when the laser beamed the reptile across the snout, causing the creature to slither away into deeper water.  
  "You did that on purpose," the commander argued. 
  "I just wanted to see what it would do," Cooper argued. "I didn't hurt the thing, just shooed it away. I can't wait to try it on one of those big Gorgons!" 
  Several of the fin-tailed Dimetrodon were feeding off the fish in the shallow lake near the mud hole the biologist was forcing the engineer to wade in, but they didn't appear to be concerned with the humans. They didn't see any Gorgons in the area, but had no doubt that some were not far from the area. 
  "There were Darwis around the Galileo Two again last night," Cooper told the colonel. "They didn't come close, but we knew they were there, just out of our sight in the darkness." 
  "I wonder why they are hanging around the camp?" Colonel Peterson asked. 
  "Maybe they're just curious," he said. "There's no way of telling what those creatures are thinking." 
 “I can’t believe they were actually thinking,” Colonel Peterson said. “Creatures like that aren’t capable of intelligent thought.” 
  A splash and a yell drew their attention back to the mud puddle, where they saw poor Manning neck deep in the gunk. 
  "I'll never get this muck off me," he was yelling at the biologist. 
  "Sure you will," Sheri told him. "During your regular Saturday night bath!" 
  "Gosh, is it that time again?" Cooper laughed at Manning's expense. "You only had a bath a week ago!" 
  "I wouldn't draw attention to myself, if I were you, Major," the commander said. "Sheri is determined to get her specimens today, and if Manning quits, you go in the mud next!" 
  "Watch this," he grinned, as he aimed the rifle at a large reptile near the biologist. Pressing the trigger, the beam jolted the creature and it leaped straight at the girl, causing her to tumble into the muck herself."Oh, what a pity," Cooper laughed. "Looks like you might as well help Roger, Sheri. No need in the rest of us getting muddy." 
  "You did that on purpose, Coop," Sheri accused the major. "I'll get even with you for this!"  
  "What can she do to me?" Cooper asked the commander. "I'm stranded two hundred and fifty million years in the past, sharing the world with the god-awfulness’ ugly creatures that's ever been on this planet. How could she make it any worse?" 
  "I’m thinking she could make you eat more MREs," Colonel Peterson grinned. 
  "Now, that hurt!" he groaned. 
  "Why don't you quit for the day, Sheri?" the commander called to the biologist. "You should have enough specimens by now." 
  "Okay," the girl said. "Come on, Roger, let's go to shore and clean up." 
  "I'm soaked, and I'm muddy," he said. "All I want to do is get back to the bio-dome and take a shower. This gook stinks!" 
  "Well, you two ride in the back seat," Cooper told them. "Unless you prefer to take a quick bath in that lake over there!" 
  Seeing all the Dimetrodon feasting off the fish in the lake, the two answered in unison: "No, thanks!" 
  "Then hop in," Cooper offered, indicating the back seat. "But hold on, the colonel is driving!"  
  "And just what do you mean by that, Major?" Colonel Peterson asked angrily, as she threw the vehicle in gear. 
  The force of the g's slammed everyone hard into the seats! Automatically, they grabbed for support to hold on, it was going to be a fast and bumpy ride. 
  Back at the camp, the colonel stopped the ATV at the front of the bio-dome and let her passengers out. 
  Cooper set the laser rifle on the hood, leaving the spear in the seat as he helped Manning and the biologist from the back seat. He grabbed the laser gun just as Colonel Peterson pulled away. Remembering the spear, he called after her: 
  "Bring the spear with you when you come back, Colonel." He wasn't sure if she heard him or not. 
  "Roger, you can wash the mud off first," the biologist told him. "Coop and I will wait out here until you're finished, then it'll be my turn!" 
  "Yes, ma'am," Manning said, as he disappeared into the bio-dome. 
  "What are you going to do with those things?" Cooper asked Sheri, pointing to the bag of amphibians she had captured in the swamp mud. 
  "Cut 'em open, probably," she smiled through caked mud on her face. "See if they have all the regular body parts we're familiar with in our own time." 
 "I can't imagine them otherwise," he told her. 
  "We'll just have to wait and see," she suggested. "But I'm sure you're right."Involved in their conversation, neither heard the soft, slithering sounds of three-toed feet advancing from the side of the bio-dome. It was still daylight, and they weren't really concerned with creatures of the night being near their camp. They were taken completely by surprise when two man-like lizards rushed them on two back legs, long tongues flicking from ugly snouts, their front legs reaching out like human arms to grab prey. The first creature struck Cooper with its upper appendixes, just barely missing his shoulder with snapping jaws full of teeth. 
  Sheri wasn't as lucky. The second Darwi was on top of her before she knew it was there, and sharp teeth sunk deep into her throat as it shook her like a rag doll. A soft cry broke from her lips before she mercifully lost consciousness. 
  Cooper wrestled with the first monster, holding its terrible jaws away from his own throat, as it ripped his arms and chest with sharp claws. Finally, with blood flowing from several deep cuts, he was able to straddle the creature, and with all of his strength forced the reptile's mouth apart until it snapped. Still alive, the Darwi withdrew, unable to continue the attack. Finding the laser rifle, Cooper fired it at the monster trying to escape with the biologist. The weapon did little damage, but it finally dropped the girl and ran off into the desert behind its wounded mate. 
  Adam Cooper rushed to Sheri's side, but saw that it was already too late, her jugular had been severed, and she had lost too much blood. The little biologist was dead. He picked her up and was carrying her towards the bio-dome when Manning came out. They heard a scream, and turned to see Colonel Peterson running towards them! 
    
  Chapter Sixteen 
  Now We're Three 
    
  "Is she—?" Colonel Peterson asked, solemnly as she stood beside Cooper. 
  Nodding his head, Cooper said, "Now we're three. This violent world is picking us off one at a time, Colonel, and there's not a damn thing we can do about it!" 
  "Have faith," Manning said. "I can't believe that God doesn't have a purpose for us." 
  "God..." Colonel Peterson began, but Cooper caught her eye and shook his head, and she didn't finish whatever it was she was about to say. 
  "I think I made a mistake with all the other burials, Colonel," Cooper said. "I didn't make everyone come with me when I dug the graves. From now on, I think all of us should witness the burial, maybe that will leave a vivid impression on all of our minds that we must stay alert. 
  "Get the shovel, Roger, and join us around back. Come on, Colonel, and bring the weapons, just in case they're needed again!" 
  After the grave was covered with dirt, Colonel Peterson told them, "I can't be alone in the ship now. Either I will have to move my things in with you guys, or y'all move back into the ship. We need to be together now, not separated." 
  "We can try the ship first," Cooper told her. "If we decide to move back into the bio-dome later, we can. Roger and I will use Sheri and Doctor Terrill's bunks. We can set up a partition for privacy." 
  "What did you do with the amphibians that Sheri captured today?" Colonel Peterson asked. 
  "I released them into the desert," he told her. "The last I saw of them, they were making a direct course for the swamps." 
  "Take a lesson from that, Cooper," Manning told him. "Nature will always survive. If the reptiles can, then we will too!" 
  "There's three of us, now, Roger," Cooper argued. "Let's not allow this world to take any more of us!" 
 Hanging his head, Cooper said, "I'll miss her giggles," sadness in his voice for their loss. 
  "She kept us sane, I think," the colonel said. "Always ready with a joke." 
  "She could sing pretty good, too," Roger said. 
  "If either of you start singing, so help me, I'm moving back to the bio-dome," Cooper told them. 
  "Spoil sport," Colonel Peterson grinned. "When we get on board the ship," she continued, "let me tend to those cuts, Major. They look pretty deep."  
  “Will it hurt?" he grinned. 
  "As much as I can make it hurt," she told him. 
  "I was afraid of that," he grimaced. 
  At the entrance to the Galileo Two, Cooper turned and looked back at the approaching darkness gathering around the camp. Raising the laser rifle, he pressed the trigger and cut a swath through the outer darkness with the beam. Then he turned back and entered the ship to see Manning and the colonel staring at him. 
  "What was that for?" the colonel asked. 
  "Just in case," he said. "Actually, I was hoping there was something out there in the darkness. I wanted to light a fire under it, if it was." 
  "We'll be in trouble if you lose it, Major," she told him. "So keep your mind clear. I want Flash Gordon able to respond in an emergency." 
  "Speaking of Flash, ma'am," he grinned, "you forgot to bring Alley Oop's spear from the ATV when you parked it." 
  "We can retrieve it tomorrow," she told him. "Right now, I want to look at those cuts, so remove your shirt!" 
  "Well, that's a switch," he laughed, as he began removing his shirt. 
  The colonel had a bottle with a clear liquid, and a cloth, which she dabbed with the contents, and Cooper held his nose with one hand. 
  "What is that stuff?" he asked. 
  "Alcohol," she told him. "I found it in Doctor Terrill's medicine cabinet. It may not be as pleasant as the stuff they used on us in the war, but it's great for killing germs." 
  Slapping the cloth over his cuts, she cleaned them thoroughly with the alcohol, bringing a gasp of pain from the macho major. 
  "This hurts me worse than it does you," she smiled. 
  "That'll be the day," he snarled. 
  The next morning, he was delirious and running a high fever. Colonel Peterson sat by his bedside with a pan of water and a stack of towels, trying to keep the fever under control. Manning busied himself around the ship and on the grounds while Cooper lay in a semi coma. Every now and then the engineer would enter the room to ask the commander a question, which she hardly noticed, and then leave again. For a week his mumblings were incoherent, but finally a word or two made some sense, and she would smile at some little joke only she understood. 
  Finally, on the seventh day, when the engineer entered the room, she told him, "The major is going to make it, Manning." 
  "I know," he told her. "I've been praying for him." 
  She wanted to say something about his foolishness, but instead just laughed and nodded her head, "That's good, Manning," she told him. "I'm glad." 
  "Why don't you take a break, ma'am," he told her. "You've been sitting with him for a week now. You should get some rest." 
  "Maybe you're right, Manning," she said, as she stood up. "I think I will lie down for a while, but you'll let me know if there is any change, won't you?" 
 "Yes, ma'am," he assured her. 
  Colonel Peterson slept for ten hours, and when she awoke, she rushed into the major's room, to find Cooper and Manning laughing about something. 
  "Well, I'm glad to see that you're feeling better, Major," she told him. 
  "Thanks," Cooper said. "When I awoke just now, I was so darned weak and hungry, the first thing I asked for was a package of MREs. For some reason, it started Roger to laughing, and I guess his jocularity carried over to me. 
  "Say, how long have I been in this darn bed, anyway?" he asked. "I feel like I've got bed sores."  
  "A week," Manning told him. 
  "Have you been sitting up with me for a week, Roger?" he asked. 
  "Yes, he has," said Colonel Peterson. "I've just been checking on you every so often." 
  "Well, if someone will help me out of this bed, I'll go get those MREs myself," he suggested. 
  "You'll do no such thing," the colonel argued. "You stay where you are, I'll get them for you. Roger, help him set up in bed while I'm gone." 
  "Yes, ma'am," he said. 
  "Roger, my fever isn't the only thing that broke," he said. "Why don't you help me into the bathroom while she's gone?" 
  When the colonel returned with the MREs, Cooper was sitting up in bed, a tray across his stomach that Manning had brought from the Doctor's lab, which would work as a table for his food. 
  "What's been going on while I was out of it?" Cooper asked, as he ate his first meal in a week. 
  "I took some lighting systems and cameras from the bays, and put them around the Galileo Two and bio-dome, and run wires to a circuit in the ship's system," the engineer said. "I think we have a lighting system that will illuminate the area around the camp at night. And with the cameras, we'll be able to see anything moving out there. It will also help when two of us are working outside. The third person can watch the cameras from in here, and warn us if anything approaches." 
  "Roger, you did all of that, and sat with me, too?" Cooper asked, incredulously. 
  "No," Roger began, "the colonel—" 
  "The colonel thinks that's a good plan, Manning," Colonel Peterson stopped him. "But I don't think the major will be up to going outside for a few more days yet." 
  "I'll lose my bronze tan if I stay cooped up in here much longer," he argued. 
  "Doctor's orders, Major," she said. "And today, I'm your doctor! Besides, much more tan and you’ll be as black as me." 
  “But not as beautiful,” he grinned. 
  It took Cooper several more days before he was able to move around on his own, and he was angry at the delay. He was anxious to be doing something again, and he didn't care what. 
  "How are the plants in the bio-dome, Roger?" he asked. 
  "They're growing faster, and larger than anything we expected," the engineer told him. "Cornstalks are reaching for the roof, seven and eight foot high, and the ears are long, beautiful and yellow. No bugs to ruin them, or bad weather to stunt their growth. 
  "Tomatoes as big around as a softball, soft and juicy. Squash, okra, beans. Anything will grow in there, Cooper, I swear!" he said. "This world is young, and the soil is so full of nutrients, it's just begging for seeds." 
  "When I'm well enough, I want a tomato with my next steak," Cooper told him. "And corn on the cob, my man!" 
 "How about the squash and okra?" Manning asked with a grin. 
  "As long as they ain't treated with you-know-what, Roger, I'll eat anything from your garden," he said. 
  "I'll see what I can do about that, Cooper," Manning promised. 
  For the next several days they did eat more steaks from the butchered Gorgon, as Colonel Peterson felt that the meat and fresh vegetables would build Cooper's strength back up faster than the MREs. Manning did the honor of cooking, and the colonel gathered the tomatoes, squash and okra from the garden, while Cooper stretched out on a blanket under the hot sun. 
  "I wouldn't stay out there too long without your shirt, Major," the colonel told him. "That sun is liable to peel your skin off instead of tanning it nice like mine." 
  Flexing his muscles, he grinned, "It is reviving me, colonel, and filling me with an energy I haven't felt in weeks!" 
  "Well, don't complain if it burns you," she said. "We don't have any ointment to put on a sunburn." 
  "I guess you're right," he grinned, standing up. "I'll move into the shade for a while. Like I was telling Roger some time back, we're becoming acclimated to the heat. I'm starting to enjoy the hot days!" 
  "That could be dangerous," she intoned. "Even if we don't notice the heat any more, it can still do us harm." 
  "I'll reserve a moonlit night for our next dance, then," he smiled. 
  "Oh, and I was planning on singing that night," she said. "I guess you'll have to ask someone else for that dance." 
  They still ate plenty of MREs, and they knew the meat from the Gorgon would be gone before long. Unless they harvested another reptile soon, they would be eating MREs permanently. Cooper was anxious to go hunting again, but he wasn't sure he had recovered sufficiently as yet. And killing one of the monsters Gorgons with a spear could be tricky. 
  Manning was working on the original plans for the laser rifles, hoping to produce a smaller but more powerful weapon. The longer it took Cooper to recover his full strength the engineer could spend that much more time working on the problem. The initial design of the rifle helped advance the second model, which Manning was able to build into a smaller piece of equipment. But the result was still a gun larger than a pistol, even if it did have a more destructive ray. How effective it would be against the monsters of the Permian would have to wait for a practical demonstration. With these in place, the engineer went about designing a new holster for the guns. Since they were too big and clumsy to actually fit inside a holster, he created a system to attach weapons to the hip with a Velcro fastener attached to a leatherback that fitted to a belt. This makeshift contraption seemed to work well enough to secure them to the wearer's side. 
  Strapping one of the new models to his waist, the engineer found Colonel Peterson, and told her, "I'm going outside to test this new piece of equipment. I'll be back soon." 
  "Stay close, Manning," she told him. "I'll keep watch on the grounds while you're outside, just to be safe. But you be alert to your surrounding always." 
  "As you wish," he said. “There isn’t much to distract me out there. 
  "Where's Cooper?" he asked. 
  "Resting," she told him. "He's still a little weak. Do you want me to wake him?" 
  "No, no," he told her. "I'll be okay. I just wanted him to watch the experiment." 
  "We'll tell him about it when he wakes up," she said.Nodding his head, the engineer went out the hatch and descended the ladder to the ground, making sure the holster held the weapon in place. Once on the ground, he looked for a possible target, and spying a desert bush some sixty feet from camp, he pulled the new gun from his side, aimed and fired a beam of light. The bush disintegrated before his eyes. 
 "Wow," he whispered softly. "It's more powerful than I thought!" 
  "What was that?" came a voice from a speaker mounted nearby that he had set up with the camera system.He held the new gun up for the colonel to see through the view screen, and then gave a thumb's up signal, showing that the experiment was a success.  
  "That’s nice," was all that the commander said. 
  Turning back around, the engineer began looking for another target to his front, but suddenly heard the colonel shout a warning: 
  "Roger, there's one of those big reptiles coming around the side of the ship. You might give it one of those hot shots you just gave the bush." 
  Manning, seeing the giant Gorgon approaching, instead of firing, backed up to the ladder, and quickly climbed up to the hatch, out of danger from the beast. 
  "Why didn't you shoot it?" the commander asked with a growl. 
  "I couldn't kill it, Colonel," he admitted. "It's one of God's creatures. With safety a few feet away, there really weren’t any need, anyway." 
  "Next time, leave one of those ray guns with me, and I'll kill the monsters if you won't," she told him. 
  "Yes, ma'am," he agreed. 
  "What's all the yelling about?" Cooper asked from the bedroom door, as he peaked out. "Manning just let a Gorgon walk up and kiss him," the commander snarled. 
  "How was it?" he grinned. 
  "How was what?" Colonel Peterson asked. 
  "The kiss. How was the kiss, Roger?" 
  "Ah, it didn't really kiss me, Cooper," he cackled out. 
  "He came back into the ship instead of shooting it," the colonel said. 
  "Good idea, if you ask me," Cooper said. "What would he have shot it with, anyway?" 
  "That thing on his leg," she pointed. "I think it might have killed that monster!" 
  "Is that your new model, Roger?" Cooper asked. "How did it perform?" 
  "I aimed it at a bush in the desert," he said. "And poof! The bush is gone!""What will it do on the lizards?" he asked. 
  "I don't know," the engineer told him. "We'll have to wait and see." 
  "Next time wake me up, and I'll assist you in the experiment," Cooper told him. “Heck, I want to try it out myself.” 
  "It sounds like the major is feeling better, Manning," the colonel said. "If I'd known he was going to be so grouchy, I would have waken him before you left the ship."  
  "Yep, now we're three!" Major Cooper grinned. 
    
  Chapter Seventeen 
  Electric Solution 
    
  "I am better, though," he told them later. "I think I'll be able to carry my load from here on. Just tell me when something is up, and I'll help."  
  "The new models were an unknown quantity, Cooper, and I just wanted to test it before we took them into the swamps. I figured it would be safe enough during daylight, so went outside. After all, the colonel was watching from the control room. I was completely safe." 
  "He had a chance to shoot a Gorgon," the colonel said, "and didn't." 
  Cooper gave the engineer a quizzical look, and then nodded his head. "Something to do with that God of yours, right?" 
  "I can't kill one of God's creatures," he said. 
  "I thought as much," Cooper nodded. "Next time, let me. That's probably why your God brought me along. To do the dirty work." 
 "And all this time, I thought it was to be a thorn in my side," the colonel broke in. 
  “Well, there is that," he grinned. 
  "It looks like the Gorgon is leaving," Colonel Peterson said, still watching its movements in the view screen. 
  "The cameras were definitely a good idea, Roger," Cooper told the engineer. "From now on, when one of us is outside, someone should be monitoring the screens for unwanted visitors like that monster that just dropped by." 
  "And no more dancing in the moonlight," the colonel grinned. "If there is any cooking done outside, we come back in to eat. That way, someone can watch the grounds from in here at all times." 
  Nodding, Cooper said, "We'll win this war yet, Colonel." If the reptiles are going to survive, they’ll have to become our pets.” 
  “Meow,” the colonel purred. 
  "It's not really us versus them, Cooper," the engineer said. "These creatures are just killing to eat. They're predators, but they're also God's creations." 
  "And we're the prey, Roger, don't ever forget that," the commander told him. 
  "Think about it, Roger," Cooper said. "If your God did put us here, He must have had a purpose. If so, then we have to survive to find out what that purpose is." 
  "I agree," the engineer said. "But I still can't kill one of them to save our lives. It is a paradox, and one that I must deal with, alone." 
  "Well, I wouldn't be able to live with my conscience, Roger, if I let one of you die without trying to stop one of those monsters from killing you," Cooper told him. "There is no paradox for me, you must live, and God's monsters must die. End of discussion!" 
  The larger reptiles were wandering farther from the swamps all the time now, and many days were spent inside the ship while mammalian predators searched for them on the grounds. Their scent must have drawn the creatures closer, or the decaying flesh in the graves was emitting an odor that the monsters could detect above ground. However, the bodies must have been deep enough below the surface to confuse them, for the beasts did not dig for the rotting carcasses. 
  The smaller frogs and amphibians kept to the watery swamps in the forests, feeding off the numerous insects that also selected the grasses around the mud pools near the shallow lakes and riverbank. The herbivores remained near the brush as well, and the predators eventually returned to feast on prey they could find above ground. Creatures like the crocomanders and Dimetrodon seldom wandered far from the swamps, only occasionally leaving the water for a morsel near their waterbeds. 
  Clouds came over the area several nights in a row, bringing a lot of rain to drench the desert, but there were no more hurricanes with howling winds. The earth shook occasionally from the rumblings of the volcano to their east, and plumes of ash billowed from the cone nightly, but there were no more violent eruptions, giving the survivors of the Galileo Two a false security. For this was a violent world, which could erupt into deadly danger from one breathe to the next. 
  "I need to go outside," Cooper finally said. "I can't be cooped up in here much longer. I'll go stir crazy soon." 
  "There's no way we can stop them from wandering over here," Colonel Peterson told him. "Our odor must be drawing them from the swamps." 
  "Given time," the engineer said, "we could build a wall around the compound. That would be sufficient to keep them out." 
  Nodding his head, Cooper muttered, "Time may be something we have plenty of, Roger. But I'm not sure I want to spend the rest of my life erecting a damn wall around this place. Besides, we'd still be prisoners in this place. No, we need to take charge, show these damn lizards we're the boss around here." 
 "That's telling him, Flash!" the colonel said. 
  "Roger knows what I mean, Colonel," Cooper told her. "He's said it himself, his God sent us here for a purpose. Well, if that's the case, then we have to be the ones to run things. The lizards sure as hell can't!" 
  "Then we'll have to find a way of teaching them to fear us," the commander said. 
  "Yeah," Cooper agreed. "But how will we do that? Their brains appear too simple yet to feel any kind of emotion, fear or anything else." 
  "Have we forgotten the hotfoot application?" Manning asked from the sidelines. 
  "The hotfoot?" Cooper and the commander both asked at once. 
  "We can use the rifles," the engineer suggested, "and start blasting them whenever they get close to our camp. They will learn through instinct, and instinct can be taught through repetition. Thus, the hotfoot every time they come near us." 
  "And that's why God sent us Manning," Cooper laughed. "Roger, you're a genius, my friend."  
  "I'm glad someone has a head on their shoulders," Colonel Peterson grinned. 
  "I still won't kill them," the engineer argued. 
  For the next week, they took target practice from the hatch, firing lasers at the creatures that came within range of the portal. They aimed at the snouts, but the weapons were not accurate, and their beams often went wide of the mark. But the heat from the beams was enough to discourage the monsters from sticking around for long. Unfortunately, instinct was slow in kicking in. The monsters never stayed away for long. 
  "At this rate," Cooper growled one day, "we'll run out of patience long before we run out of those damn lizards!" 
  Once, when Manning was firing at a group of gorgons in the compound, the ray must have angered one of the creatures and it turned on the monster next to it and attacked with its long tusks. When the fierce fight was over, one of the predators was dead, and its companions commenced feeding off its carcass. 
  "Well, you've done it now, Roger," Cooper laughed. "You had a hand in killing that beast, you know?" 
  "I didn't mean to," the engineer grunted. 
  Laughing, Cooper slapped him on the back. "It was just one of those things, Roger. Something that might have happened whether you shot it or not." 
  After two weeks of the hotfoot program, they were about ready to give it up as a losing strategy, when the engineer came up with a second solution. 
  "I was reading up on cattle ranches before the war," he told them, "and it seems they had a system that worked to keep cattle within a certain area." 
  "What was this system, Roger," Cooper asked, "besides fences?" 
  "The hotfoot," he grinned. 
  "Manning, you're going stir crazy," the commander told him. "That's what we've been trying the last couple of weeks!" 
  "No, no, this system is different," he told them. "Listen to this: we run a thick cable completely around the compound, stripped of insulation, just high enough from the ground that the reptiles will have to touch it. We hook it up to our electrical system, with just enough power to cause a mild shock, and it'll do more good turning the beasts away from camp than our laser rifles." 
  "Our son may have something there, mother," Cooper grinned at the colonel, and got a scowl back in return. 
  "It's worth a shot," the commander said. "Do you think you can set the system up, Manning?" 
  "With Cooper's help," he said. "He can keep the creatures away from me while I work, and you can monitor the view screen while we're outside, Commander." 
 "Smiling, she said, "Or I could guard you while the major watched television," she suggested. "Yes, ma'am," he said. “That was going to be my next suggestion.” 
  It didn't go as smooth as they hoped. The reptiles made a nuisance of themselves while they were outside running the cable. Colonel Peterson went out with Manning first, just taking one of the rifles, and the heat ray had little effect on any of them for long. Luckily, Cooper could pick the monsters off from the open hatch of the Galileo Two long enough for the team to get back inside safely. 
  "We'll have to pick our times to go outside," the colonel said finally. "We'll wait until most of the monsters are back in the swamps." 
  "And take more firepower with you the next time," Cooper suggested. 
  Nodding her head, the colonel admitted the major was correct. "I should have been better prepared, that's for certain. I will be next time." 
  "We were okay, ma'am," Manning told her. 
  Finding periods when only a few reptiles were around, the engineer was able to run cable for a distance from the ship to the bio-dome, allowing them enough room to move around outside in safety, with both sides of the area protected against intrusion. The naked wire reached far enough on each side of the bio-dome that nothing could sneak up on them. Even if it didn't stop the monsters, the contact would cause sparks and warn them that a predator was near. 
  As soon as the wire had been strung to the poles, the engineer waved towards the Galileo Two, and Cooper, who was watching the view screen at the time, flipped the switch that turned the power on. The outside team then quickly returned to the ship and they waited and watched until evening, when the reptiles began gathering at the edge of the lighting system. They knew it wouldn't be long now. 
  Sure enough, before they had waited more than an hour, they could see activity within the darkness at the edge of camp, and shortly a fierce Gorgon ventured closer, striking the naked wire guarding the grounds. There were geysers of sparks cascading outward from the contact, and the reptilian monster swished backwards instantly, rubbing its injured snout into the sand. Another large creature climbed over the first and rushed for the wire, not understanding that this was what had caused the initial excitement in the first place. 
  When the first reptile approached the wire again, the second monster had made an error in judgment and tried to cross the electrified cable. Another splendid array of red sparks lit up the surrounding night, and the two monsters collided in an angry fit of rage, snapping powerful jaws at each other's long forearms. It quickly became a fierce battle of fang and claw as they fought, thinking the other had caused it the pain the electrical charge had inflicted. Before the fight was over, a dozen more lizard-like Gorgons joined the fray in a primordial orgy of violent death. 
  Three silent spectators observed the battle from the safety of the spaceship's view screen, marveling at the incredible show the night predators were giving them. While in the distance, a young volcano spewed its gaseous clouds of smoke and fire high into the sky, and the ground gently rumbled and quaked, rocking the ship just enough that the occupants could feel a slight vibration. And overhead a meteorite storm swept across the heavens in a dazzling display of an astronomical beauty. 
  "Prehistoric," Cooper inhaled softly. 
  "Mankind has never experienced such primordial beauty as this," Colonel Peterson sighed. 
  "Its ugliness does have a certain beauty," the engineer said. "But it's timeless, actually. Beauty of some kind must exist even in times of war, or great catastrophes on the Earth." 
  "Have you found your answer, then, Roger?" Cooper asked. 
  "Ah, yes," Colonel Peterson said, "Manning's journey to find an answer. I had forgotten that, Major. 
  "Well, have you Manning? Have you found the answer you were seeking when you came on this mission? Have you reasoned how your God could allow such death and sorrow on the Earth?"  
 "Perhaps, Commander," the engineer told her. "Our Lord had to die before His followers understood the real reason for His First Advent. There was pain and suffering then too. I guess there has always been death and suffering among us, and will be until His Second Advent. Maybe that's the answer I needed." 
  "And we can't stop it," Cooper said. 
  "Professor Plymouth, Tony Mercer, Barbara Terrill, or even bright, happy, Sheri Thompson. They died to show us the way, I think," Colonel Peterson said. 
  "Yes," Manning told her. "Our Lord showed us the way once before. This time it was our close companions. If we look at it that way, then they didn't die senselessly." 
  "But for the short time I knew them," Colonel Peterson said, "I think I'll miss them the rest of my life!" 
  "That's the way it should be, Colonel," Cooper told her. I'm certainly starting to believe Roger now, when he says we're here for a purpose. But like Doctor Terrill used to say, 'I sure wish someone would tell me what that purpose is'!" 
  "Look," Manning ejaculated, "they're trying to find another way in!" 
  The creatures were circling the wire now, as if they knew it could harm them, but every so often one would accidentally shove another into the electrical fence, and sparks would fly and monsters would scatter into the darkness again. 
  "They're getting smarter," Cooper reasoned. 
  "Instinct," Colonel Peterson corrected. "Once bitten, twice shy, as the old saying goes." 
  "Well, I'd like to rev up the juice just a little, then they'd know they'd been bitten," Cooper grinned. 
  "This will work, Cooper," the engineer told him. "You can see their reaction to the wire already. 
  A few weeks of this, and they may quit coming around here all together." 
  It was several weeks before they really noticed a difference, but eventually the beasts did quit coming to the ship, except for an occasional straggler. But when they encountered the electrified fence, the monsters quickly departed for the swamps again, leaving the Galileo Two survivors in relative peace. 
  But with the absence of the vicious predators came the frogs and small lizards. 
    
  Chapter Eighteen 
  Plague of Frogs 
    
  "What is that movement on the ground?" Colonel Peterson asked one morning when she started into the view screen. 
  Cooper and Manning rushed to her side, thinking the Gorgons had returned. However, the view screen was unable to show clearly what was moving on the ground far below the cameras, and they had to stare for several minutes before the engineer finally sputtered: 
  "Frogs!" 
  "He's right," Cooper said. "And some kind of small lizards, I think. Maybe those Seymouria things Sheri told us about." 
  "They came in under the cable," the engineer told them. "If we want to stop the smaller reptiles, we'll have to lower the wire, I guess." 
  "My question isn't necessarily 'what are they'," Colonel Peterson said, "rather than 'why' are they here?' Shouldn't they be staying near the swamps?" 
  "Good question," Cooper and the engineer said in unison. 
  "I don't think they would normally migrate away from the swamps," Cooper said. "And there hasn't been enough rainfall lately to attract them this far from the lakes and riverbed." 
  "Then something has driven them from the swamps," Colonel Peterson said with a groan. 
  "That's scary," Cooper admitted. "What could possibly force water dwelling creatures from their natural habitat?" 
  "I think we had better find the answer to that in a hurry," the commander said. 
 "That means another trip into the forest and swamps," Manning told them. 
  "It can't be helped, Roger," Cooper told him. "If there is a danger that might affect us, we need to know about it." 
  As they ventured outside later in the day, Colonel Peterson and Cooper avoided tripping over the reptiles, while observing that the frogs had disappeared under ground, where they would probably remain until the next rainstorm. However, the lizards flitted from one spot to another, always in search of another insect to capture and eat. The larger creatures, like the thick bodied Seymouria, caught and ate the smaller reptiles. 
  When two of the multi-colored lizards started mating, Colonel Peterson blushed, and groaned, "That's gross!" 
  Cooper burst out laughing, "Just nature, Colonel. Without reproduction, life would quickly cease to exist." 
  "Some species shouldn't breed," she said, "majors are one of those species." 
  "Oh," he grinned, "and where would colonels come from, if we didn't?" 
  “That’s an old joke, Major,” she smiled. “But it goes something like this, instead of ‘where do colonels come from’; it is ‘where do corporals and sergeantscome from’?” 
  “Again, I stand corrected by my elders,” he grinned. 
  “Your betters,” she smiled. 
  "Look how their skin is drying up," she changed the subject quickly. 
  "Born of the water, they need the water to survive," Cooper said. "These creatures are going to have to return to the swamps soon, or they'll die out here in the dry heat of the desert." 
  "There's probably moisture underground," Colonel Peterson suggested. "That's why the frogs buried themselves." 
  "These reptiles will likely do the same thing before too long," Cooper said, squinting at the sun. "Or find shade under the sides of the spaceship." 
  "They're survivors," the colonel nodded. "They've probably all ready had a billion years of evolution."  
  "At least from single cell life forms," he admitted. 
  "We'd better check inside the bio-dome while we're outside," she suggested. 
  Nodding his head, they stepped towards the entrance, where he opened the outer door for her. Once inside the colonel opened the second door that let into the garden area, and with a sudden gasp, jumped backwards, where Cooper caught her in his strong arms. 
  Glancing inside, they saw numerous frogs and reptiles that must have tunneled into the garden from below. 
  After several long seconds, the colonel noticed that Cooper was still holding to her tightly, and she gently pulled away. 
  "I'm all right, now, Major," she said. "I just wasn't expecting the bio-dome to be occupied." 
  "Hmm?" he asked. And then, "Oh, sorry, Colonel. I didn't notice the animals inside," he grinned. 
  "I think we'd better go back outside, Major, before Manning becomes worried," she caught her breath slightly. 
  "Or suspicious," he grinned. 
  "That's enough, Major," she ordered. 
  "Yes, ma'am," he saluted. 
  As Major Cooper and the colonel returned to the outside once more, Cooper waved towards the spaceship, and grinned up at one of the cameras. The commander scowled at his action, but didn't reprimand him again. Back inside the Galileo Two, Colonel Peterson told the engineer, "Manning, there are creatures taking over your garden." 
  "I'm not surprised that they found a way inside," he told her. The garden is watered daily, and the moisture in the soil will attract all type of species. For them to survive, we may have to allow a few species of insects inside the bio-dome, though." 
  "None that will destroy the plants, I hope," Cooper told him. 
 "Without Sheri to identify the insect species, I'm afraid we'll just have to take our chances," the engineer told them. 
  "How was it, Cooper?" the engineer asked, suddenly. 
  "How was what?" Colonel Peterson snapped. 
  "How was the air inside the dome?" Manning asked, curiously. 
  Cooper was bent over laughing to hard to answer. 
  "Oh, knock it off, Major!" she ordered. 
  "What is it?" the engineer asked, not understanding. 
  "Huh uh," Cooper laughed, "I'm already in enough trouble. Ask the commander.” 
  "The air was just fine, Manning," she snapped. 
  "Better than fine," Cooper laughed, and then dodged a flying metal weight the commander threw at him. 
  "I wish y'all would let me in on your little secrets," the engineer grumbled. 
  "You shut up, too, Manning," the colonel growled. “There are no secrets!” 
  By nightfall, the reptiles had all disappeared, either finding shelter near the Galileo Two, or returning to the swamps. 
  As the three survivors ate their MREs, they discussed the latest problem, and decided another trip to the forest would soon be necessary if the frogs and lizards returned the next day. 
  The next day the frogs had returned to the compound, and in even greater numbers than before. 
  "Something is happening out there," Colonel Peterson said. 
  "Shall we go into the forest today?" Cooper asked. "That's the only way we'll find out." 
  "The problem has to be in the swamps." Manning," she called, "prepare one of the ATVs, we're going on a trip today!" 
  At first they couldn't see anything wrong in the swamps when they arrived later that afternoon, but then Manning pointed out that the animals appeared to be avoiding the water in the lakes, preferring to remain in the separate pools of mud. Even the Dimetrodon and crocomanders were absent in this particular area. 
  "There!" the engineer pointed out. "The water looks like it's boiling. It's bubbling at any rate. Maybe there are poisonous gasses surfacing from below." 
  Approaching the nearest shallow lake, Cooper cupped his hand to capture some water, and then pulled his hand back out quickly. 
  "Damn!" he gasped. "The water is boiling hot. What could be causing that?" 
  "Check the mud pools also," the commander suggested. 
  Manning did as he was told, picking up a handful of the muck and grimacing, "It's only mildly warm, Commander." 
  "Stick your hand in deeper," Cooper suggested. 
  The engineer complied, lowering his arm elbow length, and then he, too, pulled his arm out quickly. 
  "It's hotter than blue blazes down there, too," he said. 
  About then the ground shook and there was a loud rumble from the east, and they saw a billow of smoke rise into the sky. 
  "It’s the volcano!" Colonel Peterson ejaculated. 
  "She does appear to be a little more active than before," Cooper said. 
  "It might be a good idea if we had another look at it," the commander agreed. 
  With Manning at the wheel of the ATV, and Cooper riding beside him, the commander held on in the back seat as the engineer retraced the original path back to the volcano. This time, he found the natural bridge over the river without any difficulty, and they found it still serviceable. But as they observed the flowing water below them, they saw dead fish and reptiles being carried downstream. 
  "I don't like the looks of that," Cooper said. 
  But they continued, soon coming within sight of the small volcanic cone. However, now there was a trace of a thin red line creeping slowly down the west side. 
 "Lava has found a way out," the commander said. "That could be a good sign. With the lava flow, the mountain may not blow." 
  "Don't be too sure of that, Colonel," Cooper said. "Look at the north wall of the cone, doesn't that look like a bulge to you?" 
  Even as they watched, it appeared the bulge was swelling outward. 
  "It's getting ready to blow!" the colonel told them. "Let's get out of here, and fast!" 
  Manning swung the ATV around and headed back towards the swamps as fast as he could safely negotiate the terrain. The ground began to shake even worse now, and a loud rumble could be heard from deep below the ground. Suddenly, the air became incredibly hot, singing the back of their necks, and an enormous explosion ripped the air from behind them. 
  Cooper tried to look behind them, but the heat burned his eyes, so he turned back around just in time to see the land bridge starting to crumble before their eyes. The engineer stepped harder on the accelerator, and the ATV crossed the span with it falling apart mere feet behind them. The back wheels just barely reached solid ground when the bridge disappeared in the river below. 
  "That was a lucky break," the commander yelled, "the mountain blew its north wall instead of the west side, where we were!" 
  "Don't speak too soon, Colonel," Cooper advised. "Look around us!" 
  Burning chunks of rock were hitting the landscape all around them, being thrown from the erupting volcano. Fire and ash were now setting trees and brush aflame, and the animals were becoming excited, running to and fro to escape a fiery death. 
  And then the ground opened up directly in front of them. A chasm ten feet wide appeared, threatening to swallow their vehicle whole. The driver swerved just in time to miss the deep crevice, but one wheel snagged, dropping the back end to the axle, and the ATV refused to move any further. 
  "Get out," Manning yelled, "and run for it!" 
  The three made it to the tree line before the crevice swallowed the ATV, but they still had to dodge fireballs and burning trees as they crashed to the ground. To add to their worries, the air was becoming nauseous, and thick with smoke. Coughing as they tried to shield their eyes, they ran onward, hoping they wouldn't accidentally stumble into an open chasm. 
  It was then that the Darwis attacked from the forest. Fully a dozen of the man-like creatures came out of the trees before anyone saw them, some running on two back legs, others on all fours. Two of the monsters fell on Colonel Peterson without warning, and when she screamed, Cooper and Manning turned quickly to assist their commander, only to be met by savage attack themselves. It was then that Cooper remembered leaving the spear in the vehicle when they abandoned it. 
  Pulling the deadly ray pistol from its holster at his side, Cooper fired quickly, killing one of the creatures that had attacked him, then he turned and fired at the two that were grappling with the commander, firing almost point blank. Just as she was released, the commander pulled her ray gun and fired towards Manning, killing a monster that had grasped him from behind. 
  But the fight wasn't over. Man-like lizards continued pouring from the trees, attacking the three that were now huddled close together for protection, their backs to each other, guns aimed at the attackers. The laser guns were very effective, slicing through skin, scale, and hearts, killing the monsters as they came forward. But there were only two weapons against many creatures, and the smoke made it terribly hard for them to see the attackers until the Darwis were already on top of them, their teeth and claws slashing with cruel intent. 
  When it was finally over, fully two dozen monsters were scattered around the little battlefield, dead or dying. And the humans had to be careful as they stepped over the fallen lizards, as they couldn't be sure they were dead. 
 Reaching the swamps, they found another hazard confronting them. The volcanic flow from below was causing great geysers of steam to shoot out of the lakes and mud pools, and the scalding spray from the eruptions was extremely hot and gaseous. 
  Just as they thought they had reached the safety of the surrounding desert, a giant Gorgon, fully twelve foot in length, came out of nowhere suddenly, its long saber tooth-like tusks reaching for them. Both the colonel and Cooper had already re-holstered their deadly ray guns in order to run unhampered, and the creature was upon them before either could draw a weapon. 
  Without hesitation, Manning smiled as he said, "Everyone has a purpose," and stepped between the monster and his shipmates. The dragon-like predator cramped its jaws over the small engineer, sinking its tusks into his chest as it shook the human viciously. 
  The colonel and Cooper both fired their lasers at the same time, killing the terrible beast with twin beams of deadly ray. But rushing to the body of the engineer, they found that his life had been forfeited to save theirs. 
  "Why did you do it, pal?" Cooper screamed at the dead man. 
  "He can't hear you, Major," Colonel Peterson groaned. "He's dead." 
  "We can't leave him here for the lizards to eat," Cooper said, as he lifted his friend in a fireman's grip and started carrying his dead weight into the desert. 
  "There's another vehicle at the spaceship," the commander said, "we can come back for him."  
  "No!" Cooper insisted. "I can manage. The little guy doesn't weigh much, anyway." 
  Colonel Peterson watched her second in command carrying the little engineer, and remembered the military creed that ‘we leave no one behind’. Major Cooper was proving to be a stanch friend. 
  They had to stop several times to allow Cooper to rest for a few minutes, but he refused to go on without their companion. Though the volcano was still spewing deadly fumes and ash, the thundering rumble underground appeared to have ceased for now. 
  It was a long journey on foot, but they eventually made it back to Galileo Two and refuge from the elements. 
    
  Chapter Nineteen 
  A New World 
    
  The burial of the engineer was a somber occasion, and the two survivors knelt and said a few words over him as they said goodbye to their final crewmember. 
  "I find myself not even questioning his God any more," Cooper laughed. "I guess it no longer matters what we think, or if he was right or wrong. God or no God, I don't think it is up to us any more." 
  "We'll beat this world yet," Colonel Peterson told him. "I'm not ready to put my destiny in the control of someone—or some thing else. I will be the one that guides my own path." 
  Looking at her closely, Cooper had to admire the commander's spunk. She wasn't a quitter, and she was certainly strong willed. He understood now how she had achieved her high rank in a man's world, both as an officer and a fighter pilot. He knew that she would never be subservient to him or any man. 
  Smiling, he nodded, "I pity this world if it doesn't come around to your way of thinking, Colonel. 
  "But right now, I think it would be best if we left Pangaea to the beasts, and go inside the ship. Darkness will likely bring the Gorgons around soon, and I'm too tired to fight any more of them tonight." 
  Nodding her head, she said, "I thought we were experiencing that mass extinction we've been talking about out there today, Major. The world did look like it was close to extinction for a while." 
  "We showed it, though, didn’t we?" he laughed. "We fought back, and the Darwis lost." 
 "This round," she said. "I have a feeling there'll be more rounds, though. And we may not fare so well the next time." 
  Shaking his head, Cooper laughed, "I'll stack you against the whole Darwi species, Colonel, and I bet you'll win every time!" 
  "Why, Major, is this a new you?" she asked. "I'm not sure I like you this way. I was just getting used to your vulgar insinuations." 
  "Really?" he grinned. "Say, where are you going to sleep tonight?" 
  "Alone," she snapped. 
  "It's good having you back, Colonel," he laughed. 
  Sleep didn't come easy for either of them that night, though. Both had much to think about, and most of it involved their current situation, and the future that awaited them both. To a degree, there was no longer any individuality. Now they were two, and they had to rely on each other for everything. They had to be doctor, cook, and inventor, if they were going to survive without help. But the one subject neither wanted to think about kept them awake the longest. 
  That morning, at breakfast, neither looked directly at the other, and both ate in silence, each with their own thoughts and concerns. 
  "I may return to the swamps today," he said after breakfast, "and retrieve the spear I lost yesterday." 
  "It's probably lost for good," she told him. "It was in the vehicle when it went into the crevice. Besides, you can make another one, if you really want one." 
  "I know," he said. "But I'm curios about the damage to the forest, and wanted to see about the ATV anyway." 
  "I don't guess it would hurt if we had a look," she agreed. "But no exploration today, we just look for the ATV, that's all." 
  "Yes, ma'am," he smiled. 
  Entering the forest later that day they saw complete chaos everywhere they looked. Great gorges had been created by the splitting earth as the crevices formed during the quakes. The lakes had poured out their contents, leaving the water-bound fishes to die on the dry bottoms. A natural dam had formed on the river, where the land bridge had once been, causing the river to spread out even wider at that point, and a small waterfall was created by the change. 
  When the ATV had been swallowed by the giant crevice, they thought the vehicle was probably lost for good. The ground had now closed again, leaving only a back wheel of the vehicle exposed, so they at least knew where it was. There was no sign of Cooper's spear, nor any of the equipment kept under the back seat. 
  Dimetrodon and crocomanders were plentiful in the area, as were the frogs, lizards, and various amphibians, including the Seymouria and Gorgons. There was no evidence of the Darwis in the area, but they weren't sure if the creatures had been wiped out, or just relocated after the recent catastrophe. 
  Trees had been flattened, or burned by the flaming rock and ash from the volcano. Although the shallow lakes had been drained, the surrounding grassland was flooded with lake and river water. The mud pools were thriving with activity, not only thick with giant worms, but amphibians and other water-born creatures that had been washed from the lakes. 
  Colonel Peterson drove the ATV around the edge of the forest while Cooper kept an eye out for any possible danger. However, the giant predators paid them little attention today, instead they appeared to be returning to their natural behavior. 
  "Have you seen enough?" the commander asked. 
  "I think so," Cooper told her. "There's nothing we can do about the ATV we lost. I imagine a lot of these creatures died during the eruption of the volcano, but their carcasses likely provided meals for the ones that survived." 
  As they headed back toward the spaceship, they noticed clouds building to the west, and the colonel said, "Looks like another storm building off the coast. If it's like the last hurricane, we'll be in for another period of isolation." 
 Nodding his head, Cooper agreed, "I can feel moisture in the air all ready. It's being sucked out of the ocean and taken aloft. We'll be in for a big blow in a couple of days." 
  "It's a good thing we have a store room full of MREs," she grinned. 
  "We'll always have those damn things," he laughed. 
  Approaching the Galileo Two, Cooper suddenly pointed at a small, dark object lying on the ground some distance from the ship."What's that?" he asked. 
  "I don't know," the colonel admitted, turning the vehicle slightly in order to drive closer to the object. 
  Stopping when she reached the dark object, she told him, "It looks like a piece of wood." Stepping out of the all terrain vehicle, they both walked over to the object, and Cooper reached down and picked it up. 
  "It's merely a broken piece of board," Colonel Peterson said. 
  Picking up the shattered piece of board, he turned it over and read, "so nam". Shaking his head for a minute, he wondered about the writing on the broken piece of wood, and then he remembered: "Hell, Colonel, this is the sign Sheri made. Remember, 'I so name this place, Sheriville'? That's all that was left of the sign after the first big storm." 
  "’So nam’," Colonel Peterson repeated. "That's not as catchy as Sheriville, Major," she shrugged. 
  "Maybe not," he agreed, "but seeing as how that's all we have left of the sign, we might as well leave it like that. Sonam might grow on us. Who knows?" 
  Picking up a large rock near by, Cooper pounded the piece of a sign back into the ground, where it gave the impression of a city limit sign at the edge of some small town. 
  Looking over towards the graves scattered around the Galileo Two, he shook his head as he continued: "I guess we're the last ones now, Colonel. We're all alone in this place. If I had a marker, I would write, 'Population 2' on Sheri's little city limit sign!" 
  "Or perhaps we're the first ones," she smiled, coming closer to him, and reaching her arms around his neck. "We will never be alone, Cooper. Not as long as we have each other. We will teach the sciences to our children, and they will be able to survive the catastrophe that's coming upon this planet. Our children's children shall repopulate the world, and civilization will once again exist on Earth." 
  Smiling, he took her in his arms, pulling her tight against his chest. "You know I love you," he said, and their lips met for the first time in a passionate embrace, each had longed for since they'd first stepped upon the Galileo Two. 
  "May I quit addressing you as Colonel now, and call you Evelyn, instead?" he asked her, as they pulled apart finally. 
  "Please," she smiled, "call me Eve—Adam!"Somewhere in the distant mist, they heard the odd laughter of Roger Manning. 
    
  Genesis: Chapter One, Verse 22 
    
  Epilogue 
    
  The Beginning 
  Mankind has always been like a child. They must be taken by the hand, and led on the path intended. If not, then they will usually stray on uncertain roads. Evelyn Peterson and Adam Cooper lived long productive lives, dying in old age after raising many children on Eden’s Planet. Before their first child was born, the great catastrophe occurred, when one of several asteroids twenty-five miles wide struck the Earth like a bullet, causing great earthquakes worldwide, and volcanic hot spots spewed molten lava and gasses for thousands of years. The oceans and atmosphere were poisoned, and almost all life was wiped out. 
  The spaceship, Galileo Two acted as a nuclear power source, providing heat, water, and air to the bio-dome, where plants grew in abundance, supplying food for them and their children. Their parents fulfilled their promise by teaching the sciences to their children, and the computers were tools that provided knowledge in every field of study. Yet, as each generation grew to old age, they stared from the bio-dome, desiring to see their world live again. 
 Their parents had called them the Genesis children, and when they were young, they would laugh and call themselves Gen-sis, which eventually stuck. And though the sign had long since deteriorated, they remembered the words, Sonam, and thought of their little world as that name. They became the First Ones, the Gen-sis of Sonam. 
  This was their beginning. 
    
  The End 
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