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Humans and the Intelligent Creatures
 
The Hillcats (‘cat)
              The Golden Warrior – also called G, G-War, and Prince Axial De’atesh, can share his mindlink with others
              Fealona – from G-War’s home village
              Treetis – A young ‘cat, very much like G-War
 
The Humans
              Braden – The Free Trader
              Micah  – The Warrior, Partnered with Braden
              Axial & De’atesh – Braden and Micah’s twin children
              Bronwyn – Gifted child, able to speak with all creatures
              Jocelyn – Governor Anderle’s wife 
              Dr. Johns – a clone, leader of the survivors from Cygnus VI
              Candela & Tanner – the first Free Traders born in the south
              Zeller – a Free Trader, from Trent, the same village as Micah
              Young Tom – a blacksmith from Whitehorse
              Mattie & Caleb – Micah’s parents
 
The Hawkoids
Skirill – also called Ess

Zyena – Skirill’s mate, born on the RV Traveler, also called Zee

 
The Tortoid
              Aadi – First Master of the Tortoise Consortium
 
The Aurochs
              Brandt Earthshaker – King of the Aurochs
              Arnie – Zeller’s partner in trade, pulls her wagon
              The Queen – Brandt’s queen that he rescued from Toromont’s Run
 
The Lizard Men (Amazonians)
              Zalastar – Leader of the Amazonians
              Akhmiyar – one of Zalastar’s best warriors and leader in his own right
              Pik Ha’ar – Lizard Man from the ship RV Traveler and friend
              Tup Dal – Lizard Man from the ship RV Traveler, supporter of Pik
 
The Rabbits
              Ferrer & Brigitte – a Rabbit couple moved from the ship to Vii
              Patrice & Delavigne – a Rabbit couple moved from the ship to Vii
 
 
 



 
A Helping Paw
 
“Shoot it!” Braden yelled, waving his arms frantically as the wild boar raced toward his children and the baby Rabbits. An arrow flew from the bow of a young villager whose job it was to watch the fields. 
The arrow sailed high as the young man panicked, then fumbled with his quiver, trying to get off a second shot.  
The boar ground to a halt as a small orange ‘cat jumped in front of Braden’s son Axial and stared down the larger beast. It seemed the two were locked in a struggle that Braden couldn’t hear or understand. He stepped to the side to clear his line of fire and pressed the trigger. A narrow beam from his blaster tore through the side of the wild boar. Both Ax and the small ‘cat dropped to their knees. The toddler grabbed his head. 
Micah sprinted past Braden, high-stepping through the fields as two fuzzy white Rabbits, waist-high to her, bounded past toward their own youngsters. 
Micah slid to a stop in front of her son and kneeled to better look into the eyes of the nearly two-cycle old boy. The small Hillcat strolled by, pausing to rub its face on the boy’s pants before continuing on. It sat nearby, using its paw to scrub at its whiskers. 
Braden arrived and took his place next to his partner. Their daughter De’atesh sauntered up, a fuzzy calico ‘cat following her closely. Ferrer and Brigitte, the Rabbits from the spaceship, were hugging their babies, the first of theirs to be born on the planet. 
A Hawkoid flew over them, flaring to allow the Golden Warrior to jump from its back and land softly next to the small orange ‘cat. Skirill beat his wings to gain altitude as he headed for a branch nearby. 
“What were you thinking?” Braden asked his son. 
‘Klytus and I had him, did you see?’ the boy said excitedly in his thought voice, the headache having mostly passed. 
Braden and Micah both turned to look at G-War. The large Hillcat sat and stared back at the humans as he casually licked a paw and washed his face, mirroring the complete indifference of his half-Hillcat son. 
Micah let out an exasperated sigh and shook her head at the ‘cats. 
“Klytus said it’d be okay that both of them take on a wild boar. Because, Klytus…” Braden said sarcastically, letting the statement hang. 
“They are both their fathers’ sons. I doubt we’ll ever be able to leave them out of our sight. Ever.” Micah smiled as she tried to be mad, but she was proud of her children. They were fearless, being raised by a menagerie of intelligent creatures who treated others with equal respect, regardless of whether they had fur, skin, or feathers. They were blind to physical differences. 
‘Tesh looked at Micah as Ax, once over the short headache and freed from his mother’s embrace, bolted away. ‘Can we go to the river?’ De’atesh asked clearly in her thought voice. By ‘we,’ she meant herself and her bonded half-Hillcat Shauna. 
‘If an adult goes with you, sweetheart,’ Micah answered, looking deliberately at Braden. 
He took his daughter’s hand and she skipped as he walked toward the nearby river. Shauna ran along behind, her long hair flowing as she raced to catch up.
 
 
 



 
Seeing the Trade
 
Greentree had become prominent as the center of all trade in the south. Braden expected that Dwyer should have been since they had the forge complex and were producing steel implements, items that everyone seemed to be begging for. But the Free Trader lived in Greentree and people flocked to him.
Micah was the President and people accepted her as such, even though they didn’t know what it meant. She didn’t intrude on their lives and neither did Braden. He was pleasant at all times, giving instruction about trade and reinforcing the need to read and write. He stored numerous blank journals to share with anyone who wanted to ply the trade routes as a Free Trader.
With nearly every daylight, a wagon was coming or going. The village had quadrupled in size, which required a new Market Square with nice stands for any trader to use. People in the village seemed to be in constant motion, tending the fields or picking up Aurochs droppings for fertilizer, because the Rabbits said there was nothing better on Vii or on the spaceship. 
Braden was content. He and Micah had not fired their blasters in a full cycle. The children had passed the age of two and continued to grow far more quickly than normal. They looked to be four cycles old and had the ability to talk almost like a teenager. In some ways, it was scary; in others, it made their parents proud, except for all the problems created by having a teenager in a two-cycle old body. Their bonded ‘cats, although young, looked out for them and thankfully called for help when needed.
Braden thought G-War looked especially smug riding Skirill to the rescue of the boys. Still kittens, the half-Hillcats were maturing quickly, too. G-War expected them to be full size after only a few more moons, and then they could protect the human children themselves, leaving Prince Axial De’atesh out of mischief, mostly of their own making. 
A welcoming yell awakened his drifting mind as a trader approached in a wagon pulled by one of the southern Aurochs. A second Aurochs walked alongside, as they always traveled in pairs, even though only one pulled at a time. 
Brandt, King of the Aurochs had also decided with the rapid growth of the trade routes, his people would be partnered with a single caravan, becoming an integral and equal member of the team. If there were any issues, the trader would lose their support from the Aurochs herd. This had only happened once, but that solidified it for all. The humans went to great lengths to treat their Aurochs partners well. It helped the trade, too–the Aurochs and traders learned the route together, learned about each other, communicated better, and became good friends. 
Friends will do more for each other than business partners.
Braden joined the others as they ran to the trader’s wagon hoping to see their favorite goods available. People cheered as Zeller the Free Trader waved. She was a favorite, being from Micah’s village. With Caleb and Mattie’s liberation of females following Micah’s return, she was the first to seek her fortunes elsewhere, vowing to be a trader traveling far and wide. 
Zeller was close with her Aurochs. After spending time with the Golden Warrior, he’d helped her to hear and talk with Arnie, the friendly Toromont Aurochs. 
On this trip, she was returning from Westerly and River Crook. She brought a wagonload of flour for the burgeoning bread trade. River Crook had started to grow beets for sugar, but they still needed chickens, for the eggs they produced could bake a better kind of bread. Until then, they counted on the traders to carry their special flat bread. 
Each village was finding its market niche. Hand-carved wood, jewelry, and other decorative pieces were starting make their appearances. 
Just like in the north.
Braden beamed. Three cycles to get to this point. It could have happened more quickly, but the war held them back. And when the people from the south finally understood and were free to explore the boundaries of free trade, there was no holding them back. 
Micah sidled up next to Braden, wrapping an arm around his waist and pulling him to her. “It is always amazing to see how our world has transformed, thanks to the vision of one person,” she whispered in his ear.
Braden smiled and nodded. It was his view of what the world could become because trading was all he knew. That was why he’d traveled south in the first place, to find trade items and take them back north. Then he met Micah and everything changed, he changed. The world he knew became a bigger place and his role in it took on greater importance, as much as he wanted to remain a Free Trader. He remembered his old vision of clinging to a raft that raced downriver among the rapids and churning water.
‘I’m not sure any of that has changed,’ Micah said over the mindlink. ‘We’re still hanging on. Look at this! And we have kids, as do the rest of our friends. Have we gotten old?’ she asked out of the blue. 
Braden looked at his hands, flexing his five fingers on one and three on the other. He dipped, bending his knees, then shook his head. “Nope. Plenty young here.” He looked accusingly at his partner.
She shoved him, almost knocking him down. Micah was younger than Braden, although scarred and hardened from numerous battles, as was he. The past cycle had been free from conflict, but she continued to practice her sword-play daily and improve her mastery of the bow. Chasing after the twins and the children’s minions took the rest of her energy, but neither she nor Braden would have it any other way. 
Zeller stood on her buckboard and searched the crowd until she saw Braden and Micah. She pointed, nodded, and waved them to her.
“Who are we to deny a potential trade?” Braden said as he took Micah’s hand and pulled her through the crowd to Zeller’s wagon and where a small supply of smoked sweetened pork was waiting. 
 



 
Back to New Sanctuary
 
Braden finished harnessing Speckles to the two-wheeled cart. His stalwart companion had been used by a number of people, but had been returned to him for this trip. Braden was taking his family to New Sanctuary, but the villagers thought they were going to meet their friends on the south side of the rainforest.
This wasn’t technically untrue. No, they hadn’t told people about New Sanctuary yet. That was why they wanted to go, talk with those who lived there, and put the controls in place in case strangers started to arrive, trying to steal the Old Tech. 
Braden couldn’t allow that to happen. The survivors from Cygnus VI were unable to defend themselves from a violent attack. One person like Old Man McCullough could overwhelm all of them. The Security Bots were an easy answer, but Braden and Micah didn’t want to risk injuring a trader or a visitor who had no ill intent. 
“We’ve always said that people should be able to become the best version of themselves. I’m sure there are people here who would want to learn about the stars, work on building the spaceship, man it whenever it’s ready to launch. We’ve held them away from the Old Tech long enough. I think it’s time we have to trust them, trust that Aadi and Holly have come up with a test that worked.” The Council of Elders had been established using that standard, but it depended on G-War and Aadi together looking deep within each person, looking into their very souls. 
It would work as long as they always had a ‘cat and a Tortoid available to act as honest brokers. 
Maybe it was that easy. Hillcats would be the final arbiters of someone’s fitness to visit New Sanctuary or to be on the Council of Elders. They needed Hillcats in the south. 
‘We’ve been down here for three cycles of the seasons and you’ve just now come that realization?’ G-War said with a sneer in his thought voice. ‘And to think the other humans consider you the smart one. Humanity is doomed, so the sooner we can get some lady Hillcats down here, the better off I will be as I assume my rightful place as the leader of the free world. Hahahahaha,’ he laughed forcefully. 
Braden and Micah looked around, finally spotting him on a tree branch near Skirill and Zyena. His four legs dangled as he sprawled, looking as if he were asleep. The Hawkoids had been privy to the conversation and bobbed their feathered heads as they chuckled. 
“You are such an ass! I know an old lady with a broom who’s still looking for you, little man,” Braden suggested, drawing his finger across his throat. The ‘cat struggled to lift a paw and shake it at Braden. The human returned the one-finger salute. Then Ax and ‘Tesh started waving their middle fingers in the air, while Shauna and Klytus stood on their back legs trying to look over the cart’s tailgate. 
Micah raised her eyebrows at him and nodded toward the children. “Okay, you two, enough of that craziness. We don’t do that in public,” he scolded with a half-smile. 
‘You just did,’ ‘Tesh stated clearly over their mindlink. 
“That’s a special way that G and I communicate. You aren’t old enough yet because it looks bad.” He gave the twins a stern look, but they could see into his mind. He was embarrassed and they caught him. They giggled while their ‘cats used their long claws to latch onto the wood of the gate and pull themselves up, perching precariously on the narrow board. Shauna was small and was able to stand on top, while Klytus was much bigger and not as agile. He toppled out the back of the cart, leaving a long scratch down the wood of the gate. But he landed on his feet as if he meant to do that. Braden scooped him up and tossed him back into the cart before Ax climbed out after him. 
“Hey! Watch that,” Braden yelled as the thin line scratched across his wrist started to bleed. He heard G-War’s soft laugh in the back of his mind. “Time to leave! Everyone in who’s going,” Braden barked as he wiped the blood on his pants.
The Hawkoids leapt into the air, gliding downward over the cart and beating their wings once past as they headed for the rainforest road. Aadi floated upward until he could swim into the back of the cart with the twins and their ‘cats. G-War ran down the tree, bounded to the wagon and with one leap, cleared the back gate and landed softly inside the cart. The young ‘cats immediately pounced on their father, the three becoming a single rolling fur ball.
Brandt stood nearby, ready to travel with them. It had been a long time since he pulled a wagon. None of the other Aurochs would allow it since he was the King. He enjoyed his status, but with the additions to his herd came more responsibility. His people were spread along the Plains of Propiscius from nearly one coast to the other. They’d organized themselves into sub-herds out of necessity. A single Aurochs could eat a lot of grass, and nearly four hundred of them could strip a valley bare in no time. 
The Wolfoids established a settlement west of New Sanctuary at the edge of the rainforest where they were able to gather hogs, hunt wild game, and plow fields. With the transfer of all the Wolfoids from the Livestock Level of the Traveler, they’d built something far greater than just a village. Bounder and Gray Strider had founded the first modern town in the south, which they decided to call Livestel in honor of their roots. Holly helped by providing Development Units to aid in construction of the town and fields. An expanded trade route that included the Wolfoids would benefit the entire south. 
Braden wanted someone to develop the trade route west to the coast from the Wolfoid settlement. As much as he wanted to do it himself, it would be better as a test for the southern traders. When the existence of New Sanctuary was announced, he’d ask Candela and Tanner if they wanted to develop the route. They’d kept up their rudder and were doing everything Braden could have asked of them. They were the first Free Traders native to the south and deserved the opportunity.
As much as Braden and Micah enjoyed the company of the Rabbits, only two recently matured from the newest litter joined them for this trip. They hadn’t traveled before, but two females, Heloysis and Luciana, had volunteered to join the Wolfoids and help with their fields. The rest of the Rabbits were scattered among the villages, with a few remaining in New Sanctuary. 
Ferrer and Delavigne had taken a number of young Rabbits to Trent and Cornwall to establish fields nearby. The coastal plain had many challenges for growing food, but nothing that the Rabbits couldn’t overcome. 
Micah thought the Rabbits had joined them for a different reason, as they seemed taken with the twins. And that was also the only time she’d seen G-War angry with his children. He caught Klytus bullying the peace-loving Rabbits and immediately taught the younger ‘cat a harsh lesson that he would never forget. The bullying stopped that instant, and G-War made sure that they became friends and that Klytus and Shauna looked out for the others.
Ax and ‘Tesh cuddled with the fluffy white Rabbits while the three ‘cats wrestled and play-fought. Aadi hovered above it all. Braden and Micah joined them inside the cart and propped themselves up on the makeshift seat, leaning against the leather strap as they asked Speckles to get underway. Max’s lead was tied to the rear so he would follow. The twins could talk with the horses, just like Bronwyn, so it made traveling very easy. 
After the battle for the Amazon, Bronwyn greatly matured. Braden thought it was a result of G-War’s help in removing the Overlords’ influence from her mind. 
Brandt’s new Queen had come from the south and with Bronwyn’s help, had become the King’s ambassador traveling east and west with a small entourage of other Aurochs. Bronwyn rode the Queen and traveled wherever she went. The teenager worked with the Aurochs to help them speak more clearly, air their concerns, and live better lives. Bronwyn ensured that there was no conflict between the Aurochs and other living creatures. She made sure they all lived in harmony.
They missed her, but she was doing what she loved–caring for the creatures they all shared the south with.
The Hawkoids had nested and raised three hatchlings. An exceptionally large male was with Bronwyn, watching over her. The other two had gone to the Eastern Ocean, where they were becoming quite spoiled getting fed a daily diet of fresh-caught fish.
Brandt jogged ahead of Braden’s caravan, encouraging Speckles to run to catch up. The familiar bounce of the cart, the wind through his hair, tossing his signature braid behind him, and his expanded family along for the ride combined to make him feel what his parents must have felt as they plied the northern trade routes. This was the life he was raised to love. 
He smiled watching their horse Pack, now called Speckles, pull the cart, faster and faster, and the others smiled with him.
 



 
Meeting Old Friends
 
They traveled easily the first daylight, still entering the rainforest around midday where they rested at the usual trade site for McCullough and the Amazonians. They were pleased that two Amazonians were there. Aadi spoke with them, confirming that Zalastar had ordered his people maintain a presence at all times, just in case. Traders passed with sufficient frequency that it was important to be ready.
There was a rough shack built to keep trade goods out of the weather. It was only about half full, but the Lizard Men expected another supply would arrive shortly. Braden traded venison jerky for a length of Amazonian rope, an item that always seemed to come in handy whether to use or as he’d often done, trade to others so they saw what was out there.
Always the Free Trader, Braden was much refreshed when he climbed into the cart to get the caravan underway. The others fed off his good humor as they talked. The young Hillcats had been to New Sanctuary one time, barely past when they’d been weened. They probably didn’t remember much, but some of the twins’ fondest memories came from New Sanctuary and time there with the companions. Brandt also looked forward to enjoying time grazing the fields. The Aurochs did not enjoy that luxury with the human-tended farms north of the rainforest. 
Skirill and Zyena flew ahead until the rain started, then they joined the others in the cart. Braden was surprised that he remained in good spirits even with the continuous rain. He waved happily when two Lizard Men walked into the road and stopped the horses. 
Aadi swam out of the cart and moved agonizingly slowly toward the front where he could meet with the Amazonians. Once there, it seemed that they talked for only a few heartbeats before the Amazonians departed. 
‘It appears that Pik Ha’ar and Tup Dal are ahead and waiting for us. They have news that we need to hear,’ Aadi said cryptically. ‘And before you ask, that was all they said.’
With the mindlinked encouragement of Ax and ‘Tesh, Speckles picked up his pace until he was running, but slowed when the rains grew heavy and reduced visibility. The Hawkoids used their amazing eyesight to try and see through the rain, but they were as helpless as everyone else.
Brandt ran ahead so he could let them know when to slow the cart. He disappeared quickly into the constant drizzle. Braden and Micah pulled their cloaks more tightly around themselves while the others huddled in the cart, doing their best to stay out of the rain.
Brandt’s bugling was the first indication that something was wrong. The cart was already going as fast as they dared. While Braden pulled his bow and started digging for his blaster, Micah tried to contact Brandt over the mindlink, but he wasn’t answering.
‘He is occupied. We should hurry,’ G-War suggested as he climbed into the front of the cart between Braden and Micah. Without hesitation, Speckles began to run and since the road was well maintained, it was difficult to tell how fast they were going. Max ran behind, trying not to be dragged. 
The Hawkoids took to the air and powered ahead through the rain until they disappeared in the bank of rain as Brandt had done.
“What’s going on,” Braden yelled, but at that moment, Speckles tried to stop and started sliding. Max ran into the back of the cart. Brandt danced out of the way as black shapes flitted around his head. He swung his horns trying to impale the creatures. G-War jumped onto Speckles back, ran to his head and with a mighty leap, landed on the King’s haunches where he went after the nearest Bat-Raven.
The hackles rose on the smaller Hillcats as they hissed and clawed at the empty air, hoping to strike enemies that were too far away. 
Braden hadn’t found his blaster before they reached Brandt. He had stopped carrying it on his belt, settling for keeping it in his pack. Same with Micah, but she had her sword and he had his bow. 
“Protect them!” Braden yelled at the ‘cats in the cart, pointing to the children and the Rabbits as he and Micah leapt from the wagon and ran to their friend’s defense. The Hawkoids appeared out of the rain, each latching onto a Bat-Raven and dragging them off Brandt’s back. G-War dispatched his third. They looked for more of the foul creatures, but found none. 
Braden and Micah had been no help at all, but G-War and the Hawkoids had been there when most needed.
The whites of Brandt’s eyes showed with his rage as he stomped and snorted. A group of Lizard Men came running from the trees, staying back as the King finished venting his fury. 
‘Calm, my large friend. This is a great day!’ G-War exclaimed. ‘Those were the last of the Bat-Ravens. They were dying, and this was their last chance for revenge.’
“No more Bat-Ravens?” Braden asked dully. Micah put her sword back in its scabbard and pulled her partner into a hug, then she asked the King of the Aurochs to lie down so his wounds could be tended to. 
G-War was completely soaked, but remained on the King’s back as Braden dabbed numbweed on the few wounds. Max didn’t have to donate any tail hairs as nothing needed stitching. Pik Ha’ar, Tup Dal, Akhmiyar, and two other Amazonians watched Braden wrap things up, slapping the great King on his massive shoulder to let him know the work was done. G-War assumed his position on Brandt’s head as Pik and Braden shook hands.
‘I heard, and it is a great day indeed. We’ve been trying to track those creatures back to their roost but have had no luck. Had we gotten here sooner, we may have chased the Bat-Ravens away, delaying this final battle. It was fortuitous, fate has guided us to a successful conclusion once again,’ Pik said mystically.
“Pik, if I didn’t know better, I’d say that you are spending too much time contemplating your wet navel,” Braden replied. Pik’s expression was unreadable, but Braden thought he saw a slight cock of his head. Maybe he was rubbing off on the Lizard Man.
Micah lifted the clan from the wagon so everyone could stand in the rain. Despite not being able to read the expressions on their faces, Pik’s and Dal’s joy at seeing the twins was obvious as they picked them up and held them while the group talked. Two small ‘cats rubbed against the Lizard Men’s legs and two Rabbits, heads thigh high, leaned against the humans. 
The group talked about things past and present. They talked about everything and nothing as friends do after a long absence. The companions made camp, sleeping in a pile under the cart in the middle of the road where the ground was least wet, while the Lizard Men stood watch over them. When they awoke, more refreshed than usual when sleeping in the rain, Pik and Dal had a small fire going under the large branch of a nearby tree where they cooked a large lizard that they’d killed nearby. 
Braden looked at Micah. She shrugged and shook her head. They had both spent a full moon in the rainforest and didn’t know such lizards existed. 
No one seemed to care that it was a lizard as everyone happily dug into the strips of cooked meat. G-War avoided it entirely, and his furry children followed their father’s lead in turning up their noses. The Rabbits shied away too, never eating meat. The Hawkoids were happy to try the lizard and enjoyed it, then scoffed at G-War’s refusal. 
Even Aadi tried some. Despite the rain and the damp of the rainforest, good friends always bring sunshine. 
Pik, Dal, and Akhmiyar were traveling back and forth between all the villages along the rainforest road to help them integrate the Overlords’ warriors back under Zalastar’s leadership. It required their constant attention to prevent violence by one Amazonian against another. 
Another thing they were doing was taking a census, getting an idea of how many Amazonians there were. From Pik’s initial counts, he suggested that there could be five thousand Lizard Men scattered throughout the Amazon, most of whom avoided contact with others. 
Maybe someday they’d let themselves be seen and join the community of their brothers. Pik was singularly focused on one nation of Lizard Men, working as he’d never done before, to unite his people, as Braden had done with the humans and all intelligent creatures. Pik exuded hope in his mission to improve all their lives.
 



 
Reunion at New Sanctuary
 
The rain accompanied the caravan the rest of the way through the rainforest, and that was the extent of the excitement. It took five turns to complete their drive, before they saw the sunshine again. Max and Speckles couldn’t pull as fast as an Aurochs, unfortunately. 
They were surprised that no other Amazonians made an appearance. Akhmiyar suggested that some would like to greet Aadi and his companions, practice trading, and get used to interacting with the other intelligent creatures of Vii. 
Pik had told them it was their destiny to be equals with the humans. To help themselves, they needed to show they weren’t afraid. Braden told him that they were already equals, which Pik agreed with, but said they the Amazonians were holding themselves back. They all laughed when Pik suggested to Brandt that he try to look less intimidating, although Pik knew the source of the Lizard Men’s angst. They were created by the humans to do their bidding. 
It seemed that they weren’t quite over their innate mistrust and fear of the humans. 
Braden shook it off. Pik would keep at it and eventually, they’d overcome their hesitation. Then they would truly be equal. 
The companions were always overjoyed when the rain stopped. It meant they were close to leaving the confines of the rainforest. It was also the point when the Hawkoids flew the green tunnel to the freedom of the open skies.
 Even Max and Speckles hurried toward the sunshine ahead. Brandt ran at full speed, pounding away from the caravan until he basked in the bright light of day, stinking as only a wet Aurochs could.
As the cart raced onto the rolling plains leading to the Sanctuary ruins, the twins politely asked Speckles to stop so everyone could dry out. Braden and Micah appreciated the break as they were soaked to the skin. Ax and ‘Tesh started taking off their clothes before they were helped down from the cart. G-War took Shauna and Klytus hunting, insisting that each of them get a squirrel before they could return. 
Braden and Micah stripped bare, knowing that before long the children would be too old for such displays. But until then, they did as they always had. 
The Rabbits bounded into the plentiful greenery that existed at the edge of the rainforest, looking for anything fresh to eat. The Amazon’s torrential rains were always such a trial for any of the Rabbits. Ferrer and Brigitte were already legends among the Rabbit population for their exploits in the rainforest during the War for the Amazon, being able to survive for a full moon, keeping the child Bronwyn safe, and returning without a scratch. 
They stretched while Brandt dug into the foliage, competing with the Rabbits for the choicest bits, although he was letting them win while they raced to and fro. 
The Hawkoids danced in the sky far overhead. 
The twins screamed and started running toward the cart as fast as their little legs could carry them. Braden and Micah turned and bolted as one to intercept Ax and ‘Tesh. A loud snort came from the underbrush as something heavy crashed through. A wild boar, larger than normal, appeared in the bushes, running parallel to the plains. It continued to run, crazed by the pain from the claws and fangs of two small Hillcats clinging to its back. 
G-War vaulted into the open and ran to get in front of the boar before disappearing back into the greenery. A horrible squeal soon followed.
The wild boar ripped back through the bushes and into the open. It now had three ‘cats hanging from it. The large orange one wrapped tightly around its neck was rapidly delivering its death slashes. The boar staggered from the loss of blood, wedging into the ground as it fell. All three ‘cats jumped, landing gracefully on their feet. Klytus sprinted back to the attack, slashing the dead creature further. Shauna immediately started cleaning her face as ‘Tesh ran toward her, ready to comfort her little princess. 
G-War nodded toward the adults, requesting that they clean the animal and prepare it for the evening meal. Braden looked at his naked partner, wondering if she would be the first to go back to the cart for her knife. 
“You know I can hear you, right?” Micah told him.
“Crap! Okay, I’ll get them,” Braden conceded. Their clothes were far too wet to put back on. “This will be a first.”
G-War hauled his son off the carcass, dragging him to the side. ‘You have to go for the neck. You see what happens when you jump on their back! I thought I taught you better than that,’ he scolded in a gentle thought voice.
Ax had picked up a stick and was heading for the boar. Braden was back at the cart digging out the knives and Micah was with ‘Tesh. As fast as the toddler could run, holding his stick like a spear, he barreled into the downed boar. The stick broke apart and the Ax’s momentum carried him face first into the carcass. He rolled over the top and lay in the grass, naked and crying.
Klytus was there in a heartbeat to help his bonded human. They’d both failed that day in the hunt. Ax pulled the half-Hillcat to him in a comforting hug. 
“Did you do that with G, when he was a little kitten?” Micah purred. 
“He was never a kitten. Here,” Braden said brusquely as he handed Micah her knife, feeling the warmth of the sunshine and his family.
Aadi watched it all from the shade of the rainforest, studying and learning as each parent took pride in their children.
 
 



 
A New Plan
 
They spent the rest of that daylight on the edge of the Amazon, letting their clothes dry while smoking the remainder of the pork for future travel or even for trade. 
Braden’s caravan arrived at New Sanctuary around midday on the next turn after a quick run from where they’d camped. They were dry and well rested. The Security Bot met the visitors as usual, scanning them to confirm their identities and welcoming them to New Sanctuary. Brandt ran toward the fields, telling the others he’d meet them at the lake after a good feeding. 
They arrived to cheers from the Cygnus VI survivors, New Sanctuary’s resident humans, although all of them except one were clones. Braden was instantly ecstatic, raising his hands in victory for the twenty cheering people as they stopped on the edge of the oasis. The survivors weren’t looking for a speech, just to show they were happy with the return of the people who saved their lives. Braden and Micah waved back, greeted a few by name, and then the people drifted away, back indoors where they were most comfortable.
Braden and Micah unhooked the horses and turned them loose. Heloysis and Luciana jumped from the cart and bounded away toward the fields. The Hillcats joined the Hawkoids in relaxing near the lake. Skirill and Zyena were fishing, waiting for one of the lake’s inhabitants to get too close to the top of the water so one of them could swoop down and seize it. They were having no luck as they tried different angles from the sun. G-War had learned where the fish food was and was dropping pellets into the water from the small dock. Klytus and Shauna crouched next to him waiting for the fish to appear. 
The twins were headed toward the dock to join their furry friends. Braden stayed nearby in case one of them fell into the water, which wouldn’t have been the first time. 
‘May I join you?’ Aadi asked politely. Micah patted his shell and smiled. 
“Of course, Aadi. You are always welcome and your input always valued,” Micah told him as he blinked his eyes rapidly and nodded. 
“So what do we do now?” Braden asked as he basked in the sunshine, enjoying its reflection from the clear water of the oasis lake. 
“I’d like to see Bounder and Gray Strider. I’m sure their home is something to behold.” She looked at the ground while Braden kept his focus on the gathering perched precariously on the edge of the dock. He took an inadvertent step closer, ready to sprint. “I think I want to go back to the ocean, to Trent, see my folks.” 
“Sounds good,” Braden said, distracted. He couldn’t take it anymore and headed for the dock. As soon as he yelled for them to step away from the edge, the first one went into the water, followed closely by a second. Braden was only a few steps away as he plowed in after them. 
Klytus popped to the surface and started dog-paddling toward the shore. Ax hadn’t completely gone under. He rolled to his back as he floated, kicking his feet and casually propelling himself after Klytus. Braden backed up toward the sand and waited. Micah stood on the shore, unworried. The children had been swimming since they were babies. 
G-War and Shauna were snickering at Klytus’ drowned-rat look as he walked out of the water and shook, spraying water everywhere. Micah yelled at a nearby Server Bot to bring two towels. It rolled away quickly toward the maintenance shed, returning shortly. Micah tried to corral the ‘cat to dry him off, but he didn’t like the attention. She held him down as she would have done with her own children as he tried to contort a paw to scratch her leg.
‘Take it like a man!’ G-War howled over the mindlink. 
“Where were we?” Micah asked Braden once she had his attention. 
“We’re going to Livestel to see the Wolfoids and then to Trent.” Micah looked disgusted. “What? Isn’t that what you said?”
“You asked what I’d like. We were talking about it. I was not deciding for us,” she said coldly. 
Braden held up his hands in surrender. “I only want to give you everything you want.” He smiled, then added, “Then, I’d like to go back to the north and get some livestock, maybe a few more horses, some settlers. Maybe even see if a few Hillcats would like to resettle down here.” 
‘That’s a good plan,’ G-War said over the mindlink, instantly interested in the conversation after giving the fish he caught to Shauna and Klytus. ‘That means turns and turns in the desert, doesn’t it?’ 
“And it means a return trip with heads of water buffalo. I wonder if Holly has any ideas?” Braden looked ashamed. He didn’t have to say it. Micah knew what he was thinking. He wanted his neural implant and Old Tech to make the trip easier.
 



 
The Call of Old Tech
 
“You know we can’t wear our blasters up there?” Braden asked. Micah nodded, caressing the grip of the weapon she’d taken from the village chief so long ago. She’d used it a great deal since then, fighting her enemies. 
“I know, but I feel naked without it, going into the unknown and all,” she answered tentatively.
Braden laughed, putting his hand on her shoulder. “It’s the north! It’s not unknown. They have real trade routes up there. G-War and I survived our whole lives without a blaster. We’ll have our recurve bows and Old Tech arrows. That will give us an edge, but I don’t think we’ll need it. We have platinum and gold, thanks to Holly. We’ll go in, buy what we need, and return. Easy as that,” Braden said confidently. “We have our companions. They will give us an edge.”
“So we stroll into this town where they tried to steal your saffrimander, accompanied by our menagerie, and we throw our coins around. That won’t attract unwanted attention?” Micah countered. Braden pursed his lips. Every other time he entered a northern town, it was only he and G-War. Lighting up the place with the firepower of blasters wouldn’t be the answer, although once they returned through the Great Desert, no one would follow them.
He wondered about rethinking his tactics. Maybe he’d treat it like a jail break, taking what he wanted and then running back south.
Even thinking that way made his stomach churn. It was counter to the precepts of free trade. “I am Free Trader Braden!” he yelled toward the sky. Micah looked at him oddly. She could hear his thoughts as he worked through the problem. She understood that he wanted to keep the north as part of the trade route. She was willing to go there once. They hadn’t agreed on anything besides this one trip. Maybe that was what caused him so much grief.
“Braden, relax. We’ll try it your way first, but we’ll keep our blasters close by. They’re coded to our palms, so no one will be able to use them, but I don’t want to leave any Old Tech behind. From what you’ve said, they aren’t ready,” Micah argued.
Braden held up his hands in surrender and smiled at his partner. He knew that if she pressed hard enough, he’d give in. They shared the same goals, and there were always different ways to get there. She had his back, always. She was in his mind, always. 
He could ask for nothing more than that. “We need to work on your Free Trader negotiation skills. I’m not sure, ‘accept this fair trade or I’ll beat you up’ approach will always work, although if they see you in action, you’ll probably get what you want,” he said slyly, trying to goad her into one of their rather gratifying play-fights.
“I know what you’re trying to do, lover, and it’s not going to work,” she parried with a grin. “I’ll follow the Free Trader’s lead. We’ll make the trades, handshakes all the way around, and we will go on our merry way.”
“That’s the plan exactly.” Braden reached out to shake on the deal. Micah grabbed his arm, pulled him close, and started unfastening his shirt. 
‘You two! Again? Let’s think about the trip to find Hillcats,’ G-War interjected. 
In the end, Braden got what he wanted without having to resort to any tricks. It turned out that Micah got what she wanted, too.
Holly had to wait for Braden and Micah to make their way to the Command Center before he could try to convince them to replace their neural implants. Braden was susceptible. Micah tried to steer him away from Dr. Johns and the other survivors from Cygnus VI, but in the end, it was inevitable. 
Once there, they reviewed images of the entire route, including the new Oasis 03, with expanding fields and one new building. Oasis 02 also had a small lake, filled with life-giving water and the first hints of vegetation. 
If they could establish Oasis 04 as the ancients had planned, then the trip would be less hazardous, almost to the point of being a pleasant journey. Braden told Holly to add that to the list of developments. Micah shook her head. She wasn’t sure they wanted to take the plunge to establish full relations with the north yet. She didn’t know what the people there were like. She ordered Holly to wait until they returned.
Holly suggested he wouldn’t have to wait if they informed him by way of their neural implants. They could make their way unerringly through the desert, Devanney’s Barren, with the locational ability of the devices. He could also track them to ensure they were okay. If necessary, he could have a Security Bot standing by. 
Braden argued strongly against that. Even the hint of a Bot would drive the northern residents into a frenzy. They’d start a war in no time, and Braden and Micah would be powerless to stop it. The allure of Old Tech was legendary in the north. Braden and Micah intended to keep their Old Tech hidden, while using it to help themselves. 
Holly suggested once again that he could replace Braden’s missing fingers, but Braden refused. The neural implant was one thing, but Old Tech fingers was something completely different. Holly said that it wasn’t, both were products of well-researched medical science. Braden turned down the fingers, but the neural implant…
There was no argument at all. The technology’s attraction was too strong and their need too great. Both Braden and Micah agreed to have the implants reinstalled. They went straight to the Med Lab for the procedure, where Holly walked them through everything that would happen. None of it was new. 
They awoke to the strange yet familiar sensation of a constant presence in their heads. They were surprised to find that there was no disorientation this time. Braden checked his medical vitals in the window before his eye, pleased with what he saw. He opened a few folders, found Dr. Johns, and sent him a short message, to which the doctor quickly replied. 
Braden seemed too pleased, like a child with a new toy. 
Micah’s pulse quickened as she watched. She climbed down from the bed in the Medical Laboratory and gripped Braden’s arm firmly, shaking him. “I will beat you senseless if you disappear into Holly’s world!” she threatened, half seriously. “The real world is out here, partner mine.”
“And that’s why I love you,” Braden said as he minimized the neural implant’s window, grinning broadly while focused on Micah’s face. “I’d be a wreck without you. I’d still be on that spaceship with the monkeys dining on my carcass.”
“Probably, lover,” Micah jibed. “Dr. Johns is waiting for us. Let’s see what he has, and then let’s get back into the sun. I could use a swim.”
 



 
Construction of Something Incredible
 
Braden and Micah returned to the Command Center where Dr. Johns took them on a journey into the world of space flight. They didn’t understand a single word of it. He showed them diagrams, computer models, and all kinds of fantastic things. They stopped him after a short while, thanking him for his impressive work, but asked why he was talking to them about space flight. Braden and Micah had completely different priorities.
“But, Master President, you need to know what the future holds! I wanted to give you the background because we’ve already started construction,” Dr. Johns said with a smile while a number of his people nodded excitedly behind him. 
Two cycles ago, the thought of building a spacecraft would have been inconceivable, but now, they accepted it and congratulated Dr. Johns and his people on the prospects that their new engine could bring.
“So this new ship you’re building will take you beyond this solar system?” 
“Oh, no. I must not have been clear. We’re building a ship to take us into orbit. Once there, we’ll build the real ship with the new engine. Leaving the planet takes too much fuel and a completely different structure, so a ship that does it all isn’t practical. So I guess we’re building two ships. Once we get out there and have a shuttle system, we’ll use the Traveler as a space station where our workers will reside. We’ll need to build the new ship in the asteroid field where the raw materials for its construction will be close by. That’s the plan.” Dr. Johns beamed with pride.
“That was the perfect brief, Dr. Johns!” Micah told him. “I have to apologize that we get lost on the technical stuff, but when you distill it to what you just told us, without the computer, then it makes more sense. Two ships. Building one here and one in orbit. Got it.” 
“It’s not far. If you ride those horse creatures, you can visit and be back before lunch,” Dr. Johns offered.
“Who’s out there overseeing construction?” Braden asked, confused because he thought all the humans were still at New Sanctuary.
“Oh, no one, of course. We monitor everything from here. The factory is producing a couple hover cars and a truck for us to travel back and forth once the spaceship has reached a certain stage of production. Those won’t be ready for another month, but we shouldn’t need them for about six months. Within two years, we should be able to test the engines and within three, we’ll be back in space.” Dr. Johns beamed with joy at the progress they were making. 
Micah thought it ironic how they were dying on Cygnus VI and had to be rescued. Now, all they thought about was getting back into space. Once the threat was removed, they returned to their natural state as scientists with the lofty goal of building the engine they spent four hundred turns developing.
“How can we refuse?” Braden answered because Dr. Johns’ face fell with Micah’s delay. He instantly perked up, shook both their hands, and ran off to coordinate something or other.
“I guess the swim will wait,” Micah surrendered. Braden ushered her quickly to the elevator before they were delayed further. The humans living in New Sanctuary preferred being inside, where Braden and Micah thought of it as a form of punishment. 
The elevator delivered them to the oasis where it was overcast, but they didn’t think it would rain. 
“Let’s collect our horse creatures and go for a ride!” Braden quipped. 
The horses were at the farthest end of the field, but Brandt was more than accommodating in running after them to herd the two back toward the lake. Their saddles were stored in the maintenance shed and Braden recovered both, putting them in the open. The twins had already talked with Max and Speckles, so they were on their way by the time the King of the Aurochs reached them. The three trotted back together. 
Ax and ‘Tesh were patiently waiting at the edge of the lake, under the watchful eye of the young Rabbits. As one of the generations born on Vii, they wore the harness but didn’t carry laser pistols. The Rabbits were happy making agreements with others for protection while they focused on the fields and personal harmony.
 The horses were happy to have something to do. Once saddled, they were chomping at the bit to run. Brandt would join them, but the twins stayed behind with Aadi giving them their lessons for the day. Heloysis and Luciana were trying to rally the wild rabbits, but with no luck. They were just as afraid of the large Rabbits as they were the rest of the creatures who lived around the oasis. 
Luciana suspected it was G-War’s doing, while the Hawkoids mysteriously disappeared during the berating the Rabbits gave the ‘cat. G-War admitted nothing, but wouldn’t deny anything either. He said the whole issue was beneath him. 
Braden knew it was the ‘cat’s fault, with his accomplices, Skirill and Zyena. The Hawkoids needed to eat often and the ground squirrel population didn’t survive the first cycle of the seasons. They tried to leave the wild rabbits alone so they wouldn’t upset the intelligent Rabbits, but hunger got the best of them. 
Braden decided that a retreat would forestall further conversation on the issue, so he asked Ax to tell the horses to run south to the construction site. The two horses dug into the sand as they raced toward the open area surrounding the oasis that was New Sanctuary. G-War easily caught up and vaulted into Braden’s lap so he could enjoy the ride. If they stopped, he’d climb on the King’s head and take his usual spot. 
They took a break around mid-morning to stretch their legs. Even G-War jumped down and ran around the group, getting the kinks out of his scarred orange body. He remained lean from hunting his own food, chasing the children, his as well as those from the others. The Hawkoid chicks were a real treat since they could always fly faster than he could run. He had to come up with inventive ways to keep them entertained, which usually meant running at high speed through heavy brush, changing directions often.
When they resumed their trip, G-War magically appeared on Brandt’s head, which always brought forth a chuckle from Braden. The scruffy-looking orange ‘cat crouched or curled between the ears of the King, watching ahead or feigning sleeping. 
As soon as they crested the first hill after their break, they saw the construction site. They hadn’t realized that they were almost on top of it. Micah was happy that Braden hadn’t used the neural implant to pinpoint their location. 
“I should have, though! I forgot I had it,” he replied. 
“No, you shouldn’t have. How easy was it to get here without it?” she gently corrected him. He nodded with a smile. Braden wouldn’t have the luxury of growing overly dependent on Old Tech; Micah would keep him from descending too far into a technical wonderland.
They couldn’t see anything resembling the pictures of the spaceship that Dr. Johns had showed them. It looked like a big foundation for a building with some metal structures taking shape. A large lay-down area had been established for placing various sizes and shapes of metal. They saw an entrance to an underground section. They turned the horses loose and walked to the complex, where they were met by a Security Bot who welcomed them and handed them over to a special Development Bot, shaped with multiple arms and other appendages. 
The Development Bot led them on a tour of the facility, speaking to them through the neural implant. The underground section was being developed as its own factory complex linked to Holly and New Sanctuary. The metal sections had been mined, refined, and worked in the underground facility. As the facility expanded, it would build more technically advanced parts for the ship. The most complex parts would be built at New Sanctuary and transported to the construction site for installation when the time was right.
The ship itself consisted of the parts and pieces on the ground, which made up a total of one percent of the ship’s construction. The Bots had a lot of work to do before even a hint of a spaceship would appear on the pad. Braden and Micah thanked the Bot for showing the facilities. They shrugged, climbed back on their horses, and departed. Neither thought the trip worth it, but they wouldn’t tell Dr. Johns that. It was important to him and probably important to the future of Vii, but at this point in time, it meant little to Braden and Micah. 
 
 



 
Blooding the Pups
 
Lunch on the beach consisted of their favorite, cheese omelets with hash browns, provided by the fabricator. After that, they loaded the children into the cart and gathered the rest of the companions for a trip to see the Wolfoids. Skirill and Zyena flew ahead, while Max pulled the cart. The two young Rabbits had never visited Livestel and were eager to get to their new home. 
They were in for a treat. Micah told them to stay in the cart until the pups could be told who they were. Running for your life was no way to enjoy a peaceful visit. 
With Brandt’s encouragement, the group made short work of the trip, arriving by dinner time. There was a fire going and the spit was set up, but nothing was cooking, which surprised the humans. G-War’s hackles rose and his tail twitched, even as Bounder, Gray Strider, and Shredder approached. 
Micah could feel their excitement. Braden could feel his mate’s, but he didn’t know what it was all about. He took the easy way. “What’s going on?” he asked.
‘Blooding of the pups!’ Bounder exclaimed, then strode off boldly, followed by the others, who yipped as they walked. Braden and Micah lifted their children from the cart and held them, even though they wanted to get down. Even G-War, Klytus, and Shauna stayed up high, opting for the top of one of the few single-story buildings. Most were two-story, with a few taller buildings scattered about. 
“I don’t understand. Everyone acts like you know what he’s talking about,” Braden complained.
“I’m sorry. When we were on the ship and you were unconscious, we had a lot of time to talk. It’s the ritual each litter undergoes to become full members of the pack. They have to hunt a creature and make a kill. On the ship, they used their domestic hogs, but here, they’ve been able to capture a few wild boars and this will be the first blooding off the ship!” 
“I think you planned this all along,” Braden said, looking suspiciously at his partner. She shrugged and smiled furtively before jogging after the Alpha. Even Brandt was looking forward to the show, but he stayed farther back from the center of the town so he could protect the horses. Heloysis and Luciana peered between two of the cart’s sideboards, watching without letting the pups know they were there. According to G-War, the pups would be whipped into a frenzy, losing all control and going after anything that wasn’t a Wolfoid. Everyone had to take care not to get caught in the wrong place. 
The pups were being held outside the town by an elder bitch. She had watched over them as they grew, while their parents worked, and was the only one besides their own parents who could control the young Wolfoids at this stage of their lives. She was getting them fired up, judging by how the barking and howling was growing in volume. 
Shredder growled at the observers, forcing them back against the buildings to leave as much open space as possible for the pups to hunt. He waited at the pen where three wild boars slavered, tossing their heads with eyes wide at the smell of the Wolfoid close by.
With a final scream, the bitch turned the pups loose. Shredder threw open the gate and the boars burst out, looking to escape the confines of the town and the nearness of their tormentors. 
The pups raced into the Town Square, catching the boars halfway across. The pups bowled over the smallest of the creatures and bit deeply, tasting fire in the blood of their prey. But he wasn’t going to give in. He rolled to his feet, squashing one pup into the ground as he pushed forward, driving his tusks into the side of a pup who was blocked in by others who’d lost their senses in the blood fury.
The hunter turned hunted screamed in pain as his brothers and sisters pounced on the boar with renewed vigor. This time, attacking more wisely. Two had gone for the throat and were ravaging the soft flesh. The wild boar’s blood pumped from a severed artery. He dropped to his knees and snorted as his eyes glazed. The wounded pup dove in, gripping the beast’s throat and forcing him from his hooves. When the boar hit the ground, he was already dead, but the pups were on him, ripping him apart.
The other two boars received less attention from the pups. Half the pack wanted to be first and attacked the closest target. The other half was left to deal with the two larger boars, ugly brutes, aged and not afraid to fight. They were backed into a corner away from the larger Wolfoids who growled and snapped as the beasts approached.
These two were more wary. Once they took their positions, they stayed put, offering the pups tusks and stamping hooves. The crowd was going mad. The first Wolfoid pups had been blooded. The injured pup was licking its own wounds, and Braden suspected he’d end up sewing the skin back together at the end of the trial. Until then, no one could help the youngsters. 
Six on two might seem good odds, but they were not in favor of the pups. One, bolder than the rest, threw caution to the wind and attacked the smaller of their two by himself. The pup fainted low and jumped over the boar’s head as the beast tried to gore him. The pup bit deeply into the back of the beast’s neck, but the tough hide was unyielding. The Wolfoid’s teeth dug in, but that only served to enrage the creature. It shook its head wildly, trying to dislodge the stalwart youngster.
The other pups saw the opening and darted in, heading straight for the beast’s throat. Left alone, the biggest boar ran for freedom. The blooded pups weren’t sure about making a second kill, but were spurred to action by the howls of the crowd. They started slowly at first, but picked up the pace and raced from the town on the heels of the beast. 
The six pups finally pulled down their quarry and made the kill, right next to the wall where the boar stood to its last. They feasted mightily, painting their muzzles red with the blood of their prey.
The first pack closed on the huge boar and circled him, forcing him to stop. Brandt had the best view as the group was close to him. He stayed between the pups and the horses, doing his best to redirect their attention. The Rabbits watched in horror as the young Wolfoids taunted the boar. They dashed in, took a bite, and danced away before the beast could react. Although it had only been moments since they made their first kill, the pups had changed and were mature in their attacks, using teamwork to wear their prey down.
When the boar realized that, he decided that he was having none of it. He charged at the Wolfoid who stood between him and the edge of the rainforest where he hoped to make his escape. Before he could reach the Wolfoid, who boldly stood her ground, the rest of the pack was on him, attacking ferociously from both sides. He tried to plow forward, to reach the rainforest where he could rub the Wolfoids from him on the trees and the brush, while seeking the freedom of the heavy foliage. 
It wasn’t to be. The beast never gored a single Wolfoid. He didn’t stomp on any and he wasn’t able to bite one. They tackled him like seasoned warriors, and he finally succumbed from his numerous wounds. The pups from the second kill joined the larger pack. They howled their victory, muzzles dripping red. The adult Wolfoids panted from the excitement of watching the kills. 
Bounder stood and howled to the heavens, expressing his pleasure at the new tradition, at the danger the pups had been put in as their final test. Gray Strider joined her mate and howled in joy. The others followed until the sky was split by the sound of the town’s celebration. 
The boars were dragged back, washed, cleaned, and thrown on the spit. A needle threaded with Max’s tail hair appeared in Braden’s hand, and he immediately turned his attention to the wounded Wolfoid. The youngster tried to shake off Braden’s ministrations as he still quivered with the excitement of the blooding. Shredder put him in his place with a snarl, instantly calming the Wolfoid so Braden could go to work, cleaning, numbing, and repairing the wound.
By the end of the evening, the humans had scratched plenty of necks, and the pride of the young Wolfoids buoyed the spirits of all. The pork was tastier, probably because of how it came to be on the spit. Braden and Micah were thrilled with the celebration, that the Wolfoids had gained a foothold on the planet where they could contribute equally to the rise of all intelligent creatures, while returning to the roots of their being.
The Wolfoid hog herds were growing rapidly and Braden, selfishly, wanted the Wolfoid ranchers to learn the trick of smoked, sweetened pork from the villagers of Coldstream. That would require a full announcement that New Sanctuary existed. Braden and Micah decided that once they returned with livestock from the north, they’d open the trade route through and around the rainforest, including New Sanctuary and Livestel. A couple of the older Wolfoids expressed an interest in being traders, to help support their own village while providing goods to others. 
Braden was surprised, but Micah expected it was because the way they looked. Most people were fearful at first, but once they got to know any of the Wolfoids, they couldn’t help but to like them. Loper and Sunny Day would make exceptional traders as they always exuded both peace and confidence. She talked with Braden about making a wagon better suited for a Wolfoid to ride up front. 
They broached the subject of their trip to the north with Bounder and Gray Strider, who immediately called Shredder over. They told him that he was the Alpha and that they’d return when they returned. Braden always marveled at how easy they made it.
‘Wherever you go, we go, Braden. Wherever Prince Axial De’atesh goes, we go. There will be dangers, no?’ Bounder passed over their mindlink. 
“Possibly, but we want to make the trade without any violence. Your presence may be disconcerting for some of the other humans, although everyone loves dogs,” Braden offered. 
‘Then we will leave our spears in the wagon and act like our innocent cousins, walking at your side as your faithful companions.’ Bounder and Gray Strider chuckled together.
“Walking at our side as equals,” Braden countered, “doing your best to look like man’s best friend. Can you let your tongue fall out the side of your mouth and pant happily?” Micah punched Braden in the arm, but the Wolfoids saw both the humor and the wisdom of the human’s statement. They needed to draw as little attention as possible while Braden filled his role as the Free Trader, working to deliver the livestock that would help feed the growing population of the south. But they’d be close to him in case the humans became hostile. Braden’s stories of his departure from the north suggested they might not be welcome in Whitehorse or Cameron at the least. They also expected that all eyes would be on the King of the Aurochs. He made everyone and everything look small by comparison.
Looking inconspicuous was becoming less and less likely. They’d have all the turns crossing the Great Desert to figure out how they wanted to approach the humans of the north. 
Braden, Micah, the twins, and the others were gorged after the feast. They even had enough greens and vegetables for the Rabbits. The group stayed the night to sleep off the excesses of the daylight’s activities. Ax, ‘Tesh, and their ‘cats slept on Bounder and Gray Strider, who readily welcomed the children of their friends. The Wolfoids never had a problem sleeping in a pile. 
The twins and their bonded ‘cats seemed to prefer it, seeking any creature, Rabbit, Wolfoid, or Aurochs and snuggling close. Braden and Micah watched as the pile shifted like the ocean as one or another moved. 
The contentment that their children radiated brought them peace and sleep came readily.
 
 
 
 
 



 
Heading North
 
Holly didn’t want to leave anything to chance, so he had a special wagon constructed to help the companions on their journey while at the same time keeping the President safe. The vehicle was almost fully enclosed with a top that would absorb energy from the sun to provide additional power to the wheels, making the wagon easier to pull. The horses wouldn’t pull it, though. Despite Braden’s best efforts to talk the King of the Aurochs out of it, he insisted on assuming the beast of burden’s role so they could cross Devanney’s Barren more quickly. He added that there was no way Braden was undertaking a journey like that without him.
The Wolfoids had already made their statement about joining the group going north. The Hawkoids were coming so they could try to sway some of their people to join them in the south, but Skirill expected they’d get no takers, and he didn’t care, either. He had everything he wanted, including hatchlings that were making their own way in the world.
The Golden Warrior and two of his children had no choice at all. Wherever their humans went, the ‘cats were obligated to go, especially on a journey of such distance. G-War and Braden had found that they could be apart for a certain time, as long as the distance wasn’t too great. That was between two mature adults. G-War knew the children wouldn’t survive such a separation. 
Aadi was excited to go as the regular gathering of the four Tortoids that  made up the Tortoise Consortium was coming up. He didn’t know how he knew, but he did, and he was drawn to it. It wouldn’t be far out of their way from Oasis 03. 
The two Rabbits, Heloysis and Luciana, would remain behind at Livestel to help the Wolfoids take over the fields from the Development Units. The twins were disappointed, but the Rabbits weren’t well suited to life in the desert. 
Micah suggested none of them were. Braden had to agree. For the fifteenth time, she made him tell the story aloud of his last trip through the Great Desert. Each time, he’d remember a different detail, how the companions supported each other, making the group stronger than the sum of its individual parts. He recounted the trials of building and sleeping under the shelter. This time, the wagon would provide all the shelter they needed, including special storage compartments for water.  
Holly also provided an Old Tech shovel in case Braden had to dig. He thought that was a nice touch. For the return trip, Holly outdid himself. The factory produced a woven tent, lightweight with carbon fiber telescoping poles. They practiced setting it up and figured they could use it to provide shade for fifty head of water buffalo. Holly also provided fifty small fabric saddle bags that could be filled with water for each of the animals to carry during the return trip. Having the beasts carry their own water was the only way they could make the return trip work. 
Dr. Johns showed up before sunrise to see them off. He always seemed fascinated with how Braden and Micah talked with all the intelligent animals. The leader of the Cygnus VI survivors hadn’t gotten used to that yet, but he accepted the descendants of the ancients’ engineered creatures as equals. The original intent was to give the creatures intelligence to help the humans survive. From a scientific perspective, Dr. Johns considered the ancients’ efforts to be successful beyond their wildest dreams. 
From Braden and Micah’s perspective, they didn’t care how they got there, but that they all arrived together. Thanks to G-War, they were able to talk with the creatures, understand how truly intelligent they were and know that considering them as anything less than equals would be a disservice to the human race, threatening the whole of Planet Vii as factions would have fought instead of talked and traded.
They waited for the Wolfoids to take one last drink from the lake. Skirill and Zyena were awake and itching to fly. Everyone else was loaded up. 
Braden and Micah smiled at each other as they thought how far the south had come in the short cycles they’d been together. As they sat in the front of the wagon, he took her hand and intertwined their fingers. Braden leaned his head against Micah’s, nuzzling her and kissing her ear. She playfully pushed him away. He released her hand and wrapped his arm around her waist, feeling the strength in her body. She was every bit as muscled and lean as when they first met. 
‘Stop that,’ she cooed in her thought voice. ‘The children can hear you!’ 
“What?” Braden asked innocently, more comfortable speaking aloud while the rest of his family conversed most easily over the mindlink. 
‘Why, your lusty thoughts Master Braden!’ Micah replied. 
“I appreciate what I have, without taking it for granted, Master President.” Braden bowed as much as he could while seated. 
“On that, I never apologized for getting angry with you when you made me the President. I have to admit that I kind of like it,” she said, looking sheepishly at her mate. He nodded briefly. She excelled at the things he wasn’t good at. 
“You shot that Android on the ship and boy, was Holly miffed!” Braden exclaimed, changing the subject. “Master President…”
“That probably wasn’t the most presidential thing I’ve done.” She chuckled to herself. She couldn’t let Holly think that he controlled the humans, so surprises were a good thing in her mind.
Bounder and Gray Strider walked up, muzzles still wet from the cool morning lake water. Without waiting further, the King of the Aurochs leaned forward and the wagon responded soundlessly. He walked, then soon ran, the wagon seemingly chasing after him, until he felt like he was running from it and not pulling it. 
‘I’m not sure I like this wagon,’ Brandt said in his booming thought voice. ‘It doesn’t seem to weigh anything. I feel like I’m going to get run over if I stop.’
‘Give it a try, my friend. I think you’ll be surprised,’ Micah suggested. 
Brandt started to slow and the wagon responded. The King slowed to a stop, then began sauntering forward. Whatever he did, the wagon matched his pace. ‘I like this wagon,’ he said, having changed his mind. The humans shook their heads and laughed. Brandt started running as if he were tearing through a field, free from all burdens. The ride was smooth enough as they raced due east toward the rising sun. 
They were headed toward the coast, where Micah wanted to visit her parents. Since Micah’s reconciliation, Mattie couldn’t get enough of her grandchildren. Of course, G-War wanted to visit Cornwall as often as possible and he made his wishes known at all times of the day and night. Skirill and Zyena looked forward to reuniting with their two hatchlings who had relocated to Trent, enjoying the fruits of the fishing trade.
‘Brandt, my large friend, could you stop for a bit so we can get into the wagon? You have run us into the ground yet again,’ Bounder panted over the mindlink. Brandt pulled up quickly. The Wolfoids usually would have jumped in, but they were spent. Braden gave them a leg up. The interior of the wagon was padded and to the Wolfoids, it felt like a couch. ‘Had I known this, we wouldn’t have wasted all that time running.’
Brandt easily reached the eastern road before sunset. They didn’t set up a tent as everyone slept inside the wagon. The sides dropped down to become two extra beds hanging over the sides. 
Braden and Micah lay in one of the fold-down beds, talking quietly before falling asleep. Micah looked troubled. 
“What’s wrong, lover?” Braden was concerned.
“The Old Tech. Look at us! We’ve embraced it and are enjoying the use of it,” she rasped in a whisper.
“But why are we using it?” Braden asked the question, leading Micah somewhere. She looked at him, until he answered the question himself. “We’re using it to bring livestock south to help feed and grow the population. We’re using it for the good of all intelligent creatures. We have to travel through the Great Desert, twice. The Old Tech will make it possible for us to survive the trips.” Braden closed his eyes and relaxed, thinking about the next turn’s travel. Maybe he’d be able to hunt. It had been a while since he bagged anything with his bow. 
“For the good of humanity, we carry the burden that others can’t be trusted with,” Micah whispered. She closed her eyes, but sleep did not come easily. 
 
 
 
 
Villages on the Ocean
 
As Cornwall sprang into view, everyone could feel G-War’s tension. The Hillcat vibrated with expectancy. Brandt slowed down to taunt his small, orange friend. No longer able to take it, the ‘cat leapt from the King’s head and sped through the grass toward the village. 
Everyone laughed, but Braden and Micah quickly tensed, expecting to be soon overwhelmed by the intensity of a G-War engagement. 
A cat’s screech pierced the peace of the afternoon. Brandt sped up as he sensed something was wrong. Braden prepared his bow, nocking an arrow, and Micah followed suit. She was the better shot now that Braden lacked two fingers on his left hand. The twins stood in the back, peering past their parents. Klytus and Shauna vaulted to the bench with Braden and Micah, and made to leap past them and out of the wagon, but the humans caught the small half-Hillcats and stopped them. With a ‘cat in one hand, their bows remained useless in the other. 
The Golden Warrior ran full speed toward the wagon, putting some distance between him and two domestic cats who were giving it their all as they tried to catch him. Micah squinted. ‘Isn’t that your mother? And her best friend?’ she asked the two young ‘cats over the mindlink.
‘Yup,’ Shauna responded simply as she relaxed and sat down. Klytus was still anxious and watched closely, ready to go to his father’s aid. Brandt started dancing from one hoof to the other as the ‘cat approached. When G-War tried to vault onto the King’s head, Brandt dodged. The ‘cat bounced off, landing deftly on his feet, before bolting in another direction. 
The brief exchange was all the two domestic cats needed. They launched their small bodies at the scarred side of the Golden Warrior, knocking him into the grass. The three rolled, fur and paws, heads over tails. The two domestic females were getting the better of it as G-War refused to fight back. He looked miserable as he tried to protect himself from their relentless attacks. 
They stopped slashing at him and settled for snarling in his face, yowling and meowing. G-War’s ears were back and flat against his head.
“Girl problems, G?” Braden asked, trying not to laugh.
“A little friction on the home front?” Micah added, snickering. 
‘Very funny, humans. Brandt, what are you waiting for? We’re leaving! I’ve had enough of Cornwall for this trip.’ G-War’s thought voice sounded exasperated. Klytus escaped from Braden and ran to his father’s side. His mother, a mid-sized black cat, rubbed against him before yowling in his face and slapping his head with a well-practiced motion. Klytus fell backward. His mother stood over him, giving her son a big hairy what-for. 
G-War started to slink away, but the small gray female jumped in front and started meowing loudly at him. He backed up, his hackles starting to rise as he reached the limit of his tolerance for the berating the female friends thought he deserved. 
“What the hell did you do, G?” Braden asked, assuming the ‘cat would dodge the question.
‘A little calico that has been playing hard to get. Seems she’s the sister of this one.’ G-War nodded to the mother of his children, currently “yelling” at her son. 
Micah couldn’t contain herself anymore. Braden had to hold his stomach he laughed so hard. Brandt tossed his great horns as he slowly pulled the wagon away from the village. G-War hissed at the small female, driving her backward. He ran toward his son, bouncing the black cat to the side as both of the orange cats ran for the safety of the wagon.
And freedom. 
The Golden Warrior was in a foul mood until they reached Trent where he made it his personal mission to give the broom lady a heart attack. 
“Does that woman always have her broom?” Braden asked. 
“It appears so, and I think she’s gotten better using it on that pesky ‘cat,” Micah responded as G-War ran circles around the old lady, who anticipated his antics, swinging the broom ahead of him. He barely avoided a beating, quitting after dashing between the old lady’s legs and knocking her down. She reached out a gnarled old hand, latching onto his tail as he strutted away. With a snarl, he turned, paw raised.
“G!” Braden shouted. The ‘cat retracted his claws as he rolled to his back and batted at her hand with his paws. Quick as lightning, the old lady reached her other hand in and started rubbing his belly. 
She got to her feet and dusted herself off while a bewildered G-War watched her. “Go on, you mangy creature, before I give it to you all over again.” She made a cursory swing at him with her broom before heading back to the fish cleaning table. 
“I’m not sure what just happened,” Braden stated the obvious. G-War shook the dust from his coat as he followed the old woman, rubbing against her legs while she worked on the last batch of fish stinking up the village square.
Before anyone could catch them, Klytus and Shauna vaulted from the wagon, landing lightly, and ran toward Mattie and Caleb’s hut. Micah’s mother waved from the doorway. The boats were at sea, so they’d see Caleb later, when he returned from the day’s fishing. 
Two Hawkoids soared in from the hills to the west. Skirill and Zyena rose to meet them. The four flew an intricate pattern of greeting before heading away from the village for some private time.
Ax and ‘Tesh squealed to be lifted out of the wagon. Other villagers arrived and with a nod from Micah, they turned the children loose. Braden unhooked Brandt who strolled casually from the square while the villagers rubbed his sides as he passed. If an Aurochs could wear a smug expression, that’s what was on the King’s face as he headed for better grazing beyond the village’s huts.
The delightful peals of laughter and shouts of joy from the children soon followed as they found their way to their grandmother. Their ‘cats were already there and received sufficient petting. Klytus earned a swat after scratching Mattie’s arm when he determined he’d been manhandled enough. 
“You need to get your ‘cat under control!” Mattie warned Ax.
‘It doesn’t work that way, Grandma!’ Ax corrected in his tiny thought voice. ‘He’s his own person.’ She looked down at him and he gave her a snarly meow in return, while Shauna rubbed her long-haired body against Mattie’s leg. Klytus launched himself onto his sister, who rolled over to bring all four clawed paws to bear on the exposed underbelly of her larger brother. The humans walked around the two ‘cats as they did their thing.
They arranged themselves in the hut as they usually did, in the same seats that they always took. A couple out of breath Rabbits burst through the door shortly thereafter. They still hadn’t grasped the concept of knocking. Patrice and Delavigne had relocated to Micah’s village to help establish fields that would support Trent. When they saw Brandt and learned the other companions had arrived, they came from the fields straightaway.
Once the Rabbits learned that the companions were heading north, they insisted on coming along. They immediately left to get their laser pistols and turn over gardening duties to their numerous children, seventeen at last count. Braden and Micah looked at each other, shaking their heads and smiling. 
Mattie understood. With Braden and G-War’s influence, her daughter was perfectly comfortable attracting all sorts of creatures and embracing each of them. As Ax and ‘Tesh grew, Mattie expected they’d probably spend more time with the furred, feathered, and lizard-skinned creatures of Vii and less with humanity. Who was she to deny those two, as long as they visited often? She also committed Caleb to teaching them how to sail and how to fish. Too soon, the twins would find themselves on a fishing boat, plying the seas to help their family. Micah told her mother in no uncertain terms that her children would never go to sea without her or Braden as she expected they’d jump in the ocean and try to talk with a whale.
Later that daylight, Caleb returned with another big catch, half of which was destined for trade. Braden could only smile. He never imagined how trading was going to unfold and be embraced. He had met such resistance at the start. 
Mattie and Caleb insisted on keeping the twins while the rest of the companions headed north across the Great Desert. Micah hadn’t contemplated leaving the children behind, but until the last two oases were built, crossing the Great Desert would be dangerous. She wanted Ax and ‘Tesh to learn, but not at the risk of their lives. And although Braden was comfortable with the north, she was not. She didn’t feel good about what they would encounter. 
‘I suggest your parents are right in wanting your children to remain behind, all of your children,’ Aadi interjected over the mindlink, nodding toward G-War. Braden and Micah’s life would be much easier without having to worry about what Klytus and Shauna were getting into, but she also didn’t wish that on her parents. The old lady with the broom came to mind.
Once again, the President learned that she had little control over some decisions. With a finger pointed at her father, she warned him, “I know you are going to take them to sea and you better not let them out of your sight! These two will be in the ocean in a heartbeat if they even think they heard a whale. And you take those two as well!” She pointed to the two smaller ‘cats, rolling close to the fire and letting the heat warm their bellies recently filled with fresh fish.
“We’ll be back as quick as we can,” Braden said soothingly, with a quick smile. “When the next trader shows up, send for Bronwyn. She has a way to talk with us, no matter where we are. We like talking with Ax and ‘Tesh while we’re traveling,” he added cryptically. 
They were interrupted by a commotion in the courtyard. The sound of cheers told them a trader had arrived. With a grin, Braden almost ran over Ax as he dashed from the hut. The others followed him in a more orderly manner.
Zeller was standing in the front of her wagon, waving at everyone as Arnie easily pulled the full wagon into the village square. 
“Wait, wait, wait!” Zeller yelled, pleased at the response from her home village. “I think I have something for everyone, but what do you have for me?” She raised her hands as the cheers continued and people crowded around.
Micah waved until Zeller saw her, then she hopped down and reiterated that everyone needed to wait. The life Zeller had was due to Micah’s efforts. She never took that for granted, always looking for ways to thank Micah for her freedom. Small talk followed until she learned that they were heading north of the Great Desert. Without hesitation, Zeller leaned over her shoulder, made a funnel with her hand that she shouted into, “Unload the wagon and take everything! You can owe me!” 
Braden looked at her, confusion gripping him. A Free Trader never gave her trade goods away. 
“I’m going. End of discussion,” she said and without further ado, Zeller and Micah, arm in arm, walked back into Caleb and Mattie’s hut. 
Braden looked at G-War, who was finally relieved that someone replaced him in the top spot of public humiliation. “Do they teach everyone to talk that way here in Trent?” Braden asked the ‘cat.
His father-in-law answered, “No, we don’t. I think it is passed naturally from mother to daughter. I thought you knew that.” Caleb wrapped his arm around Braden’s shoulders and together they laughed at their good fortune at having partnered with such women. 
With a good night’s sleep behind them, they started the process of loading up. They didn’t like leaving the children behind, but their trip would be much easier and safer. They could focus on what had to be done. Patrice and Delavigne leapt into the back of the wagon. Skirill and Zyena stood on the buckboard and waited for the nod so they could fly ahead, where they’d give the companions a view of the land before them until they reached Devaney’s Barren, at which time, they’d ride. The sun and heat was far too brutal for them to fly over the desert and they shied away from flying in the dark.
Aadi floated higher and swam into the back of the wagon after saying his goodbyes with Mattie. She could hear all the companions and they naturally befriended her. Micah and her mother were much alike, probably more than they admitted. 
Bounder and Gray Strider had disappeared shortly after they reached the village as they weren’t fans of fish dinners. Skirill had shown them that a herd of deer wasn’t far. They reappeared in the evening for their obligatory ear scratches from Mattie. They slept in a pile with the twins, three ‘cats, and ten or fifteen Rabbits. Micah always shook her head in disbelief when she saw it, but she also knew that there probably wasn’t a safer place for her children. 
The second wagon changed things. Brandt wasn’t free to run as fast as he was capable of. Arnie would have to set the pace, unless they changed who pulled which wagon and that could even things out. They’d think on that as Zeller had grown accustomed to her wagon with her friend pulling. Once she rode in the Old Tech wagon, Braden figured they’d never get her to give it up. It was a good problem to have and he hoped they had the pleasure of discussing it after they returned, with everything intact, from the north. 
With that small concern placed in the back of their minds, they headed out, thirteen of them on a journey across the Great Desert.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
Into Devaney’s Barren
 
The caravan angled northwest after passing the northern border of the rainforest. It was easy going and with Brandt’s encouragement, Arnie set a strong pace, far quicker than the horses would have been able to manage. Although the Toromont Run Aurochs was little more than half Brandt’s size, he had heart and gave his full effort to pulling Zeller’s wagon. She constantly cooed to him and talked aloud with him, even though she could have used her thought voice. 
Aadi and Braden maintained a running conversation about the best way to enter the villages up north. They didn’t decide anything as they mostly kept repeating themselves, each unyielding from their original premise. Micah got bored quickly and took turns running alongside the wagon and riding. The Wolfoids ran a great deal, knowing that they would ride during their time the desert. Even at night, they risked burning the pads of their paws by walking on the hot sand. 
After a short break at a small stream in the Plains of Propiscius, they swapped wagons. Zeller and Arnie took the Old Tech wagon while Brandt was hitched to the smaller, “modern” wagon. He grumbled a little as he had gotten used to pulling without feeling any resistance. It didn’t take long before he was feeling the exertion and reveled in working his muscles afresh. Braden and G-War kept him company while the others remained in the Old Tech wagon, enjoying the couch-like padding. 
Micah stayed with Zeller in the Old Tech wagon. They hadn’t told her yet about the source of the Old Tech and that they had plenty of it with them. 
“What do you think of this wagon?” Micah asked simply.
“This is amazing. I didn’t know Tom produced anything like this! Arnie says he can’t feel its weight at all and this padding is to die for. My poor backside suffers on the run to River Crook. The rocks are rough out that way,” Zeller responded. 
“It’s Old Tech,” Micah offered.
“The ancients had wagons?” Zeller turned in her seat and faced Micah. They sat up front, but there were no reins, so they were only observers with good seats as the world passed them by. The Aurochs wouldn’t blindly pull them into trouble. 
“Well, no. It was built less than a moon ago using Old Tech to make it look like something we could build ourselves, but it has, let’s say, special features. As do Braden and I,” Micah said. Zeller leaned back to get a better look at her fellow Trent villager. 
“You don’t look any different. Wait. Built within the last moon? How is that possible? The ancients are gone…” She drifted off as she realized the truth. The ancients weren’t gone. “Are we going north to make war?” she asked, alarmed.
Micah laughed easily. “No,” she said with a wide smile. “The opposite. We go there to find livestock to help the people in the south live better lives. We have no intention of going to war.” 
Confusion gripped Zeller. Like Micah, she’d been raised under the hostile yoke of Cornwall where Old Tech was used to dominate others. She’d gone on the same journey as Micah to see the ruins of Sanctuary. She was taught to fear Old Tech, and now Micah was telling her, matter-of-factly, that they were using it without reserve.
“How can you embrace the Old Tech? Where are the ancients? How are you different?” Zeller asked in a jumble.
“We embrace it because we have to, but Braden and I share a pact with Holly, the intelligence that the ancients left behind. We use it, but we keep each other honest. Master Aadi and the Golden Warrior have devised a test for people before they are allowed access to the Old Tech. They call it the pure-heart test. It keeps people from getting the Old Tech who would use it for personal gain,” Micah explained.
“The pure-heart test, huh? Did I pass?” Zeller laughed.
‘You most assuredly did, Master Human,’ Aadi said over the mindlink. Zeller recoiled, unused to the menagerie of creatures that could show up in her head. She talked with Arnie constantly over the mindlink, and on rare occasions, G-War, but none of the others. As a member of Braden’s caravan, all the companions shared the mindlink. 
‘You’ll be better because of it,’ G-War added.
‘Yes, indeed. We enjoy your conversations immensely,’ Bounder replied. ‘We use our noses and ears far more than humans, so we don’t talk too much, but we’re always listening. You humans are so interesting!’
‘Our human partners have done right by the Aurochs,’ Brandt chimed in in his booming thought voice. ‘Braden has repaired many wounds on my body. I fear that I wouldn’t be here without him and his mate.’ The Aurochs were a male-centric society, so Micah never took offense at how the King of the Aurochs referred to her. He treated her as an equal and that is what mattered most–not what was said, but what was done.
“If it weren’t for us, you wouldn’t have been hurt in the first place, so I can’t accept your gratitude. We dragged you into it and then had to fix you. We were obligated, my big friend,” Braden said from the second wagon.
‘Not so. You made my life worth living and all Aurochs are in a better place because of you.’ Brandt refused to be denied the accolades he wanted to give. Braden nodded graciously.
Skirill and Zyena swooped past, waving their wings at the people in the wagons. ‘Saved my life the first time we met,’ Skirill said simply. ‘I’d had a most unfortunate encounter with a mutie Bear.’
‘And look at us!’ a small thought voice joined the conversation. ‘We live on the planet now!’

“Where else would you live?” Zeller asked as she turned around to face the two fuzzy white Rabbits, their big ears facing her. 
‘We lived on the ship, of course. That’s where we were born, but the humans brought us here where there is infinite space and endless fields of vegetables and weeds and grasses,’ Patrice said happily.
“The ship? You lived on the ocean?” Zeller didn’t understand.
‘In space!’ Delavigne added in his dainty Rabbit voice. Zeller continued to look confused.
“The brightest star to the left of the moon. It’s not a star at all. It’s a spaceship. We went there to save a group of ancients on one of the other planets in our solar system.” 
“Your lips move and I hear the words, but they don’t mean anything to me,” Zeller said slowly in a soft voice. “There’s a ship in the sky where the Rabbits were born…”
‘Us, too,’ Gray Strider interrupted.
“Where the Rabbits and the Wolfoids were born,” Zeller corrected herself. “And you’ve gone there. Into the sky. To save ancients who were also somewhere else in the sky.”
“Yeah. That’s about right,” Braden replied. “We’ve gone there twice, actually, but that’s beside the point. Neither trip was pleasant, for reference, but we couldn’t be happier that we met the Rabbits and the Wolfoids, although both of them wanted to kill us when they first saw us.”
‘We most assuredly did not!’ Patrice said indignantly. 
‘What was with all the bees, then?’ Micah asked over the mindlink.
‘Maybe a little,’ Patrice conceded.
Zeller started to laugh and couldn’t stop. They watched as she looked from face to face. When she finally stopped, gasping for breath, she held up a hand. She’d heard enough.
“I’m honored to be with such a pack of lunatics. You win. Old Tech. Pure-heart. Use it for good and no one beats you to a pulp.”
“Perfect,” Micah chuckled.
Ahead, Devaney’s Barren waited for them. Braden thought of it as the Great Desert. Great it was, made smaller by the discovery of the ancient oases. Kept small by the speed of the Aurochs and the direct route the neural implants allowed. Braden was amazed at how he was able to cross the Great Desert in the first place. The Old Tech reduced the risk to a point where they would be hardly inconvenienced, let alone under threat of imminent death. 
 



 
The Wagon Exploded
 
The caravan camped at the northern edge of the plains. The Great Desert lay just ahead. This would be the last fresh water until they reached the oasis. They loaded up everything they had. Two casks from Trent that still smelled of fish and a great number of flasks. Braden expected that as darkness fell, they’d move out and reach Oasis 01 by sunrise. What had been two to three turns with Max and Pack would be a single night with the speed of the Aurochs. 
Micah and Zeller practiced sparring. Zeller had no interest in using the bow, so they provided a sword for her. Micah didn’t know why Holly had added an extra sword to their gear, but it seemed he was prescient. She wondered how he knew, so she asked.
She opened her neural implant while the two women, covered in sweat, drank from their flasks. ‘Holly, how did you know we needed an extra sword?’

‘I didn’t, Master President. I estimated that you would not be using your blasters and just in case, I wanted both you and Braden to be armed better than any potential opponents you might have to face.’
‘And that’s it?’ she kept after him.
‘Yes, Master President, that is it. I see you are making good progress. You’ll be leaving tonight?’ Holly asked.
‘A little before sunset, so when darkness falls, we’ll just be entering the heat of the desert. We hope to make the first oasis by sunrise.’
‘I calculate that you will make it, but you cannot take any detours or stop for any length of time. You will need to maintain consistent progress to reach your objective within the desired timeframe.’
‘We understand, Holly. Arnie and Brandt have taken it as a personal challenge and they refuse to lose. When we stop next, it will be at Oasis 01.’ Micah minimized her window and refocused her eyes. 
“Holly said the extra sword was for you, Braden,” Micah said skeptically. Braden tapped the hilt of his shortsword. He didn’t use one of the longer swords. 
“You never know with Holly what the real truth is until later. He doesn’t lie, but he doesn’t give you the full truth, either.” Braden explained to Zeller. “Although I will readily admit that he has our best interest at heart, whatever his heart looks like, that is.”
“I look forward to meeting this Holly someday.”
“You will. You’ll get a taste when we reach the first oasis. They make these things called ‘brownies’ that could possibly be the best single food on Vii, right after sweetened, smoked pork, of course…” Braden drifted off as he thought of his favorite food.
“Men.” Micah shook her head. 
The companions ate lunch in the shade of a struggling tree. The grasses were brown and inedible, according to Arnie and Brandt. There was nothing to hunt. The humans double-checked the provisions and then tried to sleep. It was already hot and still a little humid. Braden encouraged Arnie and Brandt to sleep well and then drink well. They’d be doing all the work come nightfall. 
Aadi was anxious. It would be the first time he’d returned to his home in three cycles after living in the Great Desert for two hundred. He was looking forward to telling the other Tortoids about his adventures. He hoped that one or two might want to tag along.
Braden picked up on Aadi’s anxiety and wanted him to talk about the meeting of the Tortoise Consortium. “How long do you think the meeting will last, A-Dog?” 
‘Master Human! You and your names. Remember the times I ran from danger? It’ll take that long,’ Aadi chuckled over the mindlink. The image of Aadi looking like he was standing still as laser beams passed by popped into Braden’s mind. When Aadi tried to swim quickly, he always stretched out his neck as if he were trying to pull his shell and the rest of him. It never worked. The battle was usually over by the time the Tortoid managed to swim a single stride. 
“Well now, Master Aadi… I know, don’t call you Master, but if you are going to meet the Tortoise Consortium, you need to resume your place as the First Master.” Aadi conceded the point. “So it will take as long as it takes, you’re saying. Do we leave you behind, then?” Braden asked, suddenly concerned. He enjoyed having the Tortoid with them. He preferred to bounce ideas off Aadi as he handled them the most adeptly. Aadi was a master strategist and negotiator. 
Without him, they would be less effective. He refined his assessment. They would simply be less without the aged Tortoid. 
No, Braden thought, we’ll wait. The children are in good hands in Trent and would be for as long as we’re gone. 
Sleep was hard to come by and before they knew it, it was time to go. Arnie was harnessed to the Old Tech wagon while Brandt was set to pull Zeller’s mostly empty wagon. There was no need to load Brandt down since the other wagon pulled the same whether it was fully loaded or not, thanks to the Old Tech machinery cleverly hidden within the wheel hubs.
Brandt headed out first to set the pace. He walked, then trotted and was soon running, not as fast as he could go, but the pace was brisk. Arnie kept up easily as he felt like he was running free. 
Last time across, Braden had traveled slowly under a full moon. This time, the waxing moon only showed half its light. The horses were more careful in picking out their paths. Brandt wasn’t afraid and plowed ahead with reckless abandon, staying true to the track that only Braden and Micah could see owing to their neural implants. 
The front right wagon wheel caught first, wedging into a pair of half buried boulders. It stopped instantly, twisted, and shattered as Brandt’s momentum continued to pull the cart forward. The broken axle wedged into the ground and the cart became an immovable anchor. The harness was made with the Amazonian rope, so it didn’t give. The weakest point became the cart itself. It exploded in a shower of splintering wood as Brandt pulled it apart before he could stop. In his efforts to stop, he trapped a hoof in more rocks of the dry river bed. His knee twisted viciously as his body carried him past the trapped leg.
Braden was launched high into the air, slamming into Brandt’s back before bouncing off and falling to the ground. The sand was soft, but he hit heavily. 
Brandt went down, his long keening cry cutting into the relative cool of the desert night. Arnie swerved wide of the other wagon and stopped beside Brandt, snorting and puffing in fear.
Braden pulled himself forward with his hands as he struggled to reach Brandt. The King stopped howling and tried to stand. Braden got to him when he finally lurched upright. 
‘I’m sorry, Braden. I must be getting old or something because my leg really hurts.’  
“It’s too dark, Brandt. I can’t see anything. Micah!” Almost immediately, a small light sprang into existence, then slowly waved into a larger flame. Micah brought her makeshift torch to them, walking carefully in the soft sand. She held it to the side of the King’s injured leg as Braden leaned in for a closer look. He ran his hand up and down Bradnt’s leg, knee to hoof and up to the Aurochs’ shoulder.. “I don’t think it’s broken,” Braden finally stated.
Braden started squeezing around the knee, until Brandt coughed in pain. ‘Right there! What do you feel?’ the King asked.
“I don’t feel anything, except it’s starting to swell. I wish there was a stream of cool water you could put it in. I think it might only be sprained. Can you put any weight on it?” 
‘Just a little, but it hurts a great deal.’ Brandt tested it gingerly, taking a few steps but the leg didn’t seem like it wanted to support him. He hopped forward on three legs. ‘I can continue like this. We won’t be going fast, but at least we’ll be gaining some ground. I’m afraid we won’t make it to the oasis before sunrise.’ 
Braden rubbed his shoulder. He’d hit a rock when landed in the sand with all the momentum of a running Aurochs. He didn’t want to mention it after feeling Brandt’s pain. His wasn’t bad and as long as he didn’t have to shoot his bow, he wouldn’t have to tell anyone. 
“Let me see it,” came the stern voice from the other side of the torch. 
“Really?” Braden replied. He should have known better. 
“Yes, really.” Micah started pulling on his shirt, which he unbuttoned with one hand. “Would you look at that? You’re going to have a winner of a bruise.” After further poking and prodding, she declared that nothing was broken. Braden winced throughout. 
The other companions had gathered around Brandt, giving him moral support. He tucked his bad leg against his chest and hopped around the best he could. G-War climbed onto his head to help guide him in the darkness. Brandt would have to set the pace until they reached Oasis 01. 
Zeller appeared next to Micah, waiting patiently for the torch. When she had it, she used it to survey the remnants of her wagon. She hung her head as she realized it was a total loss. 
“C’mon, Zeller,” Braden said after a few heartbeats. “Time to go. We won’t get there this night which means we need to find a place to rest. We have to set up the big tent so Arnie and Brandt have shelter, and we need to do that before the sun gets too high. Building a shelter in the daylight is difficult, to say the least.” 
 



 
The Oasis
 
Brandt stopped emanating waves of pain shortly after they started moving again. Braden expected G-War had something to do with that. 
Brandt refused to stop. He kept plodding forward, hopping on three legs like an old dog. The Wolfoids ran beside him to keep him company once the sand cooled enough for their paws. 
As it turned out, Brandt ran faster on three legs than the horses moved at their best through the desert. But it wasn’t good enough to get them to the oasis by daylight. 
Braden kept his neural implant active so they could follow the shortest path to the oasis. They weren’t far, but it would have taken them half the daylight to make it the rest of the way. They couldn’t travel in the sun and heat for that long.
Setting up the tent was more difficult than they thought. Holly made it sound like it would almost set itself up. Braden and Micah should have known better. At least with Zeller, the Rabbits, and the Wolfoids, they had plenty of extra hands. They started in the predawn light and finished well past sunrise. The wagon fit underneath easily as the tent was made to cover fifty water buffalo. 
Brandt rolled onto his side, an unnatural position for an Aurochs, but he wanted to take all the pressure from his injured leg. Braden placed a pile of empty water saddle bags to act as a pillow for the King’s knee. It had swollen during the night and was three times its normal size. Brandt was in pain, but doing his best to hide it. 
G-War helped his large friend to sleep in the ‘cat’s special way. 
Braden had a difficult time sleeping as well. In the past three cycles, he’d forgotten how harsh it was traveling at night and trying to sleep in the heat of the daylight. His shoulder hurt, too. Micah could do nothing for him, so they both tossed and turned, drinking water often to try and keep themselves cool. 
The Wolfoids, Rabbits, and Hawkoids suffered in the desert conditions. Feathers and fur were horrible at keeping heat out. Aadi dug himself a hole to nestle into. For those who made the desert their home, they found ways to not just survive, but to make it comfortable. Next time they spent the daylight trying to sleep, Braden vowed to dig a hole in which they could find a cooler way to sleep. 
When the sun dipped toward the western horizon, they labored to rouse themselves enough to take down the tent. As the sun set, they knew they had to hurry. They all moved slowly, until Braden quipped that since they were in the desert, they’d adopted Tortoid speed. That raised everyone’s spirits and helped them finish the task before the darkness enveloped them. 
Brandt was no better, but he shook it off, saying that he’d been injured worse before. Braden and Micah weren’t sure about that, while G-War openly scoffed at the great King’s statement. To prove a point, he set a strong pace from their camp site, hopping on three legs. It hurt the humans to watch him. G-War was crouched low on his head, pointing the way forward. Braden and Micah took turns watching their location on the window before their eyes. 
Holly was concerned with the injury but not with the loss of the wagon. He considered the second one to be superfluous in any case, although he appreciated the addition of another human. He’d run simulations with the help of the survivors and determined that a human presence alone would be least alarming when making the livestock trade. Braden rolled his eyes at the extent Holly went to achieve the conclusion that the Free Trader had known from the start.
Braden was loaded down with platinum and gold in the style of the north. He’d shared his wealth with Holly, who had replicated it and vastly expanded what Braden considered to be a respectable horde. As he thought about it, everything he went south for was currently in his possession, but he was still headed north on a trade mission, on behalf of others, with no thought of personal gain. For him, he had a wagon better than any that ever existed, great creatures to pull it, incredible wealth, Old Tech, and a partner who made him more than he could have ever been by himself. 
‘And Prince Axial De’atesh, of course,’ G-War added.
“Would you all stop doing that!” Braden said loud enough for everyone to hear. “And no one tell me that I think too loudly!” Micah shrugged and looked away. The Wolfoids and Rabbits took a great interest in something behind the wagon. Only Zeller jumped into the fray.
“I didn’t hear anything,” she said.
“Thank you. Finally, there’s someone who’s not in my head,” Braden said sarcastically. He reached for Micah’s hand, caressing it until she let him hold it. She looked at him sheepishly. He started to smile.
“It’s really loud, Braden,” she finally said. He frowned instantly and then pursed his lips. 
“At least can all of you make believe like you can’t hear me?” Braden asked.
“It would probably be better if you learned to reduce the volume yourself. Maybe try to think in whispers,” Micah offered. Braden was angry, not because of what she suggested, but everyone else in the mindlink easily controlled their thoughts, controlled what they projected. It seemed that only he was incapable. 
“These are private thoughts!” Braden countered more loudly than he intended.
‘Well, not really, Master Human,’ Aadi whispered, hoping to not ignite Braden’s ire.
‘They are very pleasant thoughts. You think great things and small things, too,’ the soft-spoken Delavigne added. Micah nodded.
‘Remember when I learned to speak your language?’ Skirill inserted himself into the conversation. Braden tipped his chin toward the Hawkoid so he’d continue his thought. ‘Well, your gifts lie elsewhere. I will endeavor to not listen, my friend.’
“A feathered gentleman you are, Master Hawkoid!” Braden bowed to where Skirill was perched on a roof bar of the wagon. Braden looked around to see if anyone else would make the same offer, then it dawned on him. “You can’t shut out my thoughts just like I can’t keep them to myself. So it’s not just me who can’t do something. Ha!” Braden looked smug, most of which was lost in the darkness as they pressed onward.
Braden watched their location using his neural implant as they approached Oasis 01. With Brandt’s renewed vigor, much of the night remained as they rolled toward the lights, stopping at the edge of the trees marking the boundary between the wasteland of the desert and the life of the oasis. 
They unhooked Arnie and left the wagon where it was. The humans lifted the Rabbits to the ground, while the others jumped or flew. As a group, they strode into Oasis 01, heading directly for the building where travelers could check in. 
Braden opened the door for Micah and Zeller, but Zeller stopped when she felt the cold air rush out. Braden took a deep breath of the cool air, happy to feel it blowing on him. 
“Welcome to the world of the ancients,” Braden offered as he ushered her in.
 
 



 
Recovery
 
Braden stood in front of the counter as he’d done many times before, and the hologram appeared.
“Welcome back to Oasis 01, Braden. Would you like a room? I see that the President is with you, but unfortunately, we do not have a Presidential Suite at this facility. I hope that the standard room will do,” the disembodied female voice spoke pleasantly.
“But you’ve never met Micah before,” Braden countered.
“I am now in constant contact with the Artificial Intelligence you know as Holly. I have been expecting you. I’ve also been informed that both you and the King of the Aurochs will need a substantial amount of ice to put on your injuries. That will be brought to your room.” The hologram hesitated for a moment. “One Aurochs is in the fields along with two Rabbits. I have instructed the Development Unit to stay clear. The Aurochs you know as Brandt is in the lake.” 
Braden looked at Micah in alarm. “Have the ice delivered to the lake,” he shouted as they ran from the building, fearing that Brandt couldn’t swim. Zeller stood confused. She didn’t know what ice was. Braden knew about it from the north, and Micah learned about it when they spent a cycle at New Sanctuary after their children were born. 
They realized that they shouldn’t have been alarmed when they arrived. Brandt was standing in the deepest part of the lake, but his nose was still out of the water. They waited until the ice arrived before asking him if he could join them on the beach. He did, lying down as an Aurochs normally would, upright with his front legs forward.
Braden piled the ice bags on Brandt’s swollen knee. The King flinched initially, but with the cool came relief from the waves of pain. Micah held one of the ice bags against Braden’s shoulder while they sat on the beach, letting the ice work its magic on their injuries.
Soon, a Wolfoid appeared dragging a javelina. Gray Strider looked back after dropping her prey on the beach. Bounder jumped over a bush, a smaller javelina held firmly in his mouth. 
‘Could you do the honors?’ Bounder asked Micah over the mindlink. G-War rolled onto his back, letting the sun warm his belly fur. Arnie, Patrice, and Delavigne were still in the fields, so Micah could clean the small wild pigs without having to do it under the harsh stares of the fuzzy white Rabbits who maintained that they would eventually convert everyone to consuming only vegetables. 
G-War was always first to scoff, followed quickly by the Wolfoids. Even Braden was skeptical, even though he was under some pressure from Micah. The Aurochs were believers. Even Aadi said he was willing to try it, although he loved his bugs and beetles.
No one was going to do anything differently, although everyone was polite to the Rabbits, except for the Golden Warrior who was the exact same way with everyone, straightforward, but mostly disconnected unless it concerned his personal comfort. Hillcats were carnivores. They only ate meat and it provided the complete range of their nutritional needs. 
On cue, G-War showed up and rubbed his scarred body against Micah as she made quick work of the javelina. She left the skin on as it helped it cook better while rotating on the spit. Braden opened his neural implant to ask Holly to stop the Maintenance Bots from putting out the fire once they had it going. Micah tossed certain pieces from her cleaning efforts into the air where Skirill and Zyena took turns swooping in to catch them. G-War helped himself to his favorites from the entrails.
As much as they all loved the ‘cat, no one could stomach watching him eat. Although he was one of the more intelligent creatures, he was still a feline predator. He attacked his meals with a genetic viciousness, usually throwing blood and bits in all directions. The Wolfoids had become more cultured, preferring their meat cooked, but they were also omnivores so they ate vegetables and grains along with the main course.
In true G-War fashion, he absolutely didn’t care what anyone thought about his eating. He ate. He meticulously cleaned himself. Then he moved on. 
He encouraged others to be more like him and stand less on ceremony. Brandt thought that was both hilarious and insightful. When the King of the Aurochs was hungry, the humans stayed out of his way. He’d clear wide swaths of turf when left alone after a hard run. He was hungry at the moment, but immobile. 
“What am I thinking?” Micah cursed herself. She opened her neural implant to contact Holly to have the Development Unit gather a feast for the King of the Aurochs and bring it as soon as possible to where he rested on the shore of the small lake. “Relax, Brandt. We have some food coming for you,” Micah apologized. 
The King of the Aurochs shrugged. He was sorry for holding them back and felt even worse that they had to bring food to him.
“Think nothing of it, my large friend. Sometimes you just have to sit back and be pampered,” Braden said as he leaned against the Aurochs, absentmindedly rubbing his great neck with his good arm while the shoulder of the other wore an ice pack. 
“Don’t you two look the pair?” Micah taunted. Braden chuckled. 
“I’m glad nothing’s broken. Holly thought we might be good to go in seven turns. In the interim, I guess we’re on vacation.” Braden leaned back and let the ice do its work. He watched the Wolfoids build the fire with help from the recently gorged Rabbits. Aadi floated over the lake, enjoying the moisture it gave off. Skirill, Zyena, and G-War were already asleep, having eaten the raw bits until they were full. 
Arnie finally waddled back to where the companions were relaxing on the small beach surrounding the lake. He collapsed in a heap, struggling to keep his head up for a few heartbeats, before giving up and falling asleep.
As usual, the companions chatted, as friends do, while they ate and watched the fire snap and pop. Micah retreated to their room to fire up the fabricator for wine and brownies for the humans. She took Zeller with her to show her how everything worked. 
Zeller was still hesitant to accept that Old Tech was so prevalent in her fellow villager’s world. In her world too, it seemed. She was fearful of it, but Micah’s assurances and the ease with which she accessed and used it started to put her mind at ease. They had the companions to keep them from abusing its power. 
Although she was warming to the idea of Old Tech, Zeller still slept outside with the others when night fell. She didn’t even wake up when one of the Bots cleaned up the fire or brought more ice for the King of the Aurochs.
By the third turn resting at the oasis, Zeller had her own room and had fallen in love with the fabricator. She liked trading and she was getting better as a swordsman every day, but she hunted only out of necessity. Finding a place where food simply appeared made her giddy, especially food like the brownies. Her fear of all things ancient evaporated. 
By the sixth turn after their injuries, Braden’s shoulder was black and blue, but it felt far better than it looked. He had full use of his arm and had joined Micah and Zeller in their sparring practice. Brandt was walking gingerly, putting more and more weight on his leg with each day, but he wouldn’t be able to run yet. Braden and Holly spent a good amount of time looking at and discussing the King’s knee. The hologram suggested a knee brace and directed the Maintenance Bots to fabricate one. 
Braden couldn’t fathom what Holly recommended. He’d never heard of such a thing before. 
Old Tech was so much more than blasters and weapons. Numbweed came as a surprise to Holly, but the ancients’ medical technology seemed almost like magic to the backwards survivors of the civil war. At times, Holly was surprised that anyone survived at all, having lost nearly all the combined knowledge of the ancients. Braden and Micah took offense at that, as usual, since the most important knowledge was retained, and that was how to live.
On the seventh turn after arriving at the oasis, Arnie looked like he needed to run off some of the fat he had quickly added to his body. The Rabbits always looked round, but the humans expected that they had also softened a bit with access to a massive field of freshly grown vegetables. The Rabbits made recommendations to the Development Unit, which Micah had to send to Holly so he could send the instruction back to the Bots in the oasis. A roundabout way, but Patrice and Delavigne got to make their point for improvements in both the quantity and quality of what was grown in the field. 
The brace was a massive contraption of lightweight metal and carbon fiber. Braden’s first attempt to strap it onto the King’s leg was a miserable failure. He had to open his neural implant and ask for help. He’d had the thing upside down. Once righted, he tightened the straps, then loosened them just a hair as Brandt said it was making his hoof numb. After testing it, the King of the Aurochs declared it sound and appreciated the vast improvement it instantly made in how well he could move. He happily trotted to the far end of the field to find what Arnie had left behind.
“We leave at sunset?” Braden asked, already knowing the answer. With the night, they’d be underway to Oasis 02 where they’d find water, but no other provisions, no other comforts. They would take it easy and planned for a two-turn trip. Holly helped them find a mid-way point where they planned to camp in a small ravine. It would be good practice for when they traveled south with a herd of water buffalo.
Braden looked forward to that challenge, but he needed the Aurochs to both be healthy. They and the Wolfoids had important roles to fill as shepherds of the herd. Bounder wasn’t sure, a little annoyed that he wouldn’t be able to use his lightning spear on the water buffalo, but willing to give it a try. Gray Strider had no such reservations. 
With all of that on their individual minds and a wagon filled with provisions for the journey through Oasis 02 to Oasis 03, they headed out as the daylight waned. They knew they could resupply foodstuffs of sorts at 03, but the meat eaters would be going without for the last half of the journey north of the Great Desert. They’d persevered through hardship before. Braden seemed unconcerned. G-War hated this part of the trip.
He decided that he’d share that with everyone and keep his discomfort in the forefront of their minds until they were back north where he could hunt ground squirrels with the Hawkoids and deer with the Wolfoids. 
Arnie started walking and the wagon obediently followed him. The humans collectively took one last deep breath of the fresh air from the oasis as they entered the heat of the desert. 
G-War entered all their minds using the mindlink and asked one simple question, “Are we there yet?”
 
 
 
 



 
The Heat
 
This night was hotter than usual and despite Brandt’s best effort, as morning approached, they realized they wouldn’t reach the halfway point. Braden and Micah both started working with Holly to find a reasonable place to set up the tent. 
As the first rays of light peeked over the horizon, they still hadn’t stopped. Skirill and Zyena leapt into the air and flew to the sides of the wagon, weaving a semi-circle  around the caravan and extending forward with each pass as they looked for a place to shelter. They were greeted by wide open areas and shifting sands. They couldn’t see any rocky outcroppings or dry river beds. 
The sun rose and continued into the sky. The heat built, to where it pressed in on the Aurochs, forcing them to move slower and slower. 
“Right here. Let’s get the tent up, so we can drink plenty of water and rest.” Arnie was thankful for the break. He hadn’t slept the previous daylight and was bone tired. Brandt was as well, plus his knee ached. He wished he had more ice to put on it. 
The humans were able to erect the tent much quicker than the first time, and they figured they’d get it done even faster the next. With everything out of the mid-morning sun, Braden started digging, but he only found more sand, never reaching the coolness of the hard earth beneath. He gave up and tried to find comfort within the wagon, but there were already too many furry bodies radiating heat in there with the provisions taking up the rest of the space. He opted for sleeping beneath the wagon. 
Trying to sleep, that was. He started to question why he thought they needed water buffalo without having fully explored the south in search of them. They’d heard the animals were there, but how hard did they search? Braden, on his own, determined that heading north was the best course of action. He’d imposed his will on all the others, something he’d vowed not to do. 
The King was on his side, taking all the pressure off his knee. Braden got up and used his water flask to pour water through the knee brace. It cooled as it evaporated. Once dry, Braden did it again. He kept at it until he couldn’t stay awake anymore. His efforts helped them both.
They drank heartily of their water, before Braden realized they’d go through it all in less than three turns. Since they didn’t expect to get to the Oasis 02 by morning, they needed to start conserving. Otherwise they’d arrive with no water left. If anything was wrong with the water at the oasis, then they’d be without and have to try to make it back to Oasis 01. He thought he’d keep it to himself, but knew that everyone had just heard his loud thoughts. 
Better that they know. No more water than they needed and when the time came, they’d head out as fast as they could go.
As the sun was setting, they collapsed and packed the tent in no time at all. They harnessed Arnie and headed out, hoping that the terrain cooperated and that they’d make it to the oasis before sunrise.
Halfway through the night, they knew they had no chance of making it. They were probably only going to cover half the distance. Brandt’s knee was starting to swell again, requiring Braden to loosen the straps on his brace. Everyone was unhappy, but at least G-War stopped complaining. Brandt probably threatened his small orange life. Braden didn’t care what brought the annoying noise to a stop, just that it stopped. 
That wasn’t to say the Golden Warrior wasn’t miserable. He was, probably more so than anyone besides Brandt. They traveled together in the dark, G-War using his eyes to keep the Aurochs from stepping where he shouldn’t. Brandt soldiered on, despite the agony he had to be in. 
They stopped early, counting on falling asleep before it became too hot so they could rest longer and better. It took them a while to set up the tent as they were tired, thirsty, and in foul moods. The trip so far had been short, but they all suffered in different ways. 
‘My fellow companions,’ Aadi started, using a soothing tone for his thought voice. ‘The Great Desert is my home. For me, it is comforting to be here, but for others, the desert is harsh and unforgiving. Accept that you will never master it. You can only hope to survive it, every time you travel here.’
The others stopped what they were doing and looked at the Tortoid, giving him their full attention. 
‘I never imagined such things as you seem to do with great regularity, Master Braden. You defeated the desert when you had nothing. You now have everything, but the desert continues to fight you. Don’t let it win! Only through force of will can you best this wasteland. No amount of Old Tech will hold the desert at bay. Just you and your stubborn refusal to quit,’ Aadi ended. He floated downward and started digging his sleeping hole as if nothing had happened. 
Nothing had. The companions needed to do what they always did: whatever they had to in order to win. Braden crawled under the wagon, lying on a blanket in just his shorts. Micah was there, too, but not touching him. It was too hot for that. She wore just her shorts, too. Braden looked at how hard her body was. And the scars. He rolled to his side and traced a finger along the scars on her neck and shoulders. Her eyes fixed on his chest where the Lizard Man spear had sliced viciously. She did her best, but the scar was thick and jagged. His hand missed two fingers. Only the stubs remained as the laser cut cleanly through both at the second knuckle. 
She giggled as he tickled her under the arms, while his eyes took in all of her. “I’m nothing to look at,” she toyed. “Zeller is the good looking one from the village.”
He knew how the game was played and this was dangerous territory. “I don’t know who you’re talking about, but I’m pretty sure that I’m looking at the best looking woman in the whole south.” 
Her expression turned cold. “No!” he blurted out. “I can never get it right, and you know what I’m thinking, too!” 
She threw out the bait like the expert fisherman she was. He took it and she reeled him in. She laughed heartily. He was confused. 
“There are more women in the north and then there are clones on the  ship. You were supposed to say ‘in the whole universe,’ lover,” she guided him. 
“What if I don’t mean in the whole universe?” Braden taunted in reply. She pushed him playfully. 
They heard the others laughing from inside the wagon. Zeller was the loudest, snorting occasionally, which made Braden and Micah start laughing again. 
‘Aadi, you are a genius,’ Braden said over the mindlink.
‘Indeed, Master Human. Tonight we rise again and the new daylight will show us the oasis. Fear not. The desert is done with us for now,’ Aadi said in a tired thought voice. 
 
 
 



 
A Refreshing Break
 
As Aadi predicted, they arrived at Oasis 02 with the sunrise. They snuggled up close to the sparse vegetation while refilling their water stocks. It was only slightly cooler around the lake as only some of the vegetation had revived with the restoration of the water’s flow. Micah looked at the small lake and disrobed, slowly climbing into the water to cool off. Brandt lay with his front legs in the water. The Wolfoids and Hillcat lapped noisily while the Rabbits drank daintily, pink noses twitching.
As Braden refilled their flasks, he watched as Zeller stripped naked and joined Micah. He looked away, but it was too late. Micah shook her head. “Shame on you, partner mine.” 
“What’s with you people from Trent?” he asked. “My life used to be so much simpler.”
“And less exciting,” Micah responded. “We’ve had this conversation before.” 
“Yes, we have and I always reach the same conclusion. G-War and I used to have it so easy.” He finished filling the flasks and with his back turned modestly, removed his clothing and joined the women in the small lake. 
“You cleared this yourself?” Zeller asked. 
Braden felt proud, thinking back on Aadi’s words. “I did. I refused to let the desert beat me. We needed water. Max and Speckles needed water. G-War needed to eat. We came here from Oasis 03. Skirill burned himself up trying to find it. We made it late in the morning and spent the day in the sun clearing the sand away from the solar panels. Once they took in enough energy, the pump started and water began to flow again.” 
“Solar panels?” Zeller didn’t know. Those weren’t words anyone would know who didn’t work with Old Tech. 
“It’s Old Tech. The sun shines on them and it generates power. There’s a lake deep underground. The ancients not only knew how to find it, but how to tap into it, too. With the power of the sun, they brought the water to the surface and created this oasis. Without the ancients, we’d never be able to cross the Great Desert.” 
They floated in the lake until they were ready to sleep. Braden and Micah turned their backs so Zeller could get out, even though she said she didn’t care. Maybe Micah did and Braden didn’t want to risk his partner’s ire. They waited until Zeller gave the all clear and climbed into the back of the trailer, where the Wolfoids, Rabbits, and Hawkoids were already sound asleep. G-War was sleeping in the shade of Brandt’s head while Arnie was half in the water and sound asleep. Aadi hovered under the biggest tree, eyes closed.
Braden started to climb out, but Micah pulled him back before looking furtively toward the beach. She pulled him close…
‘Really? Right in front of me?’ G-War said without opening his eyes.
Afterwards, they slept like the dead, rousing only as darkness approached. The pump cycled the water out of the lake and it was clean and clear when they drank their last and prepared to go. The cooler water also helped reduce the swelling in Brandt’s knee. 
With a final look behind them, they walked into the darkness of the desert, on a direct line toward Oasis 03. 
 



 
Oasis 03 – Tiskanay’s Pause
 
Brandt limped slightly when he ran, but it seemed the worst was behind him. The worst of it was behind them all. Their attitudes had improved and that changed how they approached their travel through the Great Desert. Braden’s plan had been too aggressive. They needed to move slower, more carefully, using the least amount of energy.
The desert couldn’t be dominated. One had to bow to it and accept its constraints, delicately and with respect. Otherwise the desert would do everything it could to kill you. Braden nodded to the darkness in deference to Devaney’s Barren, hoping that they intruded no further upon its peace.
“How long’s it been since you had any cactus weevils, Aadi?” Braden asked. 
‘Oh my, Master Human, you bring up such delightful memories. It has been many cycles, indeed,’ Aadi replied. 
“You think Tiskanay is still there?” 
‘Of course. There’s no other place she’d be. The Seeders will still be there, too, I expect. Will there be a problem?’ Aadi asked. The others were listening intently. Besides G-War and Skirill, no one had been to the Great Desert before, let alone interact with the creatures to be found in Oasis 03. 
“Nah. Thanks to your sage advice, we handled everything just fine last time. I don’t think we’ll have any issues this time, although we have far less meat with us to share. Do you think you can spoof the Seeders again?” Braden and Aadi told the rest of the companions the story of their entrance into the Oasis and how they established a truce with the Gila Monster called Tiskanay. They described how the Mirror Beast dominated the oasis until they found out it was a simple Development Unit, a Bot who needed a reboot, which Braden did inadvertently. 
G-War chuckled at that, railing on the human’s misfortune and how they’d lost the ability to ask it questions once it was working again. They knew it was still working as they’d seen the images of the plush fields in the Command Center. The Rabbits and Aurochs were looking forward to eating fresh vegetables. Holly assured them that the Development Unit would leave them alone. 
Braden didn’t worry about it any further. Talk with Tiskanay, defang the Seeders, and then relax and reload for the final push to the north while Aadi met with the other Tortoids. Braden wanted to meet them, but Aadi was very clear that no outsiders were allowed at a Consortium gathering. Braden didn’t take offense, although Micah was a little put out. She had hoped that she’d meet the others, expecting that they’d be something like Aadi, filled with the wisdom of their life experiences.
Aadi suggested that he might convince one or two of them to come to the oasis. They’d have to wait and see, but he asked them not to be disappointed, no matter what transpired.
‘Wait and see, he says,’ Micah told Braden in her thought voice. He nodded. ‘Think about it. A Tortoid told us to wait…’ They both snickered to themselves as they peered into the darkness. Arnie was walking at a brisk pace as Brandt followed closely behind. G-War rode on the King’s head, as usual, but with Arnie leading the way, he had an easy walk. At midnight, they switched. Brandt was happy to be doing something for the caravan. 
As they approached sunrise, the Hawkoids took to the lightening skies and quickly found a place to camp. Aadi nodded knowingly, blinking slowly. The Rabbits were pleased that the camp would be set up before the sun was too high. Everyone took their places and quickly, with well-drilled precision, the tent was erected. They didn’t even break a sweat setting it up. They took it easy with their water, rested well, and did it all again the second night out of Oasis 02. 
With the third night came the expectation that they’d reach the oasis well before the sunrise. They watched the map scroll by as they approached, stopping near the outskirts and waiting. Braden wanted everyone to remain in the wagon in case a Sand Crawler had taken up residence in place of the one that G-War and Braden had killed.
They relaxed so well that they all fell asleep. Arnie and Brandt slept standing up to minimize the choice bits a Sand Crawler could bite into. They awoke when the warmth and light from the sun shined into the wagon. Brandt was still harnessed, so he simply started walking. He could see the oasis. Skirill and Zyena flew ahead to scout the area, tell them where the Gila Monster was, the status of the Seeders, and if they could see anything else. 
Skirill flew in front while Zyena followed. He asked her not to fly low over the lake until the Seeders were taken care of. Tiskanay appeared to have not moved over the course of three cycles. Instead of three Seeders, there were now five. Skirill wondered what unlucky creature gave its life for the Seeders to multiply. They didn’t know if there were any Sand Crawlers, as the undergrowth was too heavy. The Development Unit was working in the field, shimmering under the morning sun.
They stopped the wagon on the edge of the desert and removed Brandt’s harness so he could take Arnie and the Rabbits to the fields for a healthy breakfast. The others prepared to enter the oasis. Braden was all business, vividly remembering the last time they entered and the Crawler’s scratch that put G-War out of action. 
“G-War and I go first, Micah back and left, Zeller back and right, swords at the ready. Bounder with Zeller, Gray Strider with Micah. Aadi, you’re in the middle. If you have to thunderclap anyone, take care not to hit us,” Braden directed and cautioned. “Be wary, watch under the bushes and don’t let Tiskanay into your mind! Watch out for anyone who falls under the spell. Last time, she pulled Ava from my mind and G-War stopped me before I became her dinner.” 
Micah squinted at her partner. “Who’s Ava? You haven’t thought about her before.” Braden was taken aback and the more he tried not to think about the lithe, brown-haired beauty, the more he couldn’t help but visualize her in the classroom when she told him to go without her. Micah’s stare turned cold. “I see,” she said softly, not taking her eyes from Braden’s.
He started to get angry. “Let’s go,” he spit, turning and stomping down the path into the oasis. G-War followed, suggesting that Braden slow down so they had time to react should any evil creatures raise their ugly heads. 
Braden stopped and shook his head like a dog shaking rain out of his coat. “C’mon, G, let’s clear this place and get to the lake. I could use a swim.” When he turned back to the path, a single beetle stood in his way. He wanted to crush it under the heel of his boot, but Aadi noted that could bring more. 
‘Beetles,’ Braden passed over the mindlink. ‘Aadi said not to step on this one as it could bring more.’ G-War pounced on the beetle and batted it into the underbrush. They waited, but nothing else appeared. Braden couldn’t relax. He sensed something dangerous. G-War assured him that he saw nothing ahead that was alarming.  Braden couldn’t rid himself of the feeling. He continued ahead slowly, cautiously, 
Bounder carried a bag with smoked javelina. It wasn’t very much, but it was half of their remaining supply. 
When Braden heard Ava’s voice calling him, he scoffed. “Is that the best you have, Tiskanay? It is I, Free Trader Braden, and we have returned. We bring you a gift and beg your leave to rest in the oasis.” Braden stood with his feet wide apart, his bow in his hand and a confident look on his face. 
He heard the sand rustle behind him as Bounder made to pass, walking as if in a trance. Braden jumped into him, wrapping his arm around the Wolfoid’s broad chest, trying to force him to the ground. Bounder snarled and snapped at the human’s head. “Stop it!” he yelled. With a mighty heave, he pushed Bounder away from him. The Wolfoid looked at him, eyes clear. With a curt nod, Braden turned and nocked an arrow.
He strode forward two steps and drew his bow full, aiming at Tiskanay’s head. “That’s enough. Stop, or I will kill you,” he growled.
‘Okay,’ came the tired, old voice of the Gila Monster. Braden raised his bow and released the tension of the string. He held the arrow in place, just in case. He walked back to where Bounder stood, taking the bag from him, returning, and then dumping its contents in front of Tiskanay. 
He finally noticed a pile of crushed bones near her. “A visitor?” he asked.
‘You called them horses. Two, with their riders, showed up a cycle after you, but they couldn’t speak with me. They didn’t know the secret of the Seeders. But they brought the beetles back,’ she stated without emotion. ‘Thank you for the gift. I shall leave you alone. Beware of the Seeders. There are many of them, now.’
“Skirill! I need you and Zyena to find all the Seeders.” Two horses and two men could provide plenty of fertile ground for new plants to grow. “You saw five. I suspect there are more. Find them, show us where they are, and take care. I don’t want anyone to get hurt,” Braden said, pleading with the Hawkoids. They were perched at the top of the trees that were unique to the oases. They stood awkwardly on the rough, leafy branches, happy to get the call from Braden for their help. 
They beat their wings hard to avoid dropping low over the lake. Skirill led the way again. He spotted the larger three Seeders, the original ones they had seen on their first trip. There were two more growing in the sand between the older plants and the lake. Skirill used his keen Hawkoid eyes to look into the shadows beneath the larger trees. 
He flew just under the higher branches, perilously close to crashing as he swerved left and right. Zyena stopped trying to follow and settled for circling above the trees, eyes focused exclusively on her mate. 
Skirill saw a trail from Tiskanay to the lake and turned to cross it. 
There! He saw three more Seeders spread out to the side of the path. Had Braden and the companions tried to reach the lake, they would have been attacked. When Skirill shared the images, Braden asked Micah to get her blaster. She smiled as she jogged back to the wagon, Bounder by her side. 
She returned, having already dialed the blaster to the tightest flame setting. With Aadi in the lead, Micah put herself on the far side, away from the Seeders. If they shot their seeds into any of the warm-blooded creatures, there would be nothing that could be done to save them. The plant would feed on the body until it died, then plant itself where its host fell. 
As they approached the first Seeder, Aadi floated upward and Micah ducked beneath him. She crawled forward until she had a clear shot, then she lit up the plant. They didn’t know how, but the plant screeched like a wounded animal. The others covered their ears as Micah shot it a second time. The hideous noise stopped as the flames consumed the Seeder. Aadi waited until the heat died down before continuing. 
They did the next two the same way. Braden pushed them forward, wanting to get it over with. He asked Micah to dial the widest setting and fire up the last five all at the same time. As they approached the lake, the Seeders were screaming and flailing about. Braden pulled Micah back as a Seeder launched a seed high. It bounced off the top of Aadi’s shell, falling harmlessly to the ground.
“I’ve never seen one do that before. Everybody back!” Braden ordered. Aadi floated forward trying to draw the Seeders out, but they wouldn’t launch their deadly projectiles at him. 
“They seem to have gotten smarter in the past three cycles. I believe they are all connected somehow. I bet Bronwyn would be able to talk with them, and now, I’m not sure we should kill them,” Braden thought out loud. Micah hung her head, hearing the screams of the creatures reverberate in her mind.
‘I’m sorry, Master Human. It doesn’t seem to be working,’ Aadi said sadly.
“I don’t know what to do,” Braden told Micah. She shook her head vigorously. He looked to the Wolfoids, but they shook their shaggy heads and shrugged. G-War laid down and closed his eyes, waiting for the humans to do something. The Rabbits and the Aurochs were in the fields, away from the danger. 
Braden opened his neural implant. ‘Holly, got a bit of a situation here. Can you see the Seeders? Yes? Good. They shoot seed pods into living creatures. The plant grows, killing the host, and becomes a new Seeder. Well, we killed three of them, but they screamed and the other five are out of control. I think they might be intelligent. They are blocking our access to the lake. We need the water, but none of us want to sacrifice our body to become a Seeder, if you know what I mean. Any ideas?’
‘Let me review the data,’ Holly said, returning after only a heartbeat. ‘I have no information on these creations. The plant mutations that you’ve discussed with me don’t exist anywhere except in the north. I suspect they were created by Doctor Warren after he split from Sanctuary. I’m not surprised that the Seeders found a home in the oasis. They will eventually make their way south, but that could take a millennium. In any case, they are plants. They could be intelligent, but what do you do with a plant when you want to keep it but don’t like where it is?’ 
‘I’m sorry, what? Do you have any ideas or not?’ Braden was quickly frustrated. There was a huge obstacle between him, the companions, and the lake.
‘I’ll dispatch the Development Unit to transplant the Seeders, as you called them, to a spot away from the lake, but still within the oasis. It is an area that you’ll have to keep everyone from going into. After that, you will be safe.’ Holly stayed on the link, but the Development Unit had already arrived and immediately started digging with a combination of a tentacle and its energy shield. In short order, it had the first two Seeders dug up. It carefully carried them around the lake and into a dense patch of trees. It reversed the process, digging a hole and putting them in. It then snaked a small hose to the lake to give the plants a good drink. Braden hadn’t seen the tentacle or hose before, but he hadn’t paid attention when the Development Units went about their business. 
The older Seeders were larger and the Unit could only move one at a time. Instead of waiting, the companions retreated back to the wagon, where they drank deeply from their flasks. They walked to the fields to join the Rabbits and the Aurochs. Holly said that the only crop in that field was soybeans. The others seemed to enjoy them, but Braden tried a few and didn’t like them. G-War didn’t bother. He was holding out for venison. 
Braden watched over the others as they walked through the fields as if relaxing in an over-sized garden. The sun was high in the sky and the desert shimmered, but where the plants grew, it was cooler and the sun didn’t seem as harsh. Braden looked at his partner as she and Zeller walked together, talking about the oasis and Old Tech. At this point, the choice to use or not use Old Tech was well past. It was an inextricable part of their modern world. 
He ran his hand along the curve of his bow, feeling it as he used to. It had brought him comfort, before he met Micah. As they got closer to the north, he expected that he’d need it again to hold off whatever darkness was falling over his homeland. Why had men followed his tracks into the Great Desert? What would entice them to do that? How had they known what they needed to make it all the way to the oasis? But they did make it, only to succumb to the Seeders and the Gila Monster. 
Braden wanted to talk with the others. It helped him think through problems by saying them out loud. The input of the companions was always better than what he came up with on his own. He was an expert at seeing a problem. The others were experts in helping to fix them.
Micah still held her blaster as she and Zeller walked. It seemed a natural part of her hand. Old Tech. 
His neural implant blinked so he opened the window. Holly confirmed that the Seeders had been relocated and the lake was theirs. Braden didn’t know why, but he asked if the Seeders would be okay where they were. Holly had the utmost confidence in the Development Unit’s ability to ensure that the plants would survive. Holly had no doubt that they would be well taken care of. The Unit had added them to its routine for care. 
“The lake awaits!” Braden announced. “Just stay clear of that side over there, where the trees and bushes are heaviest,” he pointed out. Braden thought the others would casually find their way to the lake, but they’d done an incredible job of hiding their impatience. 
Braden dove to the side as the stampede began. Arnie was first, tearing a swath through the field as he made a beeline for the water. Soybean plants, bushes, and even a couple small trees were plowed over in his headlong rush. Brandt was close on his heels, followed by the Wolfoids, while the two women tried to keep up with the Rabbits who both bounded happily along the Aurochs’ trail of destruction. 
G-War hacked up a hairball and then looked up at Braden. ‘Hungry.’

Braden and G-War first checked out the small building before joining the others. They found it to be a maintenance shed that was mostly empty. The building would eventually be used to maintain the Bots who would maintain the oasis. 
Shaking his head, Braden followed the others, arriving to see a lake full of humans and creatures. Even the Rabbits and the Wolfoids were splashing around. Braden only wanted a drink, so he stripped on the run, waded in two steps, and dove into the water. He swam to the fountain in the middle and drank from the cool, fresh water as it pumped into the air. Micah and Zeller joined him, which made him wholly uncomfortable as the water was crystal clear and they were both naked. He quickly swam toward shore, shook out his signature braid, taking his time squeezing it dry, and got dressed while the women laughed. 
‘It’s okay, lover, that you’ve seen her naked,’ Micah told him in her thought voice. He knew that it was just the two of them talking as she could control the link far better than he ever could. ‘Traveling as we are, it is inevitable. We have a difficult journey ahead of us. It’ll take all of us working together to succeed. I think this is the easy part. Coming south with a herd will be tough. We will travel half as fast, and keeping them together will take twice the effort. We’re always going to be short of water, hoping that we reach the next oasis before we run out. Seeing people naked isn’t important for what lies ahead of us.’
‘As always, you are right. We have a tough road ahead. Let’s focus on that and what we have to do. In the meanwhile, I think we have someone who needs to get to a Tortoise Consortium.’
“Aadi!” Braden yelled as he walked the paths of the oasis, looking for the Tortoid.  
‘Here, Master Human. I was having a pleasant conversation with our host,’ Aadi said as he hovered in front of Tiskanay. 
“How far do you have to go, and can we help get you there?” Braden asked.
‘Tortoids always know where they are in the Desert. I can go myself, but it is some ways, not far from where you found me.’ 
“And when we met, you blasted my head! I won’t forget that, Master Aadi,” Braden laughed. 
‘Yes, indeed,’ Aadi answered, blinking slowly. ‘If I could impose upon one of the Aurochs to run me out closer, it would shave turns off my trip. I can contact you when we’re done and you can pick me up as you head north on the final leg of the journey through the Barren.’
“It’s a plan. I’m sure Arnie or Brandt would be more than happy to help, although I’m inclined to ask Brandt to stay here, rest and recover. I’ll have to go, too, so we can find our way back to the oasis.” 
‘Why you, partner mine?’ a gentle voice chided Braden over the mindlink. 
“Well, I…” he stammered. 
‘That’s right, I, I, I… You’re not going. I am,’ Micah insisted.
“No, I refuse!” he said, looking for his partner. 
‘You don’t get to refuse. I’m the President!’ she smoothly delivered back to him. He was flustered. He searched heartily until he found her lounging in the shade by the lake. The Wolfoids and the Rabbits were napping nearby.
“We need to talk about this,” Braden demanded.
“We already did,” Micah said, her eyes still closed. “The matter is settled. Arnie and I will take Aadi as far as we can go in half the nighttime. We will return by morning. Now, let me sleep. It’s going to be a long night.” She rolled to her side, forcing herself to relax. She tensed from Braden’s flurry of emotions bombarding her over their mindlink. From confusion to anger to worry back to anger. “Calm down, Braden. It will be okay. Whether you go or I go, we will both worry until we are back together. Relax and join me for a nap.” 
He closed his eyes and took a deep breath. The air reeked of wet dog, but through it, he found Micah’s scent. It comforted him, so he joined her, relaxed, and was soon asleep.
 



 
The Tortoise Consortium
 
With Braden standing, hands on hips and none too happy, Micah mounted the broad back of the smaller Aurochs. Aadi grasped a rope in his beak-like mouth. Micah tied the other end to her belt. With a gentle word, Arnie jogged into the desert. They disappeared quickly into the growing darkness. Braden and Micah could always talk to each other using Holly as a go-between. He realized that he shouldn’t be too worried. Old Tech would help him to know that she was okay. 
He returned to the lake. Zeller had watched her partner leave after they said their goodbyes. She retired to the wagon to sleep in padded comfort. The others were trying to stay cool. G-War had climbed a tree and sat on a low branch, his legs dangling over the side. Skirill and Zyena were near him, looking like protective statues.
Braden looked at the ‘cat, unperturbed, accepting of life as it came. “Why can’t I be more like you, G?” he asked.
‘Why would you want that?’ the ‘cat replied.
“You’re calm. You take things in stride. You know when a situation is good or bad and you do what you have to do,” Braden verbally stroked his best friend. 
‘Of course, all that, but that’s a small part of your life. The humans need you. You need me, but I don’t need them. Do you follow?’ G-War was especially philosophical, probably because Aadi wasn’t there to bear the burden of mentoring Braden. 
“No, I don’t really follow, but I think I get what you mean.”
‘We all do what we have to do. What I have to do is a great deal less than what you have to do. And you feel responsible for the others, too. You can’t control any of that, but think you should. That’s what makes you crazy. Stop it! You’re giving me a headache. And if you haven’t forgotten, I’m hungry. I vote we leave Aadi behind and head north now, but I already know your answer. We can pick him up on the way back, or did you forget that he spent the first two hundred cycles of his life in the Great Desert?’ 
“As always, G, I get insight from you. Usually it’s about my own shortcomings, but I think you might have a good idea there. The Consortium could go on for a long time and we don’t have enough meat to get us more than a few turns.” 
Micah had not been gone long, so he contacted her over the mindlink. She answered instantly, as she always did, noting that she’d been listening to his conversation with G-War. She and Aadi agreed that would be best. Her impression of the people in Braden’s north would not welcome a floating tortoise. Aadi said that he’d make his way back to the oasis and meet them there, whenever they returned. 
And that made the night go more quickly. They planned to depart the following evening. 
At midnight, Arnie stopped running. Micah gave him water from a flask. Aadi thanked them both profusely, letting them know that he was very close to where the Tortoise Consortium gathered once every five cycles. He let go the rope, and in his Tortoid way, he slowly swam into the darkness. The First Master of the Tortoise Consortium had arrived in style. The others would be envious, Aadi thought. They had no idea what was out there, and it was his responsibility to tell them. He’d been working on his stories for the past three cycles of the seasons, and Aadi was finally ready to deliver them to the others.
And then he’d ask if any of them wanted to join him. They’d politely refuse, as Tortoids did, and they’d all go their separate ways back into the wasteland of Devaney’s Barren. 
Arnie retraced his steps. The moon was bright enough for him to see the shadows of his hoofprints. He followed them without any guidance from Micah and when the false dawn lit the world around them, the oasis was on the near horizon. Arnie ran, clearly seeing his footing arriving as the first orange arcs of the new daylight’s sun peeked over the horizon. 
Micah jumped down, sore from riding the great creature all night. The padded seat of the wagon would be welcome for the rest of the trip. Arnie headed to the lake for a drink while Braden and Micah embraced, happy to be back together and have a plan to shorten the time they were away from their children. 
 



 
Taking the Plunge
 
They spent the daylight gathering soybeans for the rest of the journey. According to Holly, everyone could survive off them, even the Hillcat. G-War was appalled at the idea, agreeing that if death was imminent, he’d consider eating them, but it wasn’t a given.
They ensured the water tanks on the wagon were filled, both casks and flasks were filled too, and they rested as well as they could.  When the time came, leaving was easy. Brandt pulled the wagon, Arnie walked next to him, and everyone else rode inside. Without Aadi and some of their provisions, there was more room. There was no ceremony. When they were ready, even though it was still warm and the sun had yet to touch the horizon, they left. 
They went at an easy pace at first to keep both Aurochs from overheating. It took a while for the air to cool, once the sun set. After that, Brandt settled into an easy jog. The wagon was no burden at all. It had been in the sun all day, letting the solar panels charge the system that propelled the wheels. The King couldn’t feel any weight from the wagon. He suggested all wagons should be built that way. 
‘This is like running free, but we get old, don’t we?’ Brandt told them all with his booming thought voice. He was afraid to reinjure his leg, so was running only as fast as he could see in front of him.
“Speak for yourself, old man! I’d like to think I have a lot of good years left, assuming Androids don’t slice off any more pieces.” Micah and Zeller nodded, trying not to stare at the stumps of fingers on Braden’s left hand. He waved his hand at them and Micah batted it away. 
‘After this run, my friends, I may have to settle down.’ Brandt turned serious. ‘There’s much to do with the herd, and I’d like to be the one who does it.’ 
“Then we’ll make sure you get what you want. You’ve earned every good thing that comes your way, Brandt Earthshaker, King of the Aurochs. We’ll do whatever you need us to do,” Braden said and Micah nodded. The King picked up his pace as the moon rose and lit their way. They rushed forward, far more quickly than Braden had done with the cart and horses. He’d planned for ten turns, but the trip had taken four because the horses pushed hard back then. 
Braden accessed his neural implant, knowing that Holly would respond instantly. Holly was always awake. ‘Holly, how long do you think it will take us to clear the desert, assuming we can maintain this pace?’ Braden had an idea, but knew Holly would consider issues that the humans hadn’t taken into account. 
‘Looks like three days to me, Master Human, assuming you maintain your current pace and you break before sunrise to set up the tent. I’m glad that is working for you,’ Holly stated. 
‘Holly! If I didn’t know you were a computer, I’d think you were trolling for a compliment. I have to say, between the wagon and the tent, you’ve made it very easy for us to travel. So, you deserve the compliment. Well done, Holly! And thank you. I was going to ask you to dispatch a Development Unit to start building an oasis halfway between 03 and the northern border of the desert, but we found out two humans on horseback made it to Oasis 03. I think we need to wait until we can ensure the security of both the north and the south.’
‘Alarming, Master Braden. What happened to the humans?’ Holly asked.
‘They ran afoul of the Seeders and then Tiskanay the Gila Monster took care of the rest.’ 
‘I shall await your instructions. The Development Unit will be working diligently to clean up the carnage your caravan left behind in the fields. The Unit could be working on a fabricator, but it won’t have time now. You’ll have to bring your own food when you return, but I expect you won’t listen to me and the water buffalo will completely lay waste to the fields, destroying three years’ worth of work,’ Holly said abruptly. 
‘Holly, I think you have a soft spot for the Development Unit here, in the middle of nowhere, just trying to live through each day,’ Braden laughed. ‘We’ll do what we can but you know you’re right. The water buffalo will tear through that field in short order. We won’t be at 03 long and then we’ll keep moving. It would help if the Unit could carry some feed with us half the way to 02, because there is nothing to eat there. We’ll be fine once we reach 01.’ Braden minimized the window after one last check of the map. 
They made slow and steady progress through the night, stopping right before sunrise to set up the tent. They found an old river bed and Braden was able to dig out an area that was much cooler. The furred and feathered creatures nestled in tightly, forcing the humans to take turns digging spots for themselves. They drank and ate sparingly. Even with the dawn, it was still too hot to eat, although G-War disputed that. He was ready for something fresh and turned up his nose at the last bits of smoked pork. So Bounder and Gray Strider ate it without hesitation. 
Then G-War wanted it. They shrugged at him and went back to the den that Braden had dug for them. It was well into the morning and the humans were exhausted from digging in the heat to create cools spots for the Aurochs to rest. Everyone wanted enough space where they weren’t touching another. Patrice and Delavigne slept apart but leaned toward each other, with only their noses touching. Braden and Micah fell asleep holding hands. Zeller snored until Micah kicked her, and she rolled over.
By the third night, the wagon riders were getting antsy. Ride, sleep when they weren’t really tired, then ride some more. The Wolfoids took to running with Brandt for brief stretches, but it was too hot for that kind of exercise. Their bodies had started shedding hair and the inside of the wagon looked a mess with the clumps of long gray Wolfoid hair intermixed with the finer white threads from the Rabbits. It was so bad that Zeller took a shirt and wiped out the wagon after the last stop. It seemed that a cloud of hair perpetually hung in the air within the wagon.
Braden saw the care that Zeller was taking of the wagon. They’d destroyed hers and weren’t working as Free Traders anymore. He hadn’t thought about what would happen with the wagon when they returned. Clearly, Zeller had. He put the issue to rest with one sentence. “We’ll do our best not to destroy your new wagon.” 
She beamed in response, instantly telling Arnie the good news over their mindlink. Micah squeezed his hand. ‘What do we need it for?’ he told her over their mindlink, hoping that he was only talking with his partner.
‘We don’t. I wondered how long it was going to take you to figure it out,’ she told him. He wasn’t surprised that she was ahead of him. He didn’t think about things like that. To him, the important issue was Brandt’s knee. One destroyed wagon didn’t matter when they had everything they needed with the Old Tech wagon. 
He switched to his out loud voice. “When the sun rises today, it will rise over the southern edge of the Bittner Mountains. If we haven’t already reached the green plains of the north, we will keep going until we get there. We’re close. I sense a change in the air. There’s a nice stream with a small pond where we can restock our water, hunt, and rest until the new sunrise, then we’ll go to Whitehorse and see what there is to see.” Braden sounded philosophical as he described what lay before them. 
They waited for what the false dawn would show them. Later than usual since the sun was rising behind the mountains to the east, the daylight spread quickly. They had already reached the green scrub grass that bordered the Great Desert. Braden thought it had crept further south than he remembered. He pointed Brandt in the direction of the stream and pond where he kicked off his biggest adventure all those cycles ago. 
Skirill and Zyena took to the sky, showing the companions that the remainder of the morning’s trip would be uneventful over fairly smooth terrain. The Hawkoids flew quickly past the pond and Skirill winked at his mate as they beat their wings hard to gain altitude. They turned their heads toward the high peaks where Skirill had met Teelech and Awkar. He wanted Zyena to see that other Hawkoids lived on Vii. 
He didn’t know why it was important to him, but it was. He wanted to show those two upstart Hawkoids that his life with humans had been most rewarding. Maybe he’d make another pitch to them about building a stronger Hawkoid Nation, one that partnered with the humans and even traded with them.
More likely, he and Zyena would return after listening to the others’ narrow-minded answers and imminent dismissal. He started to get angry, but Zyena calmed him without effort. She told him simply that it didn’t matter. They’d say hello to the others and then they’d go their separate ways. It was nice being in the north. She looked forward to whatever Braden had in store for them, whatever Skirill could show her of his old home. 
They flew onward and upward.
Brandt started running as he could see well in the morning sun. It wasn’t too hot either. Braden tried to remember what season it was. Fall, maybe? The wagon responded almost magically as the King of the Aurochs pounded toward the landmark rocks around the pond. A stand of trees stood in the background. Braden enjoyed the smell, closing his eyes to take it all in. 
“Welcome to Warren Deep,” Braden said, knowing that people from the south only referred to it as the north.
G-War vibrated in anticipation. ‘Deer, very close,’ he said. Without hesitation, Braden pulled his bow from behind him and prepared to hunt. Micah also prepared her bow, which pleased Braden. He’d let her take the shot. G-War grumbled, but Braden insisted. Micah told the ‘cat that she would try not to let him down. He could only think of the debacle above White Beach where he was hungry and the humans were messing around, not shooting his dinner. 
Arnie ran peacefully alongside Brandt as they approached the pond. They slowed to a jog, then a walk, stopping next to the stream as it exited the small body of water. G-War vaulted from Brandt’s head, took a quick drink, then disappeared into the trees. Once unhooked from the harness, Brandt waded into the pond with Arnie close behind. They faced upstream as they drank heartily.
“Look what you’re doing to the water,” Braden complained, watching the dirt as it swirled from the legs of the Aurochs. The water flowed quickly enough that the water soon cleared. Arnie and Brandt didn’t bother to mumble an apology. They’d done most of the work to get the caravan through the desert. Unashamedly, they both laid down in the pond. Braden shook his head as the rest of them walked around to the inlet stream and drank of the fresh and very cool water. 
The Wolfoids told the humans to put their bows away as they bolted into the forest. Braden and Micah still wanted to shoot and sensed a contest was underway. They took off at a dead run chasing the Wolfoids. Zeller chuckled as she watched the hunters head out to demonstrate their individual prowess. 
She took off her boots and dangled her feet in the water. The Rabbits sat near her, finding the heavy grasses growing along the edge of the stream to be particularly tasty. It had been awhile since they had anything fresh. No one enjoyed fresh greens more than the Rabbits from the spaceship. 
Skirill flew toward the peak where he’d last seen the Hawkoid nest. As he and Zyena approached, he didn’t see any signs of the others. He flew to the nest, landing on its edge. It had been abandoned at least a cycle ago. He looked around and then launched himself into the air. He flew higher, until he could barely breathe. He was flying even with the highest peaks of the Bittner Mountains, yet still saw no sign of other Hawkoids. They’d probably gone back north to join the others. 
With a last look, they both circled slowly downward, heading for the rocks where they knew the companions were resting and getting ready for the next phase of the journey. 
 The buck screamed as it tried to ram its antlers into Bounder’s side. Gray Strider hung on the deer’s back, trying to get a better grip on its neck. This beast was far larger than those they encountered in the south. Bounder danced back and forth as he tried to find an opening to attack. Braden and Micah had their arrows ready to fire, but didn’t want to risk hitting Gray Strider. 
Bounder jumped back as the buck feinted and darted toward the trees, ramming Gray Strider into a low branch and knocking her off its back. One heartbeat later, two arrows embedded themselves into the deer’s side. It stumbled and ran headfirst into the next tree. He collapsed against the tree and after two more breaths, he was dead. 
G-War appeared in the tree above the buck, waiting impatiently for the humans to pull out their knives and get to work. Braden, Micah, and Bounder ran to Gray Strider’s side. She stood shakily, snorting and shaking her head, trying to clear it. Her eyes focused slowly and she looked from one anxious face to the next. 
‘I’m okay,’ she finally said. ‘They make them bigger up here, don’t they?’
‘Hungry,’ the ‘cat interjected. After a quick scratch behind Gray Strider’s ears, the humans got to work. G-War appeared between them, trying to snake his ‘cat head into the choice bits before they were removed. 
“Come on, G! When’s the last time you ate?” Braden asked.
‘None of that will matter in a few bounds of time,’ G-War said over the mindlink as his tongue stuck out of his mouth in hungry anticipation.
With a great surge, Braden went elbow-deep into the beast’s chest cavity and pulled out its warm heart. He handed it to the ‘cat, who clamped onto it with his fangs and ran for the nearby underbrush. 
They finished cleaning the deer, leaving the skin on until they dragged it back to their camp. There was plenty for all with the one buck, and they’d be able to smoke a good portion, too. It was a great hunt and the humans claimed victory, so Bounder dragged the heavy carcass back to the camp site. Braden and Micah picked up kindling and firewood along the way. G-War was nowhere to be seen.
The Rabbits turned away as the group approached. They said they’d never understand the need to eat other creatures, even if they weren’t intelligent. 
The Aurochs had left the pond and were grazing to the west where the prairie grasses grew tall. Between the three humans, the buck was sliced and diced into parts and pieces primed for quick cooking and eventual smoking. The Wolfoids got the fire going and in no time, those who enjoyed their venison cooked were digging in. They ate more than they should have, including eating some of the supplies they brought. After the hunt, they didn’t feel like scrounging for tubers or other vegetables, although Patrice and Delavigne volunteered to see what they could find. Without waiting for anyone to answer, they hopped off for the woods. 
Skirill and Zyena returned while the meal was cooking. They were able to snag some choice raw bits. Braden and Micah didn’t try throwing the pieces in the air. After the long flight to the mountain tops and back, they simply hand-fed the Hawkoids.
The companions were relaxing around the fire, enjoying the midday sun as a cool breeze blew down from the mountains. The Aurochs were back and laying down, resting after both a long night and a long morning. G-War finally ambled back to the group, looking like he still needed a nap. The hair on his heavily scarred body stood up at odd angles. The bite mark stood out vividly on his ear. He stopped, squinted into the distance, hackles rising.
‘They come,’ he told them.
Braden was off like an arrow shot from his bow, heading for the wagon. He leapt into it and pulled at their packs, throwing swords out the back. The blasters were buried so he threw the packs out to a waiting Micah. Zeller was still trying to figure out what happened. The Rabbits always wore their harnesses, but their laser pistols were in the wagon. They jumped inside and prepared to fight from there. Brandt was up in an instant, looking around for the imminent threat.
The ‘cat was never wrong when he gave that alarm. Brandt started yelling at Arnie to rouse himself, who panicked and ran into the wagon, nearly knocking it over. 
The humans ran for cover. Braden and the Rabbits fell, but the padding inside the wagon kept them from getting hurt. With one last effort, he threw the Wolfoid’s spears out the back. Everyone took their turn yelling at Arnie. When Braden finally jumped from the wagon, he looked around at the chaos. The companions were facing in different directions in such a way that no one would have been able to fight. 
“Which way, G, and what’s coming?” Braden asked while pointing at people and creatures to better positions. 
‘The plains. The wild boars are back,’ G-War said while licking his paw to clean his face. Braden looked at the ‘cat, holding his hands up in question. ‘They’re coming, but there are only three of them…’

Micah put her hands on her hips and glared at the ‘cat, before looking at the others. “I guess we weren’t ready. If there had been a real threat, we’d have been in trouble,” she said solemnly. 
“Thanks, G. Once again, you’ve seen what we did not. If only we had a broom, we could show our appreciation!” Braden took a quick step toward the Golden Warrior, who simply narrowed his eyes at his human as if issuing a dare. Braden knew better than to challenge the ‘cat.
“Let’s talk about what we need to do, how we need to be ready, as soon as we dispatch our porcine fellows who shouldn’t be far off. Skirill, if you would be so kind as to show us where they are, we can add a little variety to our diet. No disrespect intended to Patrice or Delavigne.” Braden nodded in their direction. Their pink noses twitched as they harrumphed in their high-pitched Rabbit voices. 
Wild boar and practicing to fight. It’s just like being back home, Braden thought, surprised that he thought of the south as home and not the north. Micah smiled to herself. She’d known it all along. 
Zeller just hoped that she wouldn’t crumble in a real battle. She was getting proficient with the sword, but Micah was the greatest warrior ever, in Zeller’s mind. The scars that the companions wore as badges of honor told a story of a hard life, forged in battle. In that, she took comfort, too. They would surround her and protect her if need be.
Because that’s what they did.  
 
 
 
 



 
Whitehorse
 
They spent an extra turn at the pond as they practiced how they’d enter the village, and how they’d respond the next time G-War alerted them. They needed to raise their awareness, be ready to fight at a heartbeat’s notice. The humans wore their swords at all times, and Braden and Micah carried their bows. 
Bounder and Gray Strider would carry their spears while traveling in areas without other humans, but if humans were around, they’d go to all fours and try to look like big, harmless dogs. The Hawkoids would fly a high cover, keeping the others within sight while also watching for anyone inadvertently approaching the wagon’s hiding spot. 
The Rabbits would keep their laser pistols and stay in the wagon any time they were anywhere near other humans. The wagon looked like Old Tech, despite Holly’s efforts to disguise it. They’d leave the wagon in the cover of any nearby woods with the two Aurochs standing guard. Only the humans, Wolfoids, and Hillcat would walk into the town of Whitehorse, see how things were and then decide if they needed support from the others. All the platinum and gold would be kept in the wagon. When they made a trade, they’d deliver the precious metal for the livestock, the water buffalo. 
They decided it would be best if Arnie pulled the wagon. If they needed to take the wagon into any of the towns, Arnie wouldn’t look as imposing as Brandt. The King of the Aurochs would frighten even the most stalwart northerners. They all laughed at that, knowing Brandt to be a loyal friend not wanting to harm anyone. They thought of him with Bronwyn, where he was the gentlest of souls. 
“Sorry, my friend. What do you say we get the water buffalo and then go home?” Braden slapped the great King on the side as Micah checked Arnie’s harness. They climbed aboard and headed out.
The Wolfoids ran alongside, happy to have the exercise. Arnie maintained a steady, easy pace. Braden opened his neural implant and updated his map. They’d camp in the forest outside Whitehorse before nightfall. With the new turn, they’d enter the Market Square and try to find the right trader. They’d play it by ear from there. 
The trip across the grasslands was uneventful. They ran across no one, no creatures. It helped that Skirill and Zyena were flying far in front as well as to the sides. There would be no surprises. 
They took turns on watch while the others slept in the wagon that night. No surprises they said, and they made sure of it. With the dawn, they ate a light breakfast, checked their gear, and with a deep breath, they walked boldly toward the village. Micah had to constantly reassure Zeller. She was afraid of the unknown of a northern town. Even one as small as Whitehorse was far larger than she’d ever seen before. Braden dismissed her concerns, until they entered Whitehorse and the first people they ran into was the man who’d stolen from him and his two bodyguards. 
‘Braden!’ Micah cautioned him as his mind seethed with fury. He turned and walked directly toward the man. 
“My pardon, good sir. I’m Free Trader Braden and three cycles ago, you bought two vials of Saffrimander from me at the agreed-to price of twenty platinum. You only paid me two platinum and fifteen gold. I’d like the rest, please.” Braden had gotten nose to nose with the older, well-dressed man. The bodyguard attempted to push Braden away, but Micah had her sword point at his throat and pushed him backward. He jumped clear and pulled his own sword. 
The other bodyguard tried to get close, but Zeller’s sword was out and she squared off against him. He pulled his sword and sneered as he looked at her. The first bodyguard lunged toward Micah, raising his sword to deliver a mighty chop as if cleaving firewood. She side-stepped the swing, letting it pass her, the sword’s momentum driving it into the ground. With her left fist, she punched the bodyguard in the temple and he fell like a sack of potatoes. 
Micah took one step toward the second man, but Zeller was already there. The man stabbed at her with an over-reaching thrust. She parried the blade and jumped close, ending with a vicious kick to the man’s groin. He crumpled, joining his fellow bodyguard on the ground. 
Braden grabbed the older man by the throat, twisting his head so he could see his muscle no longer protecting him. “I want my money. It was a fair trade,” Braden growled into the man’s face. The old man fumbled for his belt and produced a pouch. Braden pushed the man backwards so he’d fall, but the old man kept his feet. Braden dumped the coins on the ground. Ten silver. 
“What is this?” he asked the old man.
“It’s all I have. They’ve taken the rest,” he stuttered.
“Who?” 
“The provincial officials, the security officers, security of the Provincial Government, that is,” he said, kneading his hands together. Braden leaned closer. The man looked afraid and sincere. 
“Who are they?” Braden wondered.
“They arrived right before you last time, three cycles ago, but they didn’t establish their authority for a while. They run everything now, all the towns. They’re based out of Jefferson City.” 
Braden looked at Micah and Zeller. G-War stood nearby, confirming the man was telling the truth. 
“Do you know anyone selling water buffalo?” Braden asked all of a sudden. 
“No, but all animal sales have to go through the officials. Actually, sales of just about everything has to go through the officials,” the man whined. 
“That changes things just a bit,” Braden told his companions as he pursed his lips, exhaling heavily. “Where are these officials?” 
The man nodded toward a building that had been something else cycles previously. The new title on the building looked to be hastily painted over the previous owner’s business name. It simply said, “Provincial Government.” Braden looked at Micah and Zeller, shrugged, and walked toward the government building.
The three of them followed, wondering what they were going to do. “Don’t worry,” he said soothingly. “I just want to see how we can buy some water buffalo.” 
‘Just like you tried to collect a debt of money that you don’t need from a frightened old man? Nothing to worry about,’ Micah said using her thought voice.
‘What? You think I’m going to start a war?’ Braden asked, switching to the mindlink.
‘That’s exactly what I think you’re going to do. The government has stopped free trade, and I know that has to grate on your very soul,’ she replied. 
‘There is that. Well, then, let’s go see what we’re up against.’ He never broke stride as they talked. He walked right up to the door and opened it without knocking, boldly striding through. The ‘cat was right on his heels, followed closely by Micah, and finally Zeller shut the door behind her. She’d seen doors and buildings, but nothing like these. These northerners were far advanced. 
Two desks stood in the open area and two more were behind a counter. One person was at a desk there while the two desks up front stood empty. 
“Good morning, good sir! I’m Free Trader Braden and I’ve come to buy some water buffalo. Can you help me?” Braden said, smiling broadly as he assumed his Free Trader persona. 
“There are no more Free Traders. You need to be registered as a Provincial Supplier. What’d you say your name was again?” the man grumbled.
“I’m Braden,” he enunciated. The man dug through a ledger of sorts, not finding Braden’s name as he thumbed through a series of pages. 
“I don’t see you in here, so I have to assume you are trading without a license. That’s very bad.” The man nodded knowingly. 
“But I haven’t traded anything. I just want to buy some water buffalo. I’m a buyer, not a trader, or a Provincial Supplier as you called them,” Braden backpedaled, unsure of what authority the man wielded and how he’d enforce the various dictates he was spewing.
“You said you were a trader and now you say you’re a buyer! How can I trust anything that comes out of your mouth?” The man started violently ringing a hand bell that had been sitting on his desk. 
‘Be ready, they come,’ the ‘cat warned.
“I had no doubt about that,” Braden answered aloud as he vaulted over the counter, landing half on the man’s desk. He jumped back at the upstart youngster who dared violate the sanctity of the Provincial Government’s office. With a sweep of one arm, Braden cleared everything from the man’s desk. 
Braden pulled his shortsword and pointed it at the official. The man leaned back, trying to put more of his now empty desk between him and this young madman. Braden slid a butt cheek across the desk as he joined the fat man on the other side. Eyes wide, the man could only stare at the blade as it tipped toward his throat. 
Four men burst through a side door, swords in hand as they looked around and assessed the situation. They relaxed when they saw two women. Two of the new men walked toward Micah and Zeller while the other two opened a half-door and walked to the other side of the counter, where they could deal with the young man holding a shortsword to the government official’s throat. 
Micah tapped her blade tip on the floor before assuming a fighting stance. Zeller stepped back. “Watch the door so no one comes in,” Micah snarled in a low voice. Her opponents became more wary as they realized she wasn’t playing. They noticed the scars on her neck and arms. Ribbons of lean muscle bulged as she tightened her grip. They locked eyes and knew fear. The icy stare of death chilled their souls.
“Hey, we might want to look at this a different way,” one of the men before Micah started to say. 
She attacked, her goal was to disarm them, but that went out the window after the first parry. Her Old Tech sword was sharper by orders of magnitude than the flawed steel these men carried. The closest man blocked Micah’s first swing, but it numbed his arm. Her attack had only been a probe, the swing at half-speed. She feinted right, twirled low and left. With the full core strength of her body, she brought her sword around in a sweeping arc toward the man’s knees. His sword got there in time to block the incoming blade, but it didn’t matter. Micah’s sword shattered his and continued through the first knee, stopping when it hit the man’s second leg. 
Micah twisted the blade from his torn flesh as she rolled to the side, putting the collapsing man’s body between her and her uninjured opponent. 
When she stood, the other man had backed up and was yelling at the two behind the counter to join him. Micah warily sidestepped around the screaming man on the floor. The two swordsmen facing Braden were torn. The government official was terrified and in a panic. No one had ever rebelled against the Provincial Government and these strangers seemed completely unimpressed by titles and superior numbers. 
Micah charged the man who’d backed up against the counter, limiting his room to maneuver. He wasn’t a small man, but the ease by which she had dispatched his partner scared him senseless. After the first few turns when the Provincial Government had taken over, there had been no other resistance. It had been a while since any of these men had been in a real sword fight, and this was like no other. She was both quicker than him and relentless. 
Micah’s sword rang against his as he tried to protect his head. Her sword knocked his back, so she dragged the sharp edge of her blade across his shoulder as she hopped back a half-step. With the shoulder laid wide open, the sword dropped from his dead arm. Micah stepped in quickly and delivered a side kick to the man’s chest. He was backed against the counter which gave him nowhere to go. His ribs broke both in the front and back of his chest, driving shards of rib into his vital organs. He gasped once and collapsed, dying.
The other man had passed as his heart continued to pump blood through the stump of his leg. 
The last two men stood wide-eyed. 
“We command you to stop! You will be tried and executed for your crimes against the Provincial Government!” the fat man behind the desk shouted. They remaining security men had forgotten about Braden as they both faced Micah from the safety of the other side of the counter.
She casually walked to the half door, opened it, and let herself in while they watched wide-eyed. They hefted their swords and prepared themselves. One stepped left while the other made to step right. Braden swung his shortsword in an overhead chop to knock the sword from one, even the odds a bit, but missed and took the man’s hand off at the wrist. He screamed in shock. The other man looked away from Micah for an instant. 
She’d had enough. Executed? She thought not. With all the power she could manage, she twisted at her waist and leaned into a swing that took the man’s head clean off. The other continued to scream, holding the stump of his hand. The official panicked and tried to run. He was overweight and when he stood, Braden simply shoved him back into his chair. 
The man threatened them, called them names, and then pleaded with them to let him go. 
Micah had enough of the screaming man and punched the side of his head with the hilt of her sword. She hit him harder than she intended, but she was still fired up from the swordplay. The man was thrown heavily to the floor, his skull caved in. 
G-War sat on the counter the whole time, watching almost disinterestedly. Braden nodded to him, wondering if they could expect any more visitors. The ‘cat shook his head.
“We’re going to have a little conversation. If I think you’re lying to me, I’m going to cut off your fingers, one by one, until you tell me the truth,” Braden lied. He had no intention of torturing the man, but he was susceptible to suggestion. The official nodded eagerly, hoping that this was his way to survive the strangers. Four of his men were dead in the office and the strangers hadn’t even broken a sweat. 
“How many more men do you have here, and when can we expect them?” Braden asked. The man hesitated, but he was a Provincial Government official and as such, it should have been the honor of those who serve to die for him. He gave them up. 
“There are six more. Four who just came off security duty last night and then the two security officials who patrol during the day. Those two should be stopping by any time now, but they aren’t like these men. They’re mean and you’d be well advised to leave before they get here!” 
With the back of his hand, Braden slapped the man across the face. “That’s enough of that kind of talk. What does the Provincial Government do besides steal from the people?” 
“How do you not know about the Provincial Government? We’ve told everyone what we do and how it benefits them. The people are solidly behind us!” the fat man claimed.
“I’ll answer your questions because I’m a nice guy, and then you’ll answer mine, because maybe I’m not as nice as all that. I’m from here, but I’ve been gone for some time. But now I’m back and I really don’t like what I see. It’s my way to not let the people suffer under those who hold power over them. Now tell me about the government.” Braden prodded the man with a slight push.
  “The Provincial Government was founded in Jefferson City. Governor Anderle has shared his benevolence with the rest of the known world!” Braden rolled his eyes and slammed the man’s hand onto the desk while he hovered his sword over it. The official started begging for his life again.
“Stop it! Stop your sniveling and answer my question. How many are in each town from the Provincial Government and where are they?” Braden wanted to see the full spectrum of what he was up against. 
“I don’t know the full numbers!” the fat man stammered. “Something like forty or fifty in Cameron and then maybe one hundred or more in Jefferson City, but the people are behind the Provincial Government the whole way. You’ll have to fight all of them, too!” the man blurted, jutting his chin out in a moment of defiance. When Braden tipped his sword point toward the man, he quickly turned into a blubbering mess. 
“G?” Braden asked, knowing that the man couldn’t hide the truth from the ‘cat.
‘The numbers are as close as he knows them. That’s the truth, but the people are not behind the government. Without the strongmen, they’d have no authority. No one carries weapons here except these provincial types. So, if you see someone with a weapon, you’ll have to kill them,’ the ‘cat told them. 
“So, no one gets to carry weapons except for the Provincial Government? I think that’s the first thing we’re going to change. We’ll wait here until your boys show up. We’ll take care of them, and then we’ll deliver you to the hands of the people who you say support you. We’ll turn Whitehorse back over to the traders and then we’ll go to Cameron and do the same thing. See, you’ve done the worst thing you could possibly do to me. You’ve interfered with free trade and that’s something I cannot allow. I’ve spent my whole life as a Free Trader and I’m not about to change now,” Braden snarled. As he finished he was inches from the other man, his spittle flying into the official’s face. 
He tried to cower, but Braden gave him no room. 
“Looks like he was telling the truth. We’re about to have company and they’re carrying swords. Wait. They’re stopping out front,” Zeller said without taking her eyes from the two men in the street.
“If they aren’t going to come in, then let’s go out and introduce ourselves,” Micah stated as she strode carefully through the blood on her way to the door. Braden dragged the official by his ear, following Micah as she headed for the door. She nodded once to Zeller to follow them. 
Micah opened the door and walked out, sword in hand, still dripping the blood of the security men. Zeller fanned out to the side so the two women could face off against the men, who looked confused. Their eyes keyed in on the doorway as the government official was bodily hauled out and pushed to the ground behind the two women, illegally armed with swords.
“Kill them!” the official shouted. Braden wrapped an arm around the man’s neck, kneeled on his back, and pulled with all the strength in his body. The fat man’s neck crushed beneath Braden’s muscled forearm before Braden let him go. The man gasped for air and choked until he fell lifeless to the ground. 
“Never. Interfere. With. Trade,” Braden said deliberately. G-War looked at the group as each person postured. 
‘You’re going to have to kill them,’ the ‘cat told them all over the mindlink. 
“That’s the plan,” Micah said out loud as she assumed her fighting stance. Zeller mirrored it as they each moved toward their enemy.
The men pulled their swords, trying to stay together to cover each other’s back as they retreated a few steps. The women spread to the sides and approached the men from opposite directions. But these two women looked like warriors, not farmers or craftsmen. The men were confused.
The first clang of steel on steel drove the men to action. They were the authority in Whitehorse. Those who disputed that had to die. They blocked the first attacks and counter-attacked. Micah and Zeller easily handled the men’s attacks as they had more room to maneuver. Footwork, along with eye-hand coordination was emphasized heavily in their training. They didn’t fight with a fancy technique. They fought to win. And the men soon realized that.
A nick on the arm here, a slash across the chest there, and soon the men were panting and gasping for air. 
“It won’t be long now, gentlemen,” Braden said softly to himself. He marveled at how his partner fought while also being afraid at how efficient she was at killing. He wished she didn’t have to. He wished he didn’t have to watch. But he’d made that choice for them when he learned that free trade had been outlawed in the north. All he wanted was fifty water buffalo, but it sounded like they were going to Jefferson City to clear out the nest of Crawlers. 
Micah simply wore the man down. He’d matched her for a brief time and then she pounded his sword out of his hand before slicing him nearly in half. A crowd of people had gathered and watched as the three strangers removed the Provincial Government’s people from their town. Some were angry, some were relieved. 
Micah could have stabbed the other man in the back, but she let Zeller fight her own fight. There was still honor to fight for, and Micah needed Zeller to be confident in her role as a warrior. 
Zeller accidentally crossed her feet and the man pressed his advantage, forcing her to stumble, but she wasn’t as off-balance as she appeared. He was tired and wanted to end the fight. He over-extended his reach. Zeller side-stepped and slashed his arms. The man dropped his sword as she delivered a short stab into his throat. He couldn’t raise his arms to slow the bleeding from the gash. The man fell to his knees as his eyes glazed over, and he collapsed to the ground. 
The final four security men forced their way through the crowd and looked aghast at their dead fellows. They were partially dressed as they’d been roused from their sleep by some citizen sycophant. They had brought their swords, but weren’t ready for what they saw.
Braden put his shortsword away and drew his bow. The men stood dumbfounded. He killed two of them before they realized they were under attack. One rushed forward, out of control, while the last man turned and fled. G-War bolted from the doorway like an orange arrow. He raced through the crowd after the man while Skirill took wing, diving sharply in front of the man, trying to buy G-War a little more time.
The Hawkoid raised his claws toward the man’s face as he finished his dive and furiously beat his wings. The frightened man stopped and waved his sword in front of him, while Skirill pulled up short, well out of reach as the Hillcat jumped into the man’s head from behind, wrapping his front paws around the man’s neck and pulling in opposite directions, claws tearing through the soft tissue of the human throat as he jumped to the side, away from the sword’s blade. It took an instant for the man to realize that he only had a few more heartbeats to live. He gurgled the last of his life’s juices. 
Skirill beat his wings hard to gain altitude and fly to the high tree where his mate perched. 
G-War strolled back toward the gathering in front of the Provincial Government’s office. A loud meow from a dark corner to the side drew his attention. ‘Well, hello, my pretty!’ G-War cooed. ‘What brings you here…’

“We need to get out of here before, you know, G-War…” Micah whispered to Braden. She stooped to clean her sword on the dead man’s clothing. Zeller did the same, mirroring Micah’s movements, because she’d never killed anyone before. She had a scared look in her eye. Braden felt sorry for her, but hoped that they could talk before any other enemies appeared. He and Micah, unfortunately, were too used to death. He put his hand on Zeller’s shoulder, trying to comfort her, but she jumped at his touch. He hung his head in shame. Just like Bronwyn. He’d introduced another good soul to the dark side of humanity. 
But he had something to say to the people first before they could lament the past. He stepped to the small platform before the doorway and faced the crowd. He saw every expression, from open hostility to warm acceptance. 
“Hear me, good people of Whitehorse!” he shouted in his best Free Trader voice. “The Provincial Government will soon fall. There is no worse crime against the  people of Vii than to stop free trade. Without trade, everything stops and people become dependent on their masters, those who have stolen what should be rightfully traded. This Provincial Government has taken your right to self-determination. They don’t execute the three laws of trade: negotiate, agree, and deliver. Without that, all you have is theft. You’re free now. Our next stop is Cameron and after that, Jefferson City. A world without trade is a world that collapses upon itself.” Braden looked at the crowd as expressions softened. They’d been looking for a champion, but there wasn’t one remaining in the town. Maybe there had been at one point, but the government probably purged anyone who capable of opposing them. 
“Go back to the way things used to be. Traders to the Market Square! Trade among yourselves and be free. I am Free Trader Braden and know this! It is my mission in life to free the north!” The surge of G-War’s emotions threatened to knock Braden from his feet. Micah doubled over,  and Zeller rushed to her side. 
Braden recovered quickly. The sound of a horse’s hooves pounding their way out of the village came to him. He nodded and Skirill and Zyena took to the sky, quickly overcoming the rider who whipped the horse into a frenzy as it ran the road north, toward Cameron. The rider crouched low over the horse’s mane as the beast ran, eyes wide in fright at the frantic pace its rider demanded of it.
‘C’mon back, Ess, Zee. They’ll know we’re coming, and it won’t change a thing,’ Braden said angrily. He looked from face to face, seeing a friendly smile from the large blacksmith. Braden was instantly happy. He wrapped his bow back over his shoulder and greeted the man, shaking his hand heartily. 
“Thank you for getting rid of this scum. I remember you, Braden. It seems like you might remember me, too.” The man smiled broadly, infectiously. Other townspeople crowded around them, slapping Braden on the shoulder. 
“You repaired the cart and your partner made the casks by which we were able to cross the Great Desert,” Braden said, bowing to the blacksmith. The big man beamed with pride. 
“Cross the Great Desert? But that’s not possible..” The man looked in awe.
“Let me introduce, Micah, my partner. She’s from the south.” Micah’s hand disappeared into the blacksmith’s massive paw. “And this is Zeller, a Free Trader, also from the south.”
The blacksmith held her hand as the two stared at each other. Braden grew uncomfortable and coughed loudly. “I think we need to get going. We don’t want to give them too much time to prepare for our arrival.” Micah grabbed the back of Zeller’s shirt and pulled her after them. 
“When will you come back this way? I have a present for you!” the blacksmith called after them. Braden didn’t know if the present was for him or Zeller. 
“We’ll be back soon, have no doubt,” Braden called over his shoulder, laughing as they worked their way out of town. 
‘Get ready to go, you guys,’ Braden passed over the mindlink. ‘We’re in a race with a person on a galloping horse. They’ve got a lead, but they can’t run all the way to Cameron. Skirill, Zyena, maybe you two can keep an eye on them for us?’ Braden had changed his mind about letting the government security know they were coming. 
Skirill and Zyena flew north. They followed the road and soon were well above the individual on the horse. Once the companions were out of town, they broke into a run. For all Braden’s bravado, he didn’t want the Provincial Government in Cameron to know they were coming. The fight would be much less intense if they had the element of surprise on their side. 
G-War loped alongside, emanating feelings of gratification. 
“G! What are you doing to us?” Braden asked as they ran.
‘I know not what you mean, shallow human,’ G-War responded. 
Braden decided that he wouldn’t get a straight answer from the ‘cat, so he let it drop. He expected the Golden Warrior to be hungry in short order as well. They had no time to hunt, so the smoked pork would have to do. Maybe in G-War’s current mood, it would suffice. 
When they arrived at the wagon, the Wolfoids already had Brandt harnessed. The humans climbed aboard while the ‘cat jumped into the back with a single smooth leap. Brandt took off while they were still getting settled. He followed the path that Bounder and Gray Strider had scouted while the others were in town. They made a wide loop to the east, then north, and finally west to the ancients’ road that led to Cameron. 
 
 
 



 
Everything’s Different, but the Same
 
The King of the Aurochs slowed to get the wagon from the rougher terrain road to the well-worn path beside the road of the ancients. Once there, the smooth going and a sunny day allowed Brandt to run, almost like he used to. Arnie ran behind the wagon, stretching out to match the speed of the much larger bull. 
Skirill told them that their target had already stopped at a river crossing to water the horse. Brandt added a burst of speed, hoping to catch the rider unaware. Braden watched through the Hawkoid’s eyes as the person turned, looking south. They dragged the horse out of the water and tried to mount, but the horse seemingly didn’t like to be hurried. Brandt rolled up onto the road and Arnie ran to the left side. They’d trap the horse and rider between them. Braden and Micah readied their bows. 
The rider became frantic and when it became apparent there was no escape, the individual waded into the water and tried to swim to the other side. Skirill and Zyena flew in front of the person’s face, crisscrossing before them, tracing lines in the water with their claws. With a deep sigh, the swimmer turned and headed back to shore. Brandt and Arnie helped themselves to a drink while Braden and Micah waited. 
A young girl waded out and stood between them. She looked down at the ground, tears trailing down her cheeks. “Are you going to kill me, too?” she stammered in a small voice. “Like you killed my dad?” 
Micah was crushed. She never thought of the government officials as family men. Braden exhaled loudly, throwing his head back. Bounder and Gray Strider approached as did Patrice and Delavigne. Surprise and shock seized the girl, she started panting, turned blue, and passed out. Braden caught her before she fell back into the water. He carried her to the wagon and gently put her inside. Zeller cradled the young girl’s head in her lap. Micah couldn’t look at her. Braden put his arm around Micah’s shoulders as they walked away. 
“We had no choice and I hate to say it, we’re going to create a bunch more orphans before this is over, and hopefully, the orphans won’t be our own children.” That thought sobered Micah. “Imagine a world without trade? Neither can I,” Braden said as he hugged his partner, letting her work through the anguish that gripped her. 
They heard Zeller’s voice. “Those are our friends. This is Bounder and his mate Gray Strider. This is Patrice and here’s Delavigne. The large Aurochs is Brandt and the other is Arnie.” 
“Can I pet them?” the little girl asked. Micah choked back tears, wondering at the resilience of a child who’d just lost a parent. 
Bounder put his muzzle into the back of the wagon. A small hand reached out and rubbed his neck fur, scratched behind his ears. Gray Strider leaned in next and received the same treatment. G-War rubbed against the young girl, then looked at her intently. The two stared at each other until the realization hit her that he was talking. 
“Ohh,” she said. She closed her eyes and rocked to comfort herself. When she opened her eyes again, they were clear and more aware. “I understand, Golden Warrior. Thank you.” 
The others had no idea what she was thanking him for, but expected it was something that helped her realize peace within a churning mind. Braden was sorry that he had to interrupt, but the longer they waited, the longer that the good people of the north had to live without proper trade. 
“Where were you going, little sweetheart?” Braden asked, trying to sound gentle and caring.
“My name is Nerise and I’m not going to talk with you. You hurt my dad.” Braden hung his head and turned away. Micah leaned in to pick up where her mate left off.
“Where were you going, Nerise?” Micah asked soothingly, as only a mother can. 
“The government office in Cameron. Tell them what happened. Help them to get ready.” She covered her face in her hands and sobbed. Maybe G-War’s gentle ministrations hadn’t been as effective as they hoped, or they talked about something else. The ‘cat rubbed against her chest, purring loudly. She hugged him to her tightly, the look on his face would have made Micah and Zeller laugh if the situation had been different. 
Finally, the little girl let go and G-War quickly excused himself, to avoid an uncomfortable repeat. He still had his ‘cat dignity to maintain. Nerise wiped her nose on her arm. 
“What is your horse’s name?” Zeller asked. 
“That’s Pony, and he’s a good horse! He’s all mine, too,” she said proudly. They lifted her out of the wagon and with each of the women holding a hand, they walked Nerise to her horse, where she let go to grab the reins and nuzzle the horse’s soft nose with her own. 
‘So, what are we going to do?’ Braden asked over the mindlink. Zeller shrugged. Micah looked at him. ‘Anyone have any ideas?’ Braden asked the companions, suddenly and fiercely missing Aadi.
Delavigne hopped up next to her and took her hand in his as he offered fresh greens for the horse to nibble on. She looked at the Rabbit, and he flicked his whiskers at her. Pony forced his way closer to headbutt his human and the Rabbit. They both giggled at the horse’s sudden playfulness.
‘We would like you to come along,’ Delavigne said in his tiny thought voice. 
“Will you stay with me?” she asked innocently.
‘Of course we will. It is our responsibility to protect the small humans. Where is your mother?’ Delavigne asked as his mate, Patrice appeared next to him.
“My father said she was an enemy of the Provincial Government and he had her sent away. Maybe we can go find her?” the little girl said without making eye contact. Micah’s heart twisted in her throat as she could feel that Nerise knew the truth. 
‘Weeds, Nerise,’ Patrice started to say, holding the girl’s other hand. ‘What do you do with weeds when they get into your garden?’

“Pull them, of course,” Nerise replied. 
‘And then your garden grows better, doesn’t it? That’s what we’re doing here. The Provincial Government is the weed and must be pulled if the garden is to flourish. These good humans will do it, and you will be better for it, although right now it hurts. It must be done. Since coming to Vii, we’ve learned one most important fact. As long as you have trade, you have peace and prosperity. As long as you have good people who refuse to give power to the undeserving, then we are all better off. We have joined Free Trader Braden to restore trade, restore the peace, let the land brighten with new blooms.’
Braden and Micah looked at each other. That was the most they’d heard from either Patrice or Delavigne in as long as they’d known them. Then they realized that the Rabbits were there for all of Aadi’s lessons with Ax and ‘Tesh. The old guy was rubbing off on them. 
Nerise skipped as the Rabbits led her to the wagon and helped her  climb in. Braden tied Pony’s lead to the back gate and they remounted. Brandt was pleased with the new addition to the caravan. He loved human children, finding their thoughts refreshing. Arnie was indifferent to it all. 
The Wolfoids and the Hawkoids considered it business as usual since Braden and Micah had a way of gathering those with pure-hearts to them. The Rabbits put Nerise at ease as Brandt carefully moved the wagon onto the road and crossed the ancients’ bridge, continuing their journey north. The Hawkoids showed them that the road before them was clear. 
The iron fist of the Provincial Government hadn’t only squeezed the life out of trade, it also made the people prisoners in their own homes. Braden’s anger simmered. Had he stayed in the north, he probably would have been one of those taken away. He smiled at the thought of his journey, for it had given him time and the means to return and make a difference. 
“Blasters,” he said. They dug into their packs and pulled out their firepower. If they were going to face forty men, they needed more than the advantage that the companions gave them. If the enemy counted on its use of force to pacify the population, then they’d be met with something even more overwhelming.
Braden was under no illusion that the Provincial Government was anything other than an enemy that had to be defeated.
 
 
 



 
Cameron
 
Cameron wasn’t much bigger than Whitehorse, but it had multiple roads leading to and from it. The main road to Binghamton and farther locations west ended at Cameron. The road to Jefferson City was a well-taken-care-of track to the north. The town had a few buildings of the ancients remaining, but most of the houses and businesses were newer and of quality construction. 
There wasn’t a forest nearby, so they stopped well south of town. 
“You are too far away, if you stay here,” Braden told them. “I’d rather shock the residents of Cameron than risk getting cut off. I think we need to stay together. This could be a big fight. Sure, we have better weapons, but we can’t kill them wholesale. I don’t want to kill any of them, but as Patrice so wisely reminded us, we only need to pull the weeds. Let’s find the weeds. Everyone else has to be left alone.” 
Braden looked around at the faces of his companions–human, Wolfoid, Aurochs, Rabbits, Hawkoids, and a Hillcat. They weren’t looking forward to this. Once they entered the town, there would be no turning back. They’d make many new orphans and widows. Braden insisted that they camp the night where they were. He needed to wrap his head around what he was asking them all to do.
He hadn’t hesitated in Whitehorse and now they were on a path leading out of their control. Forty or so in Cameron followed by a hundred or more in Jefferson City. How could they manage such a fight without hurting innocent people? Without consulting his companions, he’d plunged them into a new war. 
“I’m sorry,” he murmured to them all as he turned and walked away to be alone. Micah let him go. Once he realized that had he asked, they would have all agreed to join him, he’d come to grips with the situation. He was rash, but for the right reasons. If he ever wavered from that path, she’d know. They’d all know and would set him straight. 
He didn’t return until nightfall, but when he did, he pulled Micah close for a long and warm hug. He asked the others to come in so he could talk to them about what their entrance to the town would look like and where they should make their stand. He started drawing in the dirt. Even though most of the companions could never make heads or tails from his maps, it helped him better articulate the plan. There was the Town Square and the Market Square, buildings and roads…
 



 
“There Will Be No Provincial Government”
 
They walked straight up the road to Cameron. Arnie pulled the wagon so Brandt would be free to intimidate a group of people en masse if needed. The Hawkoids flew ahead to look for groups of armed men. Skirill was happy to tell Braden that there were a number of wagons and carts on the road leading into the city. Braden asked where they were going. He suspected he knew, but waited for confirmation.
‘They all go to a large building and area that has fences and men with weapons,’ Zyena told them over the mindlink as she saw it first. 
“No trade,” Braden whispered. “The government is taking everything and then handing it back out to maintain their hold on power. I wonder what happened to the Caravan Guild?” he asked no one as he thought out loud.
Once the Hawkoids spotted the Provincial Government headquarters, it all became clear to Braden. The so-called officials had taken over the former security offices, where he’d been put behind bars, and expanded the building. That was now the center of town, both figuratively and literally. There was a great queue of people waiting outside the door, while armed men stood around. 
Braden looked at both the warehouse and the main government building. 
“Cut the head off the snake?” he asked Micah. She nodded. He looked to the others. They nodded, too. Zeller showed little hesitation. Micah had been talking with her about her swordfight, making Zeller look at it as an exercise in swordplay against evil and not that the man was anything other than an obstacle to all things good on Vii. Too many battles remained for one of their members to be incapacitated at the thought. Zeller assured her that she was fine and would be able to fight again. Micah knew that she wasn’t fine, but was encouraged by the distraction that the large blacksmith provided her fellow villager. Everyone needed something to live for, something to fight for.
‘We’re headed to the government building first. I’ll talk to the crowd and tell them exactly what we’re going to do, then we’ll let the government officials know what we think about them. If we can get the people on our side, then our job will be a whole lot easier. Everyone fully charged and ready?’ Braden said over the mindlink to make sure that everyone heard clearly.
As they approached the outskirts of town, casual passersby stared as the mighty Aurochs pulled the odd looking wagon with an even greater Aurochs following. Brandt tried nodding at the people, but all they saw were his great horns. The people fled in terror. 
“And then there’s that. I guess as long as no one interferes with us, that’ll have to be good enough,” Braden said to himself. Passive support was almost as important as active support. 
Arnie jogged into the Town Square, sliding to a stop to make an impression on the people. There was a great deal of confusion. Armed men shepherding a queue of people didn’t know what to do. The people in line didn’t want to lose their place, but they were afraid, of the men and of the newcomers. Micah and Zeller jumped down to unharness Arnie. 
Brandt slowly strutted into the Town Square, standing tall, slightly turned, with his head held high. Braden looked at him and almost started laughing, but sobered quickly. One of the armed men pushed people out of the way so he could get to the door. He disappeared into the building. They’d have more company soon. 
Braden looked at the people’s faces and was instantly furious. The proud people of Cameron had been beaten down, the spirit of their existence had been taken from them. He stood in the front of the wagon, breathing deeply, preparing to be heard.
“Listen to me, proud people of Cameron!” Braden’s voice echoed from the buildings. He’d never felt such strength surging through him. “You’ve had enough of this Provincial Government. They’ve taken everything away from you and then made you beg to get scraps in return. NO MORE!” he bellowed.
Two of the armed men bared their swords, flexed, scowled, and strode toward the wagon. Micah pulled her blaster and aimed it at them. Her action meant nothing to them as they’d never seen a blaster. But Brandt dashing at them and sliding to a stop got their attention. 
The men stopped, but they didn’t show fear. Micah realized that Brandt could get hurt. "Put down your swords and no one gets hurt.” They hefted their blades afresh, and giving Brandt a wide berth, they resumed their approach. With a narrow beam from her blaster, she calmly shot one of the men, then the other. 
The crowd started to panic. “HOLD!” Braden shouted, emphasizing his demand by holding his hands up. The people shuffled, but had grown used to following the orders of people in charge. At that place and at that moment in time, Braden was the authority. 
More armed men appeared in the square and started forming themselves into a line. Micah dialed her blaster to a wide flame setting. “When we leave here today, good people of Cameron, you will be free from the tyranny of the Provincial Government. You will be free to trade, go about your business as you wish, not as someone tells you.” Another group of armed men showed up on the other side of the square. The Wolfoids jumped down and joined Zeller on that side of the wagon. Micah stood on the opposite side, facing the government building and the other group of armed men.
Braden looked down on all as he stood in the front of the wagon. Patrice and Delavigne had their laser pistols out just in case anyone got close to the wagon. They kept Nerise behind them. Arnie pranced, a little excited from the swirling emotions of the multiple groups of people. 
“Well?” Braden pointed at one of the older armed men. The man shrugged. “Go get whoever’s in charge and let’s settle this.” 
‘Braden, there is a group of men exiting the building in the back and they seem to be making a run for it,’ Skirill told them as he and Zyena flew in front of them to hold them up. Braden had anticipated that the men would try to run away. Bullies never stand up to someone who challenges them. 
With Braden’s nod, Brandt and the Wolfoids ran through an opening in the crowd and then around the building. They caught up with the men quickly. The security men pulled their swords, but two died instantly as Bounder and Gray Strider shot them with their lightning staffs. The others backed up against a nearby building as Brandt menaced them with his horns and the Wolfoids pointed their spears. Bounder waved, instructing the men to move back toward the building, back toward the Town Square. They hesitated to move, but found their legs once Bounder lifted his spear and made to shoot one of the security guards. They threw their swords down as they let the Wolfoids guide them around the building and into the square where the newcomers seemed to be surrounded by the forces of the Provincial Government. 
There were two unarmed men, most likely the government officials, among those Brandt and the Wolfoids had run down. Braden pointed to those two and cocked his finger for them to approach the wagon. They walked hesitantly until Braden held his palm out, motioning them to stop. 
“Tell your men to put their weapons down,” Braden commanded.
‘They won’t,’ G-War interjected. 
“I have to at least give them the chance,” Braden said out loud. It didn’t take long for him to not be surprised.
“Kill them! What are you men doing? It’s not like you’ve never seen a mutant before. Kill them now!” the older man screamed almost hysterically. The first group advanced slowly toward Micah. She fired a gout of flame into the ground before them. They stopped and looked at each other nervously. 
“Did you see where these men came from?” Braden yelled, looking at one group of armed men and then at the other. “They were running for their lives. They’d already abandoned you!” Braden tried to emphasize that point with a wave of his arm and pointing at the officials. He didn’t want to kill any more men than he had to. The security men seemed to be torn.
“People of Cameron! Many of you know me. I’m Free Trader Braden, and I’m here to restore trade to what it should be. If any of you who used to work for the former Provincial Government throw down your weapons, I will ask the good people of Cameron to accept you as one of their own citizens. All issues of the past must be forgiven if we are to move forward, back to where we were when people here were free.” 
The official glared at Braden. Finally he jumped from the wagon and pulled his sword, putting his blaster in his left hand just in case. Braden told the men to get on the ground, but they didn’t comply. “G?” Braden asked.
‘The one to your left. He’s in charge and he’s going to give the order to attack very soon,’ G-War replied.
Braden bounded two steps forward and with the hilt of his sword, smashed the man in the face. He went down hard, bleeding profusely from a gash in his head. The other man screamed for his men to attack and that’s all it took to drive them to action.
From both sides the men ran, some tentatively, some with reckless abandon. 
Micah took a knee and sprayed the line of men with flame. She waved it once over them all, but some kept running, even though they were on fire. She singled these men out for short bursts from the blaster and one by one, they all fell. 
Braden’s missing fingers were a hindrance and his aim was off. He fired too high at the approaching men, but the Wolfoids stopped them cold with lightning strikes throughout the ranks. The citizens in the Town Square cowered. Many huddled together on the ground, crouching and giving each other cover. Others ran. 
Zyena told them all that none of the bystanders had gotten injured. Skirill watched to see if anyone from the warehouse was headed their way. He saw people running from the Town Square. He didn’t see anyone heading to it. 
Braden climbed back into the wagon. “Good people of Cameron! However you lost your freedoms doesn’t matter anymore. Please understand that they have been returned to you, and that the cost was very high. Fight for your freedoms! Never give them up, no matter what somebody promises you,” Braden lectured. He could only guess at what happened, but that didn’t matter. On this day, he was in a position to influence what happened next. 
Three armed men remained. The others were dead. Many still burned, the stench of their passing filling the square. One of those with his sword grabbed a woman who’d been in line and stalwartly held her place close to the door of the government building despite the battle raging around her. Micah snarled. Braden made to jump down, but she stopped him.
She put her blaster away and pulled her sword, stalking her prey as she wove her way between bodies and bystanders. A second man launched himself at her from the side. She easily parried his sword thrust, guiding its momentum past her body. She elbowed him in the face as he lost his balance and fell toward her. He recoiled, but kept his sword in his hand. She followed up with two quick slashes, ripping the sword out of his hand. He dropped to his knees and begged for mercy. She kicked him in the face and turned back toward the man with the hostage.
“Let her go!” Micah demanded. 
“I’ll let her go when I’m free of this town! Now, I’m taking her with me. No one follows or she dies.” The man’s voice shook as fear gripped him. 
Gray Strider ran behind the man and prodded him with her spear tip. She was on one side and Micah was on the other. 
“I’ll kill her!” he cried frantically. 
“Go ahead and kill her,” Micah said dangerously, “and then we’ll cut you into little pieces. Now, let her go.” 
He kept his sword at the woman’s throat and started backing away. Gray Strider jabbed her spear point into his leg, letting him know that if he moved any more, the spear would bite into his flesh. 
G-War had had enough. He jumped from the wagon and bounded to the stand-off. With a smooth leap, he landed on the man’s sword arm. His claws dug deeply into the man’s wrist and with a twist, he shredded the man’s tendons and muscles. 
The sword fell from nerveless fingers. Micah jumped forward and grabbed the woman, pulling her away. He dropped to his knees and begged for mercy. G-War jumped onto the man’s back and casually reached around his throat, exposing his claws and pulling, letting them tear into the man. He gurgled as his life’s blood sprayed the ground before him. 
G-War stood back and watched. He’d seen into the man’s mind, seen what he’d done to the people of Cameron for his own enjoyment, using his authority for his evil pleasures. In this case, even though the man was unarmed, the ‘cat determined that he deserved to die.
The final official and two men cowered on the ground, continuing to beg for their lives, even though no one was listening. Bounder and Gray Strider kept their spears pointed at the men.
Braden jumped from the wagon and started helping people up. They looked around and realized that Braden had been true to his word. The people started thanking him and Micah and Zeller. 
The people stayed away from the Wolfoids and the Hillcat, although their fear was unfounded. The intelligent creatures were every bit the town’s saviors as the humans. Braden promised that he would help the people of the north understand that Vii was shared by all, equally. Until then, the north still had weeds in its garden. 
“Share the word,” Braden told the group that gathered around him. “Tell everyone that the Provincial Government will soon be dismantled. Clean up your wagons and break out your trade goods, if the government left you with anything, and prepare to get back into business. Be ready to fight for your freedom, but know this. We will be in front of you, fighting for what’s right, fighting for you.” 
A few of the townspeople grabbed the remaining three from the Provincial Government and frog-marched them into the building where the cell inevitably was still in use. 
The companions regrouped, checked weapons, and got an update from Zyena. From what she could see, the people at the warehouse were unaware of what had happened in the Town Square. The wagons continued to make their way in and out. 
Which gave Braden time to come up with a new plan to secure the warehouse. For that attack, they couldn’t do anything to risk destroying the supplies. No blasters or lightning. It didn’t take long to come up with something. Braden kept it straightforward. They talked, quickly refined the plan, and were ready to go. 
When Braden turned toward the wagon, he recognized the woman slowly approaching.
 



 
Ava
 
“What the hell, Braden?” Micah exclaimed as she gasped in pain, falling to her knees and holding her head. Her eyes were on fire as she watched what was unfolding before her.
When Braden’s eyes met Ava’s, sparks flew. Braden’s heart pounded as he couldn’t tear his gaze from her. He didn’t want to. Outside of Ava’s eyes, nothing else existed. At least that was what Braden perceived. 
Micah was overwhelmed by the emotional surge coursing through their mindlink. She forced herself to her feet and watched, realizing that she was only a spectator. The companions were equally overwhelmed. G-War ran for cover.
Ava skipped once, like a young girl might, and ran into Braden’s arms. He hugged her tightly. And they remained like that, neither giving way to step back. 
Finally, their heads parted and their eyes met afresh, their noses nearly touching. It started with a soft brush of her lips on his, then became a long and passionate kiss. Braden was first to lean back, instantly ashamed of what he’d done. 
She had a partner. He had a partner. But in that moment, he was caught in a whirlwind, torn and tossed. He realized that she had more feelings for him than he had ever hoped. Braden had wanted her to join him as he went south, but she politely refused, encouraging him to go alone.
“You could have come with me,” he whispered. 
“No,” she replied, “I couldn’t. I had to stay, and you had to go. We both moved on.”
“I know, but what if things had been different?” Braden asked, not thinking through what he was saying.
“Does that matter now? I have a partner.” 
“No. Not now. What of…” Braden struggled to find the word. “What of your partner?”
“He’s a good man and a good father,” she answered, barely audible.
“But he won’t fight for you,” Braden fired back too quickly, thinking of how passive the people had become.
“He fights in a different way,” Ava replied.
“But if you want peace, you have to fight for it!” 
“Do you?” she asked, emphasizing the word “do.”
She rested her head on his shoulder, and he hugged her closely to him, crying softly as he breathed deeply of her hair and kissed her head. Ava pulled away and turned, looking briefly at Braden. She resigned herself to staring at the ground, rubbing the tears from her eyes. She slowly walked away, her shoulders sagging from the heavy burden of her thoughts.
Braden blinked his eyes clear and looked around. He couldn’t see Micah. She was gone, but not far. He could feel her nearby. G-War was in his mind, but not saying anything. He couldn’t tell what the ‘cat was thinking. 
“G-War, what have I done?” Braden asked his closest friend. 
‘I don’t understand,’ G-War answered simply, blinking slowly as he approached. Braden waited until the ‘cat was close before continuing.
“I didn’t know she felt like that,” he started. “I didn’t know that I felt like that.” Braden smiled as the feelings of love surged into him again. Then winced as guilt seized him in its ugly embrace. 
“Can a man love two women, G?” Braden asked, burying his face in his hands.
‘Of course,” the ‘cat replied. “Why wouldn’t you? You love many things, don’t you? You risked your life to save all of ours. Is that not a testament of love? What about your children?’
“But that’s different. I have Micah, and I’ve betrayed her,” Braden lamented.
‘Your feelings are what make you do what you do. Micah was in your mind, as were we all. It was very confusing, and I’ve rarely felt such extreme emotions from you. Usually, you’re pretty simple. I’m surprised you didn’t pass out!’ G-War laughed over the mindlink, but Braden didn’t see the humor in it. ‘To answer your real question, of how can you love two women…’ G-War hesitated for a long time, but Braden didn’t interrupt. 
‘You are with one and you love them both,’ the ‘cat finally said.
“I wish she never loved me,” Braden blurted out.
‘Braden?’ the ‘cat asked, already knowing the answer.
“No. I don’t wish that at all. It’s difficult. I don’t know what to do,” he conceded. 
‘Life won’t have it any other way,’ G-War added sagely.
“But, Micah! How do I explain it to her? I love her so and our children.” Braden’s sobs were muffled as he held his hands over his face.
‘I think she is more aware than you know,’ G-War said with a flip of his tail as he sauntered away. 
“I don’t deserve the love of such women. I’m nobody,” Braden said softly, wiping his face on his sleeve. 
‘Stop it,’ the ‘cat commanded. ‘We are all somebody. You matter. To them, to many others, and believe it or not, to me too,’ G-War finished in his thought voice as he disappeared behind a nearby tree.
Braden sat, looking at the sky through his tear-filled eyes. What happened to my true love? Braden asked himself.
‘Maybe you found it twice and didn’t know it,’ G-War added from afar. ‘Micah is waiting for you. Go to her, hug her, love her, and let’s finish what we started.’
‘As simple as that, G?’ Braden asked using his thought voice.
‘I’m a ‘cat. How much more complicated do you expect from me?’
 



 
The Warehouse
 
Braden approached Micah cautiously, barely touching her on the back before she turned and buried her head in his shoulder. He held her tightly as she sobbed. It wasn’t long before she stopped, wiping her face on his shirt before looking up at him, her eyes red and puffy. 
“I don’t know what to tell you,” he stammered. She cocked her head. “I love you,” he ventured. She narrowed her eyes and punched him in the chest, not hard, just enough to let him know that she was okay. 
“Finish this?” he asked. 
“Let’s free the people of Cameron and restore trade,” she said definitively. Hand in hand, they returned to the wagon. Braden knew his partner. She hated looking vulnerable. If there was a fight, he expected she would hew through them like a logger through a forest. He pitied the person who raised a sword against her. 
She smiled at him.
“Thinking too loud?” he asked, knowing the answer. 
They departed the Town Square as they had entered. They wound through the streets toward the edge of town where the warehouse stood. The armed men seemed on edge, aware that something was amiss. When they saw the caravan approach, they knew fear.
Braden was right in that Micah was spoiling for a fight. She was first off the wagon and walked straight toward the closest man with a sword. He’d probably never seen the cold glare of someone who had both the capability and intent of killing him. He held his sword in front of him until the last heartbeat when he threw it to the ground, thrusting his hands in the air. She pointed to the ground and he dropped, laying on his face. She picked up his sword, sneered, and threw it to the side. She continued to the next man. 
Braden climbed from the wagon and quickly unhooked Arnie. “I think I remember the plan, and I’m not sure that was it,” Braden said to Bounder. The Wolfoid chuckled in his way, took up his spear as the companions started walking toward the warehouse, spreading out and arraying themselves opposite the enemies that the Hawkoids had already shown them.
From Brandt on one end of a long line to Arnie on the other, the companions followed Micah as she disarmed one man after another. It appeared they had no stomach for a fight. 
Bullies, Braden thought. The whole Provincial Government is nothing but a bunch of bullies. 
“You, there! Wagon Master, what are you going to do with that load?” Braden asked the driver at the front of the line approaching the warehouse and storage yards. 
“Why, master, I’m delivering to the warehouse as we all must do,” the man answered cautiously, seeing that the men who usually received the shipments were on their faces while a female warrior ground the heel of her boot into their backs.
“No more!” Braden declared. “Listen, all of you! Go to the Market Square. The Provincial Government in Cameron and Whitehorse has been disbanded. Let free trade reign!” The wagon drivers cheered, waving their fists at the men on the ground. 
“What about the government officials and their warriors in the Town Square?” someone asked. 
“They have already been dealt with. You’ll find the good people of Cameron waiting for you. Skip the Town Square and go straight to the market! All of you, now go! When you have nothing left, bring your empty wagons back here. We need to do something with the goods in this warehouse,” Braden said with a sly smile. 
As the wagons rolled away, some pulled by water buffalo and some by horses, Braden looked at the men scattered along the ground. 
“All of you, get up and come over here,” Braden barked at the former government security men. The Wolfoids kept their spears leveled. “Leave your weapons behind and come here,” Braden reiterated in a calmer voice. 
The defeated group slowly got to their feet, dusted themselves off, and warily watching the fierce eyes of the female warriors, they ambled toward Braden. He put his sword away after a nod from the ‘cat. 
G-War perched bizarrely on the top of a fence post, watching the men intently. Braden counted on him being in the minds of their former enemy to root out those who would harbor ill will. He would have liked Aadi to be there, too. 
The ‘cat gave him a narrow-eyed look. Braden shook his head and smiled. 
The men formed a horseshoe around Braden. Fifteen of them in total and not a single one stood up to Micah. He tried not to grin while feeling Micah’s sense of pride in disarming them without having to kill any to prove a point. 
‘You’re right, partner mine. They are just bullies with no stomach for a real fight. What do you sense, Prince Axial De’atesh?’ Micah asked, sounding formal, sounding like the President of Vii. 
‘There are two here who you will never be able to trust. They enjoy the role they played and embrace the power they had. They will not change,’ G-War told the companions. He shared the image from his mind’s eye of the two men. Micah and Zeller were behind the group. Each picked one and then stormed into the small crowd. They both wrapped an arm around the men’s throats and dragged them backwards, twisting and throwing them to the ground. Micah asked for rope. 
The other men stood there dumbfounded. They knew that these two were evil, but wondered how the strangers were able to pick them out of the crowd without any of the men having uttered a single word. 
Nerise jumped from the wagon before the Rabbits could stop her. She had not been out of the wagon since they entered Cameron. Patrice and Delavigne had sheltered her from the worst of it, but thanks to the ‘cat, she could hear everything over the mindlink. She lifted her small chin and boldly walked toward Micah carrying a length of Amazonian rope. 
Micah kneeled on the man’s back while he complained. G-War shared what flowed from his mind, but he probably shouldn’t have. The images were hideous and they drove Micah into an unbridled rage. 
She grabbed the man by his hair and stood, dragging him with her until she ripped out a handful. He screamed in pain and turned, ready to fight this mere woman. Her sword was in her scabbard, so he saw his opening. He charged, head down like a bull. She dodged easily and pushed him past her. He staggered, but didn’t fall. He stood straight and tried it again.
Only to realize the same result. He conceded that she was fast, but he considered himself more powerful. He waded toward her, fists up, ready to punch or grab. She waved him closer as she crouched in her wrestling stance. The group had formed in a circle around them. Braden stood shoulder to shoulder with the others. Skirill and Zyena perched on the peak of the warehouse roof, watching their humans with great interest, cheering for Micah’s quick victory. The Wolfoids pranced on their hind legs as they tried to see between the human observers. 
The man took a swing at Micah’s head, but he was too far away and she easily dodged it. She circled, letting him grow less cautious as he tried different ways of doing the same thing. She was letting him wear himself down. She hadn’t swung once. Then the taunting began. 
“Afraid? Look at this! We put down our swords and they’re nothing. A woman! I’m going to rip your head off, you ugly cank!” the man shouted. 
Braden looked at Zeller. The men had given her space while she still knelt on the other man’s back. He didn’t have any fight left in him, probably because she had his head twisted sideways with a thumb pressed deeply into a soft part of his throat. Braden mouthed the word, “cank.” She shrugged. She didn’t know what it meant either. 
Micah continued to circle, waiting, knowing that the man would make a mistake. Her icy stare failed to weaken the man’s resolve, but she didn’t want it to. The images in his mind made her sick to her stomach. People who could think that way had no business sharing the world with decent human beings. She intended to kill him with her bare hands. Pull the weed, as Patrice had said. 
The man was right-handed. Despite trying to hide it, all of his attacks favored his dominant side. When he feinted left, so he could come back right, Micah had him. She struck before he could complete his move while his stronger right hand was away from her. She caught his left elbow in her left hand and jammed the heel of her right hand into the back of his armpit. He pivoted forward, his head dropping as the strike made his left arm go numb. He took a knee in order to improve his leverage, but only served to weaken it. 
Micah swirled behind him, letting his limp arm go as she slipped her left arm around his neck. She pulled around to her left while her body continued past the man to her right. His head followed as she dragged him around in a circle. With a final pull and twist, his neck snapped. She let go and his lifeless body fell to the ground. 
She pointed to Zeller, who let the other man up. He hadn’t seen the fight, but stood shakily, unable to take his eyes from the dead man. Micah waved him to her. He took two reluctant steps and stopped. She walked at him and without hesitation, punched him in the face with all her pent up fury. He flew backwards, landing heavily. The first thing he did when he came to was cradle his broken face and whimper like a lost kitten. 
“There’s a jail cell with your name on it. Be happy that you live, at least for now,” she snarled in his face. She kicked him in the stomach to reinforce her point that he should be happy. 
“I want to be like you,” Nerise said in her small voice, having followed Micah to the second man. She had forgotten that the little girl was there.
Her anger instantly evaporated. The dead man was half a stride from the girl’s foot, so Micah walked around the other way, making Nerise turn away from the corpse. Micah kneeled and pulled the girl to her, hugging her before picking her up and balancing the girl on her hip. Nerise was probably seven or eight turns old. She wasn’t that small, but Micah felt compelled to hold her. 
Braden watched his partner transform from a deadly warrior into a caring mother over the span of three heartbeats. Maybe it was the mother part that impassioned her to fight for freedom, for herself, for her family. Braden couldn’t have been more proud. What was one more addition to their already large and extended family? 
With Micah’s help, Braden hoped that Nerise would eventually forgive him. He would go out of his way to earn her trust, because anyone who wanted to be like his partner had to be a good person.
 
 



 
Securing Cameron
 
They tried to figure out what to do with the men while they waited for the wagons to return. The man with the swollen and purple face would have to be taken to the jail, but they had no one to do it. Braden asked, counting on G-War to see the truth. 
“Who wants to take this crap pile to the jail?” Half the group raised their hands. “Understand that you’re not going to get your swords back. Your days of having any authority over the good people here are at an end.” Braden pointed to two men. They seized the injured man roughly between them. 
“You’re going to take him there, turn him over to whoever is running the jail, and then return, right?” They both nodded vigorously. Braden looked to G-War, who looked back through drooping eyes, as if he was ready to fall asleep. Braden took that as approval. 
“All right, off you go.” Braden sent them away. The others looked surprised. Trust had disappeared in the north, and these men were part of the reason why. 
“What do we do with the rest of you?” Braden asked the group.
“Let us go?” one bolder than the rest ventured. 
“To what end? What would you do that would repair the damage you and your like have caused?”
“We can do just that, repair the damage,” the man probed.
“How?” Braden put him on the spot. The man had no answer, but others came to his rescue.
“We can help secure the trade. We can distribute the goods from this warehouse and then shut it down.” 
Braden liked that, but saw it a little differently. “You make that happen, but then offer the warehouse as a place to temporarily store goods at no cost to the traders. Deal?” They nodded and said they agreed. Braden went with them to see what remained in the warehouse. He was appalled, then angry all over again. It was half full with the things the poor people of Cameron were doing without. Food to clothing to tools. There was a little of everything. 
Braden noticed an odd marking on some of the items. When he asked, the men told him those were items destined for Jefferson City.
“Who decided what they got from all this?” Braden asked, suspecting he knew the answer.
“The representative from the Provincial Government,” they told him. Either the man dead in the Town Square or the other one in the jail. Who were they to decide? 
Braden left the men to sort the materials and get them ready to load, even those goods marked for transfer to Jefferson City. Braden walked back outside, saw the companions lounging around the wagon, and joined them. Micah still carried Nerise. He smiled at them both, ruffling the young girl’s hair and lovingly kissing his partner as he cupped her face in his hand.
“What’s with us and little girls?” Braden asked playfully. “We seem to be collecting them.” 
“There’s just too much life not to share it,” Micah replied philosophically. 
“And we’re still fighting a war. There’s this many of us—” Braden pointed at the companions scattered around the wagon. “— and we have to fight a small army. I doubt your stare-down will work, although I hope it does, for their sake,” Braden stammered as his partner gave him a hint of the icy stare, before laughing. 
“As usual, we have the question of who do we leave in charge while we move on? Someone will have to tell everyone that the Provincial Government is gone and that they need to get back to business as it used to be. It’ll take a while for people to figure it out again, but they’ll get there. It’s a better place they’ll return to. That monstrosity—” Braden pointed at the warehouse. “—was built for the sole purpose of stealing from the traders, the farmers, everyone.”
“Let’s return to the Town Square and see who’s still there. I saw some people who looked like they understood. We can give them a shot, without giving up the gains we’ve made. We can’t trade one slave master for another. We fight for freedom, not different shades of tyranny.” Braden stopped. Everyone there knew what they fought for and they willingly followed Braden’s lead. He’d already convinced them that freedom was worth fighting for. 
One of the men leaned out of the warehouse and watched as the caravan made to leave. Braden looked at him and then yelled, “Stay here and do what we talked about. Anyone tries to leave, we’ll find them and kill them. We have friends all over the place and as it turns out, no one who mattered supported the Provincial Government.”
“Me neither!” the man yelled back. “You don’t have to worry about us, mister.” And Braden believed him.
The pile of swords in the back of the wagon was taking up an annoying amount of space. They’d turn them over to someone who would keep them in the hands of those who’d protect the trade. 
Braden waved happily at the two men who had escorted the other to the jail. They were on their way back to the warehouse. They pointed that way and Braden gave them the thumbs up.
When the caravan arrived in the Town Square, they were greeted by a buzz of activity. It looked like the citizens were ready to have a massive celebration. People waved at them and cheered as they stopped the wagon and dismounted. All of them, the Rabbits and Wolfoids included, joined the people. Braden got everyone’s attention and introduced them to the intelligent creatures of Vii, telling everyone that they had equal status with any human. 
The citizens of Cameron were accepting of anything their liberators told them. They lined up to greet the creatures. Nerise happily translated for Patrice and Delavigne. Zeller spoke for the Hawkoids, Micah for the Wolfoids, and Braden for the Hillcat, which meant that Braden said nice things as opposed to the rude statements that G-War delivered in an impressive non-stop diatribe. 
After the meet and greet that Braden, Micah, and the others had to do, the first wagons from the second run to the warehouse arrived with food and supplies. A man wearing torn clothing and a huge smile stood and looked at the wagon, not the supplies within but the wagon. Braden recognized that look. It was the look of a trader. 
 “I’m Free Trader Braden and I can always recognize a trade brother. What routes did you ply?” 
“Caravan Guild. They call me Stretch. I ran between Jefferson City and here, sometimes to the farms to the northeast. I’m pleased to meet you. I’ve been locked up for three moons, I think. They accused me of skimming from my load. All they wanted was to take my wagon.” The man pointed to the wagon he’d been looking at. 
Braden led him by the arm to it, before yelling at the wagon’s driver. “This your wagon?” he asked.
“It’s the one they gave me,” the driver replied, pointing to the government building. 
“That’s great, thank you. The wagon belongs to this man. Turn it over to him, we’ll all help unload,” Braden finished. The driver shrugged, tied off the reins, and climbed down. Stretch maneuvered the team and wagon expertly into position where the volunteers quickly separated the food from the supplies and began cooking a feast, right in the Town Square. Braden looked at Micah. She nodded.
“We have some smoked pork we can add to the feast,” he said. Bounder and Gray Strider jumped into the wagon and looked at the smoked pork with long faces before handing it down to waiting volunteers. 
‘Doesn’t matter to me,’ G-War told them all. ‘I never liked that stuff, but it was better than soybeans. Can you imagine? Me? Eating soybeans? That would signal the end of days.’ The ‘cat ran through the crowd toward an alley where they’d seen pigeons pecking at scraps on the ground.
“Is it just me or has G-War gotten unusually philosophical since we left Aadi in the desert?” 
“No, it’s not just you,” Micah replied as she continued to carry bundles from Stretch’s wagon. After that, three more wagons arrived and those were quickly unloaded. The natural leaders of the town took over, many of whom had been held in the jail cells, like Stretch. 
Braden and Micah found it refreshing to be able to step aside. They didn’t have the time or energy to restore Cameron to what it once was, so they were pleased to see the townspeople take responsibility for that themselves. The only thing they asked was that Braden and his companions finish off the Provincial Government. They’d seen the Old Tech firepower that they used and wanted that on their side. At least everyone was polite enough not to ask where they got it. 
A commotion from the alley suggested G-War had been successful hunting the local wildlife. Bounder and Gray Strider looked like they wanted to join the ‘cat, but Micah looked back sternly. They settled for some of the smoked pork, but felt guilty and were happier sharing with the hungry-looking citizens of Cameron. 
During the feast, Braden asked if anyone knew where he could buy fifty water buffalo. Ears perked up at that. There was a herd to the east, triple that size, but they’d been under the control of the Provincial Government. It had been forever since the people had any water buffalo on their dinner table. For their freedom, the former rancher said he’d make sure that the livestock was waiting when the caravan returned from Jefferson City. 
Braden was torn, but only for an instant. The feelings of joy from the people that relished their newfound freedom were overwhelming. For trade. For freedom. As he’d suggested to Ava, someone has to fight for peace, otherwise the peace you have isn’t what you want. Freedom has a price, sometimes a very steep price that most people don’t have to pay. Someone would pay it, though, someone like Braden and his companions because they believed freedom was worth it.
 
 



 
The Road to Jefferson City
 
“It’s been a long time since I’ve traveled this road,” Braden said, thinking out loud. “It looks like it’s getting a little worn down. I think it could use some Amazonian attention.” He and Micah nodded, having seen the difference in the road after Zalastar had his people fix it. 
They’d never seen them working on it. All of a sudden, the road was repaired. Braden had never asked how. He resolved to ask Zalastar the next time he saw him. 
The others daydreamed of different pleasures as they headed north. It was a two-turn trip, so they didn’t think they needed to worry until the second turn. Plus Skirill and Zyena flew ahead, scanning the road and the road’s approaches for any signs of the enemy. They flew far ahead, not seeing anything alarming.
Patrice and Delavigne carried on a long conversation with Nerise about the virtues of gardening. The girl’s mother had always maintained a garden and had taught her young daughter a few of her tricks. The Rabbits approved.
Arnie bucked and bugled as two arrows embedded deep into his side. He bolted ahead, where more archers were waiting. Zeller screamed as she shared his pain.
Micah had her blaster out first and fired indiscriminately into the trees, while Braden tried to get Arnie off the road and into cover. Brandt saw the arrows fly from the tree line and he ran straight for the spot. He plowed through the underbrush, unfazed by the small trees that snapped as he ran over them. Men darted in all directions. The King of the Aurochs ran down those who weren’t fast enough to find cover. He gored one on his horn, shaking his head and splitting the man in half as he continued his wanton destruction of the ambush site.
Micah’s fire into the trees in front of him made him change his plan. He turned and headed back toward the road. A couple brave archers loosed arrows, but only one hit the King, in his back haunch. He probably didn’t feel it because of the adrenaline surge. 
The Wolfoids and Hillcat jumped from the moving wagon, landing in a crouch. G-War ran straight for the woods, looking like an orange flash as he disappeared into the undergrowth. Bounder and Gray Strider fired lightning bolts at the two men who’d shot at Brandt. The place they’d been flashed and smoked, but the Wolfoids couldn’t be sure they hit their target. They realized how exposed they were, so they dashed after G-War. Just in time, as a small volley of arrows came their way. They dodged and dropped to all fours to more quickly reach the shelter of the trees. 
Braden had to lean around Micah to fire, but stopped when he saw G-War disappear into his target area and the Wolfoids weren’t far away, either. “Into the trees!” Braden yelled. The Rabbits watched, but their job was to protect Nerise and the wagon. The Rabbits assumed that meant Arnie, too. He finally calmed, but he was hurt. Brandt stood between Arnie and where the archers had been, shielding the smaller Aurochs with his body. 
Seeing the arrows in Arnie’s side caused Braden physical pain as he couldn’t abide the anguish of his friends. Too many times he’d seen them hurt and bleeding. Too many times he’d sewn the rents in their flesh. He jumped from the wagon, ready to do anything to stop the attack. Micah landed on the ground next to him.
Braden pointed while he ran. The quicker they eliminated the threat, the sooner they’d be able to attend to Arnie, help him start the healing process. 
Skirill and Zyena had flown back as soon as they heard Arnie’s anguished cry and were sharing their view of the area around the trees, but the overhead canopy was too dense. They saw men running toward horses tied to a second stand of trees, but that didn’t account for all of them. Skirill threw caution to the wind and dove into the trees, under the canopy and flew between the branches and trunks, looking to help his friends. One man this way. Another hiding beyond that tree over there. 
Zyena followed her mate in, going the other direction, flying madly between the obstacles, sometimes skimming the ground as she twisted, dodged, and dove. Two more men there, and the enemy was running, trying to get away from what they thought were eagles. One risked firing an arrow at Zyena. She was too fast for him, but he was too slow for Gray Strider’s lightning bolt. It blew the man backward into a charred heap. Micah finished one man with a shot from her blaster, Braden another. 
Zeller jumped from the wagon, but she couldn’t follow Braden and Micah into the trees. She had to go to her friend and trade partner. Arnie was in immense pain and it radiated through every fiber of her being. 
G-War was the first to the place where the ambushers had tied up their horses. Four men were there when he jumped to the back of one horse and ran up a man’s chest before viciously slashing his face. The man was able to push the ‘cat off, but G-War was already jumping. He leapt to a second man and raked claws across his leg, before dodging away. The other two riders spurred their horses to action. G-War bolted aside to avoid being run over. He could have caught them, but it was less effort to tell Braden and Micah where the two were headed, so they could cut them off.
When they rode past, Braden took one and Micah took the other. The blasters were set to narrow beam which was all they needed to finish the lives of the two ambushers. They may have been good men, but during this daylight, they were fighting on the wrong side. 
Skirill and Zyena finished their aerobatic tour of the space between the tops of the trees and the ground, confirming that there were no men hiding. G-War agreed. The last two men, both injured from the ‘cat’s attack were trying to recover enough to run, but both gave up after seeing the firepower that Braden and Micah used to finish their fellow archers. 
“I have a few questions for you,” Braden said as he walked up to them, indifferent to their pain. He dragged them bodily from their horses and threw them on the ground.
Micah ran back to the road where she could start working on the injured Aurochs. Arrows needed to be removed and numbweed applied to help stop the bleeding and ease the pain. Maybe the wounds needed stitching. She wouldn’t know until she checked. 
“How long have you been here?” They acted like they weren’t going to answer until G-War stabbed his claws into the calf of one man. He howled in pain, refusing to speak, but the other became very cooperative. 
“We arrived shortly before you. We have an outpost just up the road and received word a short while ago of strangers with strange animals who were killing anyone from the Provincial Government.” 
“Who told you this?” Braden asked pointedly. The man shook his head. He either didn’t know or wouldn’t tell. But that didn’t matter when G-War was around. The ‘cat shook his head. The man didn’t know. 
“We don’t like surprises,” Braden emphasized. He wanted to know what he was up against. If the Governor deployed archers within the city, the companions would have a difficult time. “Who’s left at the outpost and what’s it look like?”
The man hesitated, just long enough for G-War to expose a paw full of claws and stab them into the man’s exposed arm. “Stop!” he howled. The ‘cat kept his claws embedded as an implied threat, but didn’t rake them through the man’s flesh. Not yet anyway. “It’s small. A tent with a guard shack on the road. There’s probably only two men left there. They said you killed fifty men.” The man squirmed, trying to get G-War to extract the claws from his arm. G-War stared into the man’s eyes, finally retracting his claws and jumping down.
‘I have it. We’ll learn nothing more from this one. Put him out of my misery and let’s go,’ G-War told Braden as the ‘cat headed toward the road.
“C’mon, G, I can’t just kill him.” The ‘cat didn’t answer. Braden shook his head, then tied the man up, despite the fact that he was bleeding from the wounds in his leg. The other man was blind, his face shredded. Braden tied him up, too. He turned the horses loose and sent them running east, away from the road, away from Jefferson City. 
Braden took the weapons from the two survivors and gathered the bows and arrows from the dead before returning to the wagon. Micah had already removed the arrows from Arnie and Brandt. Zeller slowly rubbed numbweed into Arnie’s wounds. Brandt’s muscles were so thick that his arrow hadn’t gone too deeply. With the numbweed, he insisted that it was nothing more than a bug bite.
Arnie had never been injured before. He was afraid. One arrow hit his shoulder, stopping when it hit the bone. Since he kept running, the arrowhead did more damage, but none of it critical. The second arrow embedded in the cartilage between his ribs, making it painful for him to breathe. Micah couldn’t tell if it penetrated his lungs. The only thing they could do was hope that it hadn’t, expecting that he’d be frothing blood from his nose and mouth if there was internal damage. 
Braden took out his sewing kit to work on the damage to Arnie’s shoulder. After the numbweed, the Aurochs was more forgiving. The humans reassured him that the damage would heal, and he’d be back to his old self. 
‘Zeller,’ he cried. ‘I no like hurt. I happy with braid man,’ he continued in his simple way, but his language continued to improve the more time he spent with Zeller.
Braden talked Arnie through what he was doing as he sewed tight stitches to close the wound around the torn muscles. Braden told him about the injury from the Lizard Men, where he was out for a number of turns while Micah kept them all fed and tended to the injures of the entire caravan. The King of the Aurochs interjected with his view of that incident where he was wedged into the trees in the middle of a vicious battle. He moved in front to show some of the scars on his side, pointing out which ones were from that battle, as opposed to the ones from the Bat-Ravens, as opposed to the ones from the many attacks during his runs on the road through the Amazon. He also said how Braden and the others had always come to his rescue, throwing their small frail bodies at Brandt’s enemies. 
When Brandt finished, he looked at Braden and then bobbed his head as he laughed in his Aurochs way. 
“When we met you, I don’t think you had any scars,” Braden said, slapping the great creature on his well-muscled shoulder. Braden bared his chest and showed the angry crease to Arnie. “Welcome to the club, my friend. It may not be pretty, but it’s pretty exclusive.” Micah showed her neck and arms to the smaller Aurochs, laughing as if the pain wasn’t still fresh in her memory. It was, but the thrill of defeating their enemies far outweighed the temporary discomfort of a few scratches, she rationalized. 
 





 
Can’t Abide an Outpost
 
Brandt insisted on pulling the wagon to limit the stress on Arnie’s body. Arnie insisted that he was okay and that it took no effort to pull the wagon. In the end, Braden had to step in and make the decision. Arnie would continue to pull the wagon. 
“We need you on counter-ambush duty,” Braden explained.
‘You just made that word up!’ Brandt argued.
“But it doesn’t change what the rest of this trip is going to look like!” Braden replied dismissively. “That’s it. The decision’s made. We need to get going before they have an army waiting for us. That ambush was bad, but it could have been worse.” They put Arnie into the harness and he started going before they were back in the wagon. They ran to catch up, getting pulled aboard by Zeller’s helping hand. 
Brandt followed, and he wasn’t happy about it although he understood. It was better for the King to be free to attack the enemies of free trade. He agreed with Braden that trade was the life blood of their world. Without it, the people suffered and atrophied. He’d also learned to enjoy the cheerful greetings when entering a village pulling a cartload of trade goods. The people happily received them all, as equals. 
Brandt looked with pride on the caravan. How far had they come since their meeting near Westerly? 
Nerise looked out the back of the wagon at the King of the Aurochs, wondering about what he was thinking. She could see the look on his face change. She hadn’t been happy since her mother was taken away, and here she was, with a group like this, welcomed as one of their own. She was suddenly able to talk with her new friends, too, and amazed at what they had to say. She’d found a new home and was happy. 
The Hawkoids were not pleased at all as they felt they let Braden and the others down. They missed the ambush when they’d flown ahead. They’d been watching the road and its approaches, not seeing the group of horses in the open area beyond the trees. They apologized repeatedly, but Braden and Micah maintained that they had nothing to be sorry for. 
‘The way ahead?’ Micah asked over the mindlink. 
Skirill and Zyena were flying side by side to give them the widest view of the road. The outpost was not far, as they learned. The Hawkoids flew around it and past it from different heights to determine exactly what they were up against. They found only one man in the shack on the road itself. He watched Skirill and Zyena as they flew past, ignoring them as they disappeared into the distance. Just another pair of birds, looking for a place to nest.
They stopped the wagon well out of sight of the outpost. Braden asked Micah if he could go with G-War and the Wolfoids to take the one man prisoner. She appreciated that he asked and was good with it. The ‘cat and the Wolfoids would keep her mate from coming to harm. 
Braden ran with the Wolfoids, counting on the boost from the Old Tech boots to help him keep pace. He was still winded when they arrived east of the shack. They checked out the tent, seeing how it was set up for sleeping and eating, but no one was there. No horses were left in the corral area either. 
They all knew what that meant. One of the two men had ridden to Jefferson City to inform the Governor. He’d be ready for them. 
G-War confirmed that there was only one human in the area. He also noted there were deer nearby, if anyone was interested.
“Who wants to be the bait?” Braden asked. Bounder looked at Gray Strider and she shook her head. He conceded. Bounder would do it. While the others snuck up behind the shed, Bounder would run past, drawing the man from his post. As soon as he was outside the building, they’d disarm him and question him. With G-War’s help, it wouldn’t take long.
They discovered that the shack had windows on all sides, a fact that the Hawkoids had shared that Braden had missed. They abandoned their plan. They used the cover of the woods to get as close as possible. When there were no trees left to hide behind, they broke from cover and ran as fast as they could to the shack. 
The man saw them coming but there was nothing he could do. He dropped his sword and held his hands up as Braden and the others slid to a stop. He walked out without any additional encouragement, much to G-War’s disappointment. 
“How long ago did the rider go to Jefferson City to tell them we were coming?” Braden asked. The man tilted his chin up in defiance while keeping a wary eye on the Wolfoids.
‘He left at the same time as those who ambushed us,’ G-War told them. 
“Half the morning then. He’s probably most of the way there by now. Skirill? Zyena? Can you get a look and see where he is? If he’s still far enough away, maybe you can encourage the horse to throw its rider…” The Hawkoids drove hard to fly north and catch the rider. They were like two brown and white arrows as they raced into the distance, flying for all they were worth, still looking for redemption from their earlier miscue.
“What?” the man asked, thinking that he may have spoken out loud when he didn’t intend to. 
“What is he going to tell them when he gets there?” Braden continued. G-War nodded. “How many people will Governor Anderle bring out to fight us?” G-War shrugged.
‘The rider will tell them the same thing we heard from the other. The Governor can bring a rather substantial force to bear against us. This man doesn’t know how many archers there are.’ 
“So, what are we going to do with you?” Braden asked. He heard the wagon approach. Arnie was running even though they told him not to. Brandt was running alongside, giving the younger Aurochs an earful. Braden shook his head as he watched the free-for-all.
Their prisoner looked at the Aurochs and the wagon. He could see the Rabbits’ ears sticking up between the humans sitting on the front bench. 
“So it’s all true?” the man had the courage to ask.
“What’s true?” Braden prodded.
“That you and your mutants are going after the Provincial Government,” the man said simply. 
“And what else did you hear, that we were killing every representative from the government?” The man nodded. “That’s not quite true, is it? You’re not dead, and I have no intention of killing you. It doesn’t mean that I won’t let him do it, though, if you lie or stand in our way.” Braden nodded to the ‘cat who was calmly biting at the extended claws of his left paw.
“Yes. We are going to restore trade to the good people of the north. To do that, the Provincial Government has to go. Right now, you’re the only official I see, so here’s what we’re going to do. Come with me.” Braden picked the man up roughly and guided him to a point in front of Brandt where he was forced to his knees again. The King of the Aurochs towered over their prisoner and snorted in the man’s face for effect. The man’s fear was palpable. Braden pulled his blaster, dialed the flame setting, and torched the outpost. He jogged into the trees and soon, the smoke from the burning tent rose into the air. Braden left nothing behind.
Nerise watched with wide eyes. Pony pranced at the end of the rope tying him to the back of the wagon. 
“I ask again, what are we going to do with you?” Braden asked after returning from his government facility eradication efforts. 
“I swear allegiance to you!” the man blurted out. G-War shook his head. 
“Remember that part where I said I’d kill you if you lied to me? You just did. I don’t want to hear anything else come out of your mouth, so stand up, take off all your clothes, and then walk that way,” Braden commanded. The man stood up and tried to take a swing. Before he could even cock his arm, Bounder smacked him across the head with his spear. The man fell to the ground. 
Bounder prodded him until he did as he was told. The women turned away as the naked man walked cautiously to the south, past the wagon, and then started running. Braden fired one last blast at the man’s clothes. 
“By the time he’s dressed again, I expect all of this to be over,” Braden told the others. With all of them back in the wagon, Arnie swung the wagon wide around the burning shack and they continued north. 
Skirill checked in, disappointed that they had not caught up with the man riding north. They started to see people tending the fields and herds grazing nearby. They’d reached the outskirts of Jefferson City. 
It was too late. Governor Anderle knew they were coming. 
 



 
The Dark Clouds of War
 
‘Holly, we’re heading toward Jefferson City and expect to get a warm welcome. We don’t want to hurt anyone we don’t have to. Any advice?’ Braden asked over his neural implant, having already gotten input from the companions. 
‘Looking at the imagery of the city, I suggest you don’t use the flame setting on your blasters or any lightning from the Wolfoids’ spears, to minimize a fire that would quickly grow out of control. I fear there is no firefighting capability in Jefferson City. On a different note, if you can approach from the east, you’ll probably encounter less resistance as they are expecting you from the south. Besides that, I can offer no other insights,’ Holly finished and held the link open, waiting to see if Braden had anything else. He didn’t. 
“He suggests that we approach from the east,” Braden said matter-of-factly. They’d already reached that conclusion based on the hasty barricade erected south of the city boundary that the Hawkoids had shown them. There was no wall surrounding the city, no fortifications. Only buildings and wide roadways as it had been the center of trade for the known world, that was known to people like Braden and the Caravan Guild. To the north, the towns of Seinhold and Breston counted on trade from Jefferson City.
Anger seized Braden again. It was time to cut the weeds out of the garden. 
“We’ll head east on a trail that’s coming up soon, ditch the wagon, and then we go in. All of us, including Nerise, especially Nerise. For her future and all those of her generation, we have to restore trade. They need to have the chance to grow up with the opportunities that they carve out for themselves, not what the Provincial Government rations back to them. The government–take away from the people and then give it back. No one should work like that. No one…” The others listened to Braden, more thinking out loud than lecturing. 
Braden would always be the Free Trader. That persona was just below the surface at all times, ready to come out when the situation warranted. It bothered him immensely that in three short cycles, all trading had ceased in the north. With one final battle, they could restore it. He hoped the leaders of the Caravan Guild were still alive, but he was skeptical. The Provincial Government had shown itself to be ruthless toward anyone who didn’t share their beliefs.
Although he didn’t want to, he had to. Braden asked Arnie to run along the trail east. Braden wanted to put as much distance as possible between where the government thought they were and where they actually were. It pained Braden to see the Aurochs’ injuries start leaking again. Zeller started to cry as she shared her friend’s pain, although he reassured her that the numbweed was still working and he felt no pain.
Brandt hung his head in dismay, hoping that this was the worst sacrifice they’d have to make. In reality, he knew that they faced a difficult enemy in a location that did not favor Braden and his companions. 
‘I expect we have the people on our side, Master Braden,’ Brandt said in his booming thought voice. ‘If we can win them over early, they can help us keep it from becoming a full fight. I don’t think we can win a shootout. There is no place for us to run or hide. Arnie and I will be killed.’
The breath caught in Zeller’s throat at such a candid assessment of their future. 
Braden  thought about it. The Aurochs were too big to move within the city. He wanted them there to celebrate the victory, but the risk was too great. 
“Will you protect Nerise?” he asked his large friend. 
‘To my last breath,’ Brandt answered.
“No!” the little girl cried. “I want to go with you. I have to go with you.”
“Why?” Micah asked.
“To see why. To see what it was all about and why I have a new family now.” Braden’s insides churned. He pinched his eyes closed, the image of the fat man, Nerise’s father, choking out the last of his life at Braden’s feet threatened to overwhelm him. A hand gently squeezed his shoulder. With a heavy exhale, he composed himself. 
“Okay. You come with us, but you have to stay with Patrice and Delavigne. Deal?” Braden choked and held out his hand. Nerise had been too young when the last trades happened in Cameron. She didn’t remember what the handshake was for. “We shake hands to seal the deal, to finalize the trade. We negotiate, agree, and then deliver. That’s all there is to it, and that’s what makes the trade great,” Braden said, feeling hollow reciting the laws of trade, while at the same time embracing the foundation it gave him. 
She slapped her little hand into Braden’s and they shook. He pulled her to him and hugged her fiercely. “I’m so sorry,” he whispered. Before she stood up straight, she wiped her face with the back of her hand, then joined the Rabbits in the back. 
“Are you okay with waiting with the wagon, Arnie? Brandt? We’ll stay in touch and if we need you to run down any mobs, we’ll call for help. Skirill and Zyena will show you where we are.” The Aurochs agreed because they had no choice. Although the injury to his knee was fully healed, Brandt had realized his mortality. In the city, he was afraid that he’d be trapped and killed like a piece of livestock. He wasn’t ready to die and more so in an effort where he couldn’t contribute. He’d be a distraction and the companions couldn’t afford that.
‘We’ll stay with the wagon, but we’ll be ready if you need us,’ the King of the Aurochs told them. 
The trail led past small farms and fields. One had livestock and a large field of green grass. Braden asked Arnie to stop by the small home. A man, walking in from the pasture, stopped and looked at them, uncertain of what he was seeing. Braden waved and jumped down, walking boldly to the rancher.
“Greetings, good sir! I am Free Trader Braden and I would like to trade for access to your field for my two good friends here, Arnie and Brandt, and temporary storage for our wagon.” 
“What are they?” the rancher finally asked after squinting to see everything better and looking them over carefully. 
“They are Aurochs, distant cousins of the water buffalo. But these two are intelligent, smarter than you or me. I am willing to pay two pieces of gold for them to have access to the field, but they need to be able to leave whenever they want. They can’t be fenced it.” 
“Two gold? You have gold?” the rancher wondered. Braden shook his head before producing two gold pieces from his pouch. 
“A steep price to be sure, but these are uncertain times, are they not?” Braden held out his hand. They shook and Braden turned the gold over to the rancher. 
“Makes no difference to me. Those provincial types will show up and take the gold from me anyway and probably your friends, too.”
“I think not, Master Rancher. When the sun sets, you will be living in a new world, much like the old world where you set your price and trade appropriately. I say, welcome back to the way things should be.” 
The rancher narrowed his eyes at them, looking from face to face. “As I said, makes no difference to me…” He drifted away and went back into the small building he called his home. 
Brandt and Arnie headed into the field, not feeling hungry. They watched the companions get ready for the coming battle. Braden and Micah prepared their bows, made sure their quivers had their remaining arrows, checked their blasters, just in case, and loosened their swords in the scabbards. They waved to the Aurochs, who dipped their horns in reply.
Braden stepped away smartly. He wanted this to be over with. Skirill and Zyena continued to scout the path in front of them. The group walked past small farms and houses outside the city, noting how the quality of the buildings changed the closer they got to Jefferson City. With more modern structures came a decrease in the amount of space people had. 
Surprised citizens watched as they passed. No one looked happy. No one cheered. No one asked questions. Many ran back inside, away from those who would flaunt the law against people carrying weapons. 
A hastily formed group of soldiers raced toward them along the street ahead. They stopped, stood at attention, then lowered spears with shiny metal points. One man, armed with a sword, stood to the side and yelled at the companions to stop. Braden figured they were close enough, so they spread out. Bounder stood next to Micah with his lightning spear ready, although he would only use it as a last resort. Gray Strider stood next to Braden, protecting him. The Rabbits stood with their laser pistols out, Nerise positioned tightly between them. G-War was nowhere to be seen, which Braden expected and counted on.
“You will surrender to proper authority!” the man yelled. Braden nodded to Micah and they both nocked arrows. “Your weapons are illegal here,” the man resorted to a useless statement with a made-up law that Braden and the companions refused to recognize. 
‘You take the big mouth and I’ll take one of the spearmen. Maybe we can convince the others to put their weapons down,’ Braden told Micah over the mindlink. ‘Be ready. If they charge, we’ll need to break it before they get too close. Don’t start a fire, please.’ Braden smiled at his good manners as the first shots of the final battle were about to be fired. 
Micah loosed her arrow unerringly into the chest of the sword-bearing leader. Braden’s hit at nearly the same time, taking out a spearman in the middle of the line. They both re-nocked and fired a second arrow before anyone moved. Their targets were in the middle of the left and right ranks of those holding spears. They picked the men who would be seen by most of their fellows. Too many men found the nerve to start running toward the companions. Braden and Micah dropped the first two and the others hesitated. They killed the next two and nocked new arrows.
Bullies, Braden thought to himself. No stomach for a real fight. Their spirit broken, they sought to run, but Braden shot the one who was in front of the growing retreat. “STOP!” he commanded in his best Free Trader voice.
The companions ran forward, hoping to disarm the men. Braden didn’t want to have to fight anyone twice. One man turned and looked with disdain at Gray Strider. He leveled his spear and advanced. Bounder was incensed and raced in front of his mate to take on the smaller human. He parried the man’s spear in a motion too quick to follow and drove the point of his lightning weapon so far through the man he had difficulty removing it. Gray Strider covered her mate while he held the dead man down with a back paw and yanked his spear free.  
The others gave up after Zeller made a show of cutting a spear in half with an angry slash of her sword. The rest threw their spears to the ground. 
“So what do we do with the six of you?” Braden asked the men as he approached them. Micah checked with Skirill and Zyena. No one else approached, but the men who’d been south of the city were starting to stream back toward it.
“We’d better hurry,” she said.
“I don’t want any lip or garbage from any of you. Take off all your clothes and run that way.” Micah looked at him out of the corner of her eye. “Okay! Keep your shorts on. Now hurry up!” He prodded one with his bow. They stripped and started jogging. Gray Strider caught up to them quickly and swinging her spear like club, she smacked two of the men across the back of their legs. This added greatly to their momentum and the men ran from the city in a headlong panic. She chuckled to herself while Bounder shook his shaggy head. 
Zyena urged haste. The armed men were starting to fill the street as they consolidated their force, heading toward the largest building in town. With Skirill’s help, Braden and the others were guided through the streets as they ran, trying to get in front of the approaching army. 
“Stone buildings!” Braden shouted as they ran. 
“What?” Micah yelled back. She was less winded than Braden. 
“We can use our blasters, but we need to get there first!” He started to sprint, gulping in as much air as he could between steps. Their Old Tech boots seem to be little help in letting them keep pace with the fired-up Wolfoids. The Rabbits and Nerise had fallen behind, but Braden wasn’t worried, knowing that they could catch up and that there weren’t any enemies following them. Not at the moment anyway. 
Braden, Micah, and the Wolfoids broke into an open area facing the wide road that led south. They pulled their blasters as the first of the armed men appeared. They both dialed a narrow beam. Bounder and Gray Strider crouched as they held their spears ready to fire into the approaching group. Four ranks across and countless deep, the men approached. Braden had heard of how a militia drilled and fought, but he’d never seen it until that moment. He saw how the discipline could strike fear into a disorganized enemy.
That wasn’t what Braden and his companions were. Being bunched up was the worst thing this group could have done. A man carrying his sword walked to the side of the formation and started barking orders. 
‘Gray Strider, he’s on your side. You take him and we’ll deal with the rest.’ Instantly, a lightning bolt leapt from the end of her spear, striking the man fully in his chest. The blasters opened up, followed by Bounder’s lightning. The first ranks of the men were decimated. Dead men littered the road from one side to the other, the stench of their burning flesh making their eyes water. Small black clouds billowed into the air from the impromptu funeral pyres. 
Braden, Micah, Bounder, and Gray Strider fired another volley into the surviving ranks. The destruction was horrible to witness. Zyena showed them her view as the men in the back broke and ran for their lives. More and more joined them until only the dead remained. Skirill watched the approaches to the open area for his friends, making sure that no one came in behind them. The streets were unsurprisingly empty as the two forces battled for supremacy.  
In the end, Braden and his companions were the last ones standing. He hated killing all those men, but as he’d rationalized with the others they’d killed, these men were fighting for the wrong side. 
Braden looked down to see G-War sitting at his side, patiently waiting. Patrice and Delavigne had been waiting to the side of the clearing until the firing stopped. Now that it was over, they brought Nerise to the others. 
The humans were still breathing hard. Zeller felt the exhilaration of battle, even though she had yet to prove herself in her mind. The Wolfoids seemed at ease, while the Rabbits were upset by the smell. Nerise didn’t seem to mind. She’d carefully watched everything Micah had done, studying.
“It’s time to end this,” Braden told the others taking a few deep breaths to calm himself. “Shall we?” he asked. They turned from the open area and started walking toward the Governor’s Mansion. 
“Here we come, Governor Anderle, and there’s no one left to protect you,” Braden snarled.
 
 



 
The Story of Jocelyn
 
She stood, looking from the second story window. Jefferson City lay before her, smoke tendrils from the many cook fires drifting skyward. The air smelled stale. A new cloud of dark smoke appeared not far away, but it drifted away quickly.
She wore her long sleeping gown as she was uninterested in getting dressed. What was the point?
Her silken hair, the color of crow feathers, so black that it looked blue when the sun shined on it, trailed down her lean figure, ending just above her waist. She combed it absently as she watched from one window of the mansion that her husband, Governor Anderle had claimed as his own when he stormed to power. 
She had known him before that, when he seemed carefree and was wildly romantic. They married quickly, and after their oldest son was born, her husband decided that he wanted something better for his children, so he sought power. Always charismatic, he convinced others to support him. He moved up quickly to lead a village, then a town, and finally the city. He had changed the police force into a military and consolidated most of the north tightly in his iron fist. All the trade went through his hands first. He took what he wanted, then parceled out the rest as if it was his to give.
She didn’t know him at all now.
It was too late. Even if she wanted, Jocelyn expected that she couldn’t leave. She hadn’t tried and she wouldn’t. Her children needed her. The two older boys were falling more and more under their father’s influence. The youngest, her daughter, was born in Jocelyn’s image, a beauty to behold. The little girl, Leah, collected animals, loving them unconditionally as they loved her. She and her mother were of pure-heart, so it came natural for them to love easily and be loved. 
It pained Jocelyn to see the direction her boys were headed, but she held out hope that she could remain an influence in their lives. 
Her husband yelled from another room. She couldn’t understand what he said, but expected the servants were running for their lives. No good ever came from a tone such as that.
The sky paled. It would be another dank day. She probably would stay inside.
Again.
A commotion in the street caught her eye. She leaned through the window, not sure of what she was seeing. People were diving out of the way as a man and two women unerringly walked toward her home. They were accompanied by two of the largest dogs she’d ever seen, along with a couple Rabbits, also disproportionately huge, with a small child between them. A large cat appeared to be following them. The rough-looking orange creature lifted its head and looked right at her. For a moment in time, he seemed to be in her head, caressing her mind, telling her that everything would be okay. They’d be there shortly. 
She welcomed the intrusion.
 



 
The Governor
 
“What do you mean the army has broken?” Governor Anderle bellowed. He pounded his fists on the arms of the great chair. His boys stood by his side, anxiously fidgeting as their father’s anger shook every corner of the room.
“But, Governor, I’m only reporting what we’ve seen. The strangers have great weapons from which gouts of flame destroy everything in their path. And the mutant creatures! They also have incredible weapons. We cannot stand before them. You must flee!”
“NEVER!” he shouted. He waved over a man in uniform, his Sergeant-at-Arms. 
“Governor,” the man said in an even tone as he fingered the well-worn hilt of his sword. 
“It’s up to you and your guard to stop these fanatics. Are you up to it?” 
“Of course, Governor. We’ve trained our whole lives for this,” the man sneered. He half-bowed and strode off, shouting as he left the room where the Governor conducted most of his business. 
“Get our weapons,” he told his oldest son. The boy, about fifteen cycles old, smiled and ran through a back door, returning shortly with a longsword and two shortswords. He handed them out and each hefted their own weapon, checking its edge, getting comfortable with the weight in their hands. 
The Sergeant-at-Arms called his men together. They’d been ready since they heard someone was challenging the Governor’s authority. All they needed was the word to go forth and fight. They didn’t care for who, they only wanted to ply their real trade. These men were former criminals who the Governor had taken under his wing and allowed them to brutally put down designated enemies. They enjoyed what they did, too much, and longed to do more of it. They relished a battle with an experienced enemy. 
The Sergeant-at-Arms led his eight men out the front door, where they positioned themselves in a semi-circle. The Sergeant stood at the door while his men surrounded him, but he was no coward. He would direct the battle until a more personal engagement was called for. 
The companions walked into the square facing the Governor’s Mansion. Seeing the men arrayed before them, they spread out. The companions were outnumbered and worse than that, these men looked to be seasoned fighters. They weren’t the least intimidated by the companions. Micah saw the look in their eyes, it was the same that she had in hers–a person confident in their ability to kill.
Braden stood in the center, Micah to his left and Zeller to his right. Bounder stood at Zeller’s side and Gray Strider to Micah’s left. G-War crouched next to Braden while Patrice and Delavigne protected the little girl in the back. Skirill perched on a nearby building while Zyena flew top cover, making sure no other enemy approached. 
“There’s no need for any of you to die,” Braden started. The men snickered and cat-called. Egos. Pride. The men were undoubtedly dangerous, but they acted as if Braden and the companions were not. 
Zyena floated toward the east. Arnie and Brandt were on their way and she would guide them. They refused to be left out of the final battle. 
“That’s right. You will all die right where you are if you stand against us,” Braden taunted. He and Micah pulled their bows, and as quick as they could, fired arrows at the men. The warrior in front of the door, clearly the leader, slashed the arrow away with his sword. The other man wasn’t so quick. Micah’s arrow embedded deep into his chest and he collapsed. 
“Inside!” the Sergeant-at-Arms shouted, leading the way and then holding the door for the others. Braden and Micah each got off one more shot before the men disappeared. Two more fell. That fast, the numbers evened out. Six on five. 
“We can’t go through that door,” Micah said. “Skirill?” 
He flew a tight circle around the building and showed them two more entrances. “Split up?” Braden asked, hating the sound of it as he heard it out loud. 
Micah shook her head and Braden breathed a sigh of relief. “Pick one,” he said. She pointed right and they ran for it. The sound of Arnie’s and Brandt’s hooves echoed behind them. They could help protect Nerise, but the final battle would be inside the wooden mansion where they couldn’t use their Old Tech firepower. 
Braden didn’t bother trying the door to see if it was open. He hit it at a dead run, tightening his shoulder muscles as he impacted with the heavy door. The deadbolt tore out of the old frame and the door flew open. Braden staggered through, followed closely by his partner and the rest of the companions.
They were in a closed back room. Braden tried the next door. Pulling it open, he saw two of the guards they’d seen out front rushing toward him. He had no time to shut the door so he jumped back, fumbling to get his shortsword in hand. 
Micah and Zeller were there. Their blades crossed in front of the door as the first man lunged, trying to catch Braden unaware. He countered quickly as if expecting the fight. Blades flashed in the poorly lit room. Micah pressed her attack, but couldn’t expose herself by going through the door where the second man waited. The first was trying to draw her out. Zeller prodded the first man and he was challenged fighting both women, his best defense being the narrow confines of the doorway and the corridor beyond. 
‘We must hurry before the others come,’ G-War urged.
‘Step aside, Zeller,’ Delavigne insisted in his dainty thought voice. She moved back and with a well-placed shot from his laser, Delavigne caught the man unaware, burning a tiny hole in his chest. The man hesitated, looking dumbly at the wound. Micah thrust her blade through his mid-section, ripping it out an instant later. As he started to fall, she was already out the door and engaged with the second man in a vicious exchange. It became readily apparent that the two were equally matched, well trained and experienced in the use of the sword. 
Micah had never been challenged like that before and it frightened her, but not so much that she lost her edge.. She rose to meet the warrior, thrust, parry, slash, block, counterattack. The swords rang as the battle raged. Braden worked his way into the corridor behind her and readied his bow. 
When you’re fighting for your life, everything is fair. The man dumped a decorative vase of flowers on the floor in front of Micah and stepped back, trying to draw her into the water, to make her slip. But she’d been thinking the same thing. She stepped back and waved him toward her, seeing if he’d take the bait. It also gave her a much needed break, she gasped for air, but to her credit, he was also winded.
G-War couldn’t wait any longer he bolted into the hallway and darted past the two, disappearing around the corner. 
‘Micah, lean left and I have a shot,’ Braden told her using his thought voice. She didn’t want to for the sake of honor, but they couldn’t get trapped. They needed to move. 
She lunged low, distracting her opponent and forcing him backwards, clearing a small space between the two and eliminating the chance of a return thrust. He loosed his arrow the instant the target was clear. 
The arrow hit metal somewhere beneath the man’s shirt, staggering him, but not penetrating. Delavigne’s laser burned a hole in the man’s face. He screamed as he dropped his sword and grabbed at the hole. Braden’s second arrow disappeared between the man’s forearms, tearing through his exposed throat. 
‘Follow me!’ G-War encouraged and without further hesitation, they ran headlong down the corridor and around the corner. Open rooms were on the left and right, but they ignored those and ran straight into a receiving room at the front of the house, the place where the main door opened into. Two men stood there waiting, using their swords to hold G-War at bay. Micah and Zeller never hesitated as they took the battle to them. Swords clanged as the battle started to take shape. 
Micah was tired and the man, clearly her equal with a sword, was fresh. He beat her sword back and with a vicious slash across her chest, she went down. Braden fired an arrow from point blank range. It drove through whatever metal armor was beneath the man’s shirt, embedding firmly. The swordsman held his sword up while he struggled with his left hand to pull on the arrow, attempting to free it. Laser beams lashed out, striking him repeatedly. Patrice and Delavigne stood upright, noses twitching and ears forward as they watched the man collapse. 
Zeller was being driven back, but the other swordsman had seen what happened and angled to keep Zeller between him and the companions. It seemed like he was playing with her, nicking her arms, a shoulder, and drawing a line across one cheek. She started to fear him, the biggest step toward losing a fight. 
‘He’s stalling until the others get here,’ G-War announced to no one’s surprise. 
With Nerise behind him, the Rabbits angled along the wall toward the front door. Their laser pistols hovered between the fight and an upper balcony where someone could appear and wreak havoc on those below. Braden drew his bow, aiming his arrow past Zeller, but the other swordsman was too wily. He bobbed and weaved, refusing to make himself a target. 
Braden wanted to end it. He knew Micah was still alive, but she was hurt. His neural implant flashed incessantly but he couldn’t open it. He needed to see everything before and around him. 
‘Zeller, jump backwards and fall to the floor,’ Braden insisted. She hesitated, earning herself another nick on her arm. She threw her sword at the man’s face as she jumped backward, rolling into Braden’s leg. He was releasing his arrow as she hit and it pulled his aim far to the left.
They were close enough together that the arrow hit the man in his forearm. He winced and his arm quivered, but he didn’t drop his sword. He shook his arm as if that would make the arrow fall out. The Rabbits’ laser beams danced along his body as they fired repeated short bursts. He looked confused as he fell, the last thoughts of a hard man that was killed by a Rabbit. 
Braden threw his recurve bow to the floor as he pulled his partner to him. She wore the light Old Tech shirt. It wasn’t full armor, but provided some protection. Blood ran freely from the wound. Micah was out cold and Braden didn’t know why. He fumbled for his numbweed while the others arrayed themselves around the two humans, protecting them with their bodies. 
Bounder and Gray Strider hadn’t been able to engage the enemy and that put them on edge. They felt ready for the next fight, eager to end the battle and finish the war. 
Braden spread the numbweed across Micah’s wound before seeing that she bled profusely from the back of her head. She had to have hit it on the floor when she fell. He added a little numbweed there as he cradled her in his lap, rocking as a small child would. He hugged her tightly to him. 
“So,” a voice intruded on their thoughts from the balcony, “this is what we’re fighting against? A bunch of mutants armed with Old Tech. It disgusts me. Your days are over, muties,” the Sergeant-at-Arms taunted. His sword was in his scabbard as he leaned on the railing looking down. His man, the last swordsman, stood with steel bared, at the ready.
‘G?’ Braden asked as he let anger flow into him, replacing his grief.
‘He wants to kill you and Micah. He doesn’t think he can win the battle, unless he can get your blasters or the laser pistols from our Rabbit friends,’ G-War enlightened the companions over the mindlink. Braden picked up his bow as he stood, nocking an arrow and pulling the back while still behind Bounder’s shaggy hide. Bounder stepped aside at the last instant and Braden fired, taking the swordsman through his eye. He dropped instantly. 
The Sergeant-at-Arms flinched as the arrow raced past him and into his fellow. 
“Looks like you’re all alone and your words ring hollow. I know you want some of this Old Tech for yourself, but that’s not going to happen, so if you would be so kind as to lay on the floor so we can be about our business, we’d appreciate it,” Braden offered.
“We both know that I can’t do that. I’m sworn to protect the man behind these doors. Come on, now, let’s see what you’ve got.” The man smoothly drew his sword, checked its edge and slashed it through the air as he stepped away from the railing and out of sight. Bounder jumped toward the curving staircase landing in the middle. With one more bound, he landed on the top step, spear held firmly in his front hands/paws. He crouched, waving the point in a figure eight before him. 
The master swordsman assessed the Wolfoid before stepping forward, feinting and parrying. Bounder didn’t take the bait. He kept the point of his spear moving, waiting to get on better footing. The man stepped back and swung his sword in a wide and heavy arc. It hit Bounder’s spear right behind the tip. Instead of shearing off the point as he’d intended, it clanged off the metal beneath the wood exterior of the Wolfoid’s spear. 
“What the hell?” the man exclaimed, having been stymied in his attack. 
Bounder moved forward stabbing rapidly high, low, and back again. The man parried the furious attack. He snarled as he pulled a small knife and prepared to attack the Wolfoid with both weapons. Bounder realized that he probably could not beat this man in a straight fight as that attack was the best he had and all it did was make the Sergeant-at-Arms angry. 
Bounder lined the man up against the door and activated his weapon from a range of less than an arm’s length. The Sergeant-at-Arms’ body absorbed the full lightning blast, which blew his sparking and smoking corpse through the doors and onto the floor before a great chair where a man with a scowl was seated. 
The Wolfoid leveled his spear at the man and waited.
Thunder struck the building, making it shake to its very foundation as the King of the Aurochs rammed the main door, ripping it from the frame. His great head looked into the room, seeing two wide-eyed Rabbits sheltering Nerise a hand-span from where the shattered door lay. Braden stood over Micah as she started to come to. Zeller positioned herself between them and the balcony, her sword at the ready as blood trickled from wounds all around her body. 
Brandt bugled his displeasure at the harm that had befallen his friends, but he could come no closer. His body wouldn’t fit.
“Protect her,” Braden growled with a forced smile. He nodded to Zeller and the Rabbits. 
Braden tightened his grip on his bow, nocked an arrow, and slowly walked up the steps. 
Gray Strider and Bounder let him pass so Braden could enter the great room where Governor Anderle conducted the business of defiling the north.
The Governor sat on his chair as if it were a throne. Servants cowered along the walls. Two young men, the spitting image of their father, stood to either side of the chair. The youngest tucked his long black hair behind his ear and held his sword up as if begging Braden to fight him. 
Braden slowly drew his bow back taking aim at the man in the chair, then changed aim and loosed the arrow at the boy, ripping the sword from his hand as fear flashed across his young face. 
“That’s right, son,” Braden said. “That’s how quickly you can die.” The Wolfoids entered the room and took positions at Braden's side. The boys shuffled nervously. G-War strolled in and walked along the wall, past the frightened servants. He jumped onto a side table and sat, seemingly disinterested in the affairs of humans. 
“The easy answer is kill you, but I think there’s been enough killing this day,” Braden said, trying to calm himself, but the thought of how this man stopped the trade infuriated him. The thought of Micah on the floor below made him want to end this and go to her. 
‘Anything, G?’ 
‘Just wait, help is coming,’ the ‘cat said mysteriously.
 



 
Jocelyn
 
The Governor’s face worked as if he wanted to say something, but couldn’t get the words out. The youngest boy left his sword on the floor while the other held his far to the side, expecting it to be shot from his hand at any moment. The Wolfoids had their spears leveled at the dark-haired man in the chair. Braden had one of his last arrows ready to draw and fire. 
A side door opened and an elegant woman walked in. She wore only a bath robe, holding the hand of a little girl. They looked around the room. She nodded to Braden and the Wolfoids. The little girl struggled against her mother’s hand as she wanted to run to the creature holding the spear. 
“My name is Jocelyn,” she said proudly. 
“Get out!” the Governor yelled. Braden fired an arrow that skimmed the man’s neck and thudded deeply through the padding and into the chair behind him. He clamped his mouth shut as fire burned behind his eyes. 
She gave up fighting with her daughter and let her go. The little girl ran past the spear and threw her arms around Gray Strider’s neck, hugging her fully as only a child could. Jocelyn smiled and strolled across the room. She scratched behind G-War’s ears. “You talked with me.”
‘Yes, my lady,’ G-War replied formally. Braden was surprised. G-War was usually such an ass. The ‘cat looked at him with disdain. 
“And you’re here to bring back trade?” she asked, turning to face Braden. He saw sadness in her eyes, while her face held the potential for a quick laugh and a twinkling smile. 
“I’m Free Trader Braden and yes, we are here to restore trade, give the people their lives back,” he said as he looked at the man on the throne. 
“Boys, go to your room,” she said firmly. They protested and their father put a hand on each of them, refusing to let them go. 
“If you don’t go, then you’ll get to see your father die and that will happen in three heartbeats if you don’t go now. I’ve let this go on long enough and can abide no more,” she said. She didn’t raise her voice, but it was loud and profound. The Governor released his sons. The older boy dropped his sword as both boys ran off. 
Leah finally stopped hugging Gray Strider, nuzzling the Wolfoid’s muzzle as she stepped back and looked adoringly at her new friend. She skipped past Braden to give Bounder the same treatment. He wanted to maintain his vigil, but Gray Strider growled at him. He raised his spear while the little girl waited impatiently. He bent down and she launched herself at him, hanging on to his thick neck. She couldn’t quite get her arms all the way around, so he cradled her with his foreleg and stood up, holding her to him. 
Jocelyn approached Bounder, tickling her daughter’s ear, while looking deep into Bounder’s eyes. He felt as if she looked into his soul, relieved when she smiled and gently scratched his neck. 
Braden hazarded a look at the Governor. The man fingered his sword as if preparing to battle those in the room. Jocelyn turned to face her husband. She pointed her finger at him and glared until he stopped fidgeting. 
“I apologize to you, Free Trader, for forcing you to come here to save us from ourselves. I saw what he was doing, but retreated into myself and ignored what he was doing. I don’t know the extent of the damage that he’s done, but the fact that you are here, fighting for the people who are not your own, tells me how serious it is.” She looked at the floor, kicking something with her toe. She glanced at the charred body of the Sergeant-at-Arms emotionlessly, before returning her gaze to Braden. 
“I’m from here. My parents were members of the Caravan Guild. I was raised on the trade routes in the north. I live in the south now with my family, with my friends,” Braden said, looking at those in the room who’d made the long journey with him. On cue, Brandt bugled, happily this time. They turned to see Micah, one arm draped over Zeller’s shoulder as both women struggled onto the landing outside the door. Braden draped his bow over his shoulder, putting the arrow back in its quiver as he went to them. 
He helped Micah into the room. She smiled weakly as he set her into a chair along the wall as the servants stood nearby, trying to look inconspicuous. Her eyes were still unfocused, but color had returned to her face. The wound on her chest had stopped bleeding, but it needed to be sewn shut. 
Jocelyn watched Braden as he carefully and tenderly ministered to his partner. 
“We used to be like that,” Jocelyn started. “I don’t know what happened, but it doesn’t matter. I think our relationship has come to an end.” She held her hand palm up, asking Braden for his blaster.
“It won’t work for you. It’s keyed only for Micah and me.” 
“Shame.” She let her hand drop. She leaned around Braden to see the Rabbits enter, Nerise walking carefully between them and studiously avoiding looking at the corpse on the floor. 
Leah wiggled until Bounder put her down, and she ran to the newcomers. Leah hugged each of the Rabbits, and then the children introduced themselves, holding hands as they talked. The Rabbits hopped in place, just enough to show their pleasure as they watched the children.
“I missed that too, the joy of being alive. Sometimes we don’t even realize what we’ve given up until we see it again.” 
“So what do we do now?” Braden asked, believing that Jocelyn was the way ahead for Jefferson City, for the north. 
They looked at each other as Governor Anderle found his voice. “All of you will go to jail for violating the law of carrying weapons in the city! You will be tried for your murder of the good people here and you will be executed!” he screamed, almost hysterically. 
Micah pulled her blaster and dialed a narrow beam. Braden put his hand on the weapon and shook his head. 
The Governor stood and raised his sword as he moved to strike his wife. She dodged in fear as the Wolfoids thrust their spears into the man’s body. His sword arm froze over his head until the blade dropped from nerveless fingers, clattering as it hit the floor. Bounder and Gray Strider pulled back, ripping their spears from the man who stood there, perplexed by his imminent death. He fell to his knees, eyes pleading with the raven-haired beauty before him. She shook her head once, staring into his eyes as he toppled. 
Braden pulled out his needle and thread and got to work on the vicious slash across Micah’s chest. 
 



 
A New Governor
 
“I really don’t want to be the Governor,” Jocelyn pleaded with Braden and Micah. 
It had been seven turns since Governor Anderle’s demise and the city was barely returning to normal. Anderle had ordered that most of the Caravan Guild be executed, but the remaining members committed to help Braden restore free trade. Jocelyn was surprised to find out that Micah was the President of Vii. She happily deferred, hoping the newcomers would stay, until she heard that Braden and Micah’s children were in the south. 
“We need you to make sure that no one takes their freedoms away again. Government’s job is to create the conditions for people to succeed on their own. Let them work and serve each other and the people will find their own way back to a better place,” Micah counselled. “And the fact that you don’t want the job makes you perfect for it.” 
Although Nerise was nearly twice Leah’s age, the two had become fast friends. Jocelyn insisted on raising the little girl. Nerise was torn. She wanted to stay with the Rabbits and Braden and Micah, but wasn’t sure about going to an entire new land. She was more comfortable in Jefferson City. 
The companions recovered Pony and moved him closer to Nerise in the Governor’s Mansion, recently renamed as the People’s Hall.
To make the transition easiest, Patrice and Delavigne agreed to stay with Jocelyn and her family. Braden tried in vain to talk them out of it.
‘We’ve seen their fields. They need help, and Patrice is pregnant again. I think we shouldn’t travel.’ Braden smirked. A Rabbit was pregnant again. He shouldn’t have been as surprised as he was. They congratulated their friends on the great news. Jocelyn, Nerise, and Leah could all talk with the Rabbits, thanks to a little mental tweaking from G-War. Patrice and Delavigne wouldn’t be alone. Braden was sorry to see them stay behind, but it was their decision. All intelligent creatures had the right to determine their own destiny. 
Jocelyn agreed and was pleased that the Rabbits decided to join her and her family. Patrice and Delavigne only asked one favor and that was for Braden and Micah to give their laser pistols to their eldest children. They didn’t want any Old Tech weapons remaining in the north. Too many of the Governor’s strongmen were still on the loose to risk such a weapon falling into their hands. 
Braden agreed wholeheartedly. They shook and left Jefferson City in the more than capable hands of Jocelyn and her advisors from the new trading guild, called the Free Trader Guild in honor of Braden and all traders. 
Micah’s wounds were healing. Her arm was still in a sling to keep her movement to a minimum. Zeller was also healing. After the fighting was over and they had time to check, Braden decided to sew up three of the cuts on Zeller’s shoulders and arm. She left the one on her face alone, a scar as her badge of honor, a warrior blooded in battle.
The women of Trent had acquitted themselves well and ensured that freedom returned to the north.
Micah scoffed at Braden’s thoughts regarding his partner’s contribution and her fellow from Trent. 
“I’m still mad at you,” she said playfully. 
“I know,” he replied with a chuckle. He helped her into the wagon that the rancher had taken good care of. 
Even after Braden told the man that trade would return to normal and that the Provincial Government was no more, the rancher remained skeptical, shaking his head as he returned to his livestock. “When it rains, it rains too much. When it’s dry, he wants rain. I’m not sure that man will ever be happy,” Braden said, watching the man walk away.
“Maybe that’s what makes him happy?” Micah offered. Braden shrugged. The harness was tight on Arnie. The Wolfoids were in the wagon, empty except for the tent and their supplies. The weapons had been turned over to the new Governor for her to do with as she pleased. 
Brandt walked alongside. He no longer wore the brace on his knee. The contraption was in the wagon, taking up space, but they kept it, just in case. G-War was perched in his usual place on top of Brandt’s head. After Braden mounted, Zeller asked Arnie to head out, south toward Cameron. 
‘Who’s going with me?’ G-War asked out of the blue.
“Where?” Braden looked sideways at the ‘cat as he glared back. 
‘Hillcats? Anyone remember the conversation where the Prince gets to go back to his people, recruit some lady Hillcats to come south? I simply cannot take the south over by myself, and those grisly urchins from that vicious creature in Cornwall simply won’t do to carry on my legacy,’ G-War told them.
Micah choked, trying not to laugh out loud. Her children were bonded with the so-called urchins, so she wanted to take offense, but couldn’t because of the Golden Warriors matter-of-fact tone and the images of the cat from Cornwall going after him on their last visit. “Isn’t that your mother, I asked Klytus and Shauna,” Micah said, remembering the throw-down they had the privilege to witness. 
Braden laughed, and G-War continued to glare at the humans. ‘Yes. All of you poke fun at the poor ‘cat, just trying to make his humble way in a dangerous world.’
“Did he just say ‘humble’?” Braden said out loud, before doubling over with a full belly laugh. 
“Okay, G, you got me. I’ll go with you. Out of Cameron, southwest past Binghamton, to the forested hills of Ankhmar.” 
“We’ll have to wait for you in Cameron?” Zeller interjected. Micah nodded. 
“Wait, what’s that look?” Micah asked suspiciously, noting her disappointment. 
“He has a present for me,” she said in a low voice. 
“The blacksmith in Whitehorse” Braden said when he figured it out, realizing that the present wasn’t for him. He was disappointed, but only for a heartbeat. He was happy for Zeller. “Hey, see if he wants to come with us. Old Tom is stretched pretty thin. He could make a difference in the south. We really could use someone like him.”
Zeller smiled, thinking about having him in the south with her, but she would continue to trade. The Old Tech wagon would make things easy for her and Arnie. But it would be nice to come home to someone. They could use a blacksmith in any town besides Dwyer. She’d have to think about it, not about convincing him to come south, but where he could set up a new smithy. Maybe River Crook, but she didn’t know what raw materials he’d need. That would make for good conversation as they traveled. She continued smiling to herself as her daydreams took her away.
Braden and Micah looked at each other, pleased with events and happy that none of the companions were killed. When they were attacked by the archers on the road, they’d realized how vulnerable they were. The feeling of invincibility evaporated with Arnie’s shriek of pain. Old Tech weapons were just tools, not an end-all. Those who held the tools were still only flesh and blood.
Skirill joined the companions in the wagon as Zyena flew ahead. She circled high above, looking for any sign of those who’d served Governor Anderle. Braden suspected that they’d blended back into the populace, returning to their lives as farmers, craftsmen, shop keepers, or any of a myriad of trades. Braden didn’t expect anything, but he sat with his blaster on his hip, fully charged and ready for use. G-War was attentive as well, although when asked why he hadn’t seen the previous ambush coming, G-War suggested that neither he, Braden, nor Micah had been at risk of injury within the timeframe of his visions. 
“Let’s all pay more attention. I don’t want to go through that again,” Braden said and Zeller agreed most of all. Arnie was her best friend. She still agonized over the pain that racked her body seeing the arrows embedded in the Aurochs.
After two turns of travel, their worries were unfounded as they moved unmolested along the road. Cameron was a beehive of activity as the people had taken to destroying everything from the Provincial Government and retaking ownership of the town. This included an extensive barricade across the road to Jefferson City. As Braden’s caravan rolled up, a man waved to them in welcome. 
“What gives with the barricade?” Braden asked.
“In case the Governor sent his strongmen down this way. We aren’t going to hand our town over to him, not again. If he wants a fight, we’re ready!” the man said boldly, puffing out his chest, before looking at Micah’s arm in a sling and Zeller’s injuries.
“You can take the barricade down. There’s been a change in leadership and the Provincial Government is no more. The next time you see a wagon coming down this road, they’ll be coming to trade, bringing supplies, doing what we do!” Braden shouted back, pumping his fist in the air. The man cheered and ran off. The companions looked at each other and the barricade that the exuberant man left in place. 
Brandt lowered his head and pushed the jumble of furniture and rough cut lumber out of the road. Arnie continued into town, heading for the Market Square. 
 



 
The Power of Hope
 
Micah removed her sling so she could climb down, but Braden stopped her.
“We need to find our water buffalo rancher and start working the trade!” he said excitedly. She shook her head and climbed down. He pointed to her, then to the road leading east, then back to her, confused. There was a trade waiting for him. He was compelled, almost beyond his control. Micah waved him to her. Braden looked longingly at the road east. He hung his head in surrender and climbed down, unhooked Arnie so he and Brandt could find somewhere to graze, and took Micah’s hand to casually stroll through the market and see what people had to offer. 
She found many things to buy and she refused to let Braden negotiate. He was appalled at the high prices she was agreeing to. He grew increasingly miserable as he carried more and more items for her. Braden kept trying to interject sanity into the process, but Micah shushed him. Finally, when he could carry no more, they returned to the wagon where he deposited a small fortune in goods, which shouldn’t have cost a small fortune. 
“Why are you punishing me?” he asked her, a sad look on his face. 
“Braden, look at these people. Ten turns ago, they were starving. They’re trying to make a go of returning to normal as you asked them to do. So we share a little of the wealth that Holly gave to us. Who cares, especially if it helps?” 
“But I’m Free Trader Braden,” he countered in a weak voice. She looked at him until he looked away. “You could have made better deals.” 
She lifted his long and sad face. “We’ll get a good deal next time. Look at this place. Look at the people. What we traded today is priceless, it’s the value of hope.” 
Braden conceded, knowing that his role had expanded far beyond a simple Free Trader, something he reveled in being and would probably never get the chance to do again. He had a hard time letting go. As usual, Micah taught him the hardest lessons of his life, helping him become better at being himself. 
“Okay,” was the most he would say, even though Micah knew what he was thinking. 
“I’m sorry, lover. You fill a more important role now. We both do. Teach the other traders how it works, but we have different goals. We create the conditions for everyone else to be successful.” He wanted to argue with her, but looked at the wagon, knowing about the pile of gold and platinum they carried, and saw his friends idly watching people. “From the first turn we met, it’s all you’ve ever done. Don’t you have more now than you’ve ever had before? And you didn’t trade for any of it.” 
He wore Old Tech boots, carried an Old Tech bow and blaster on his Old Tech belt, over his Old Tech clothing. His stuff was in an Old Tech wagon, pulled by good friends. Some of the platinum and gold had been his from before, when he plied the northern trade routes, but nothing else. Everything he had was because of finding New Sanctuary. He looked at Micah. Well, not everything. The most important things had nothing to do with things at all.
The caravan met to determine their way ahead. Braden promised to take G-War west and Micah agreed to settle the trade and particulars for the water buffalo. They believed that fifty head awaited them. 
The Wolfoids wanted to run with Braden, but it was G-War’s call. They couldn’t scare away the Hillcats that the Golden Warrior was trying to woo into coming south. After Braden thought about it, he figured that he’d need the wagon in case more than one or two ‘cats decided to join them. Brandt suggest that Braden could ride him and they’d make the best time without being overly burdened. Bounder looked at his mate with puppy-dog eyes.
‘Okay, it can be a boys’ trip out. You can all do disgusting man things together,’ Gray Strider told them over the mindlink. Micah shook her head. Braden grinned. No sense waiting. He couldn’t look at the pile of goods in the back of the wagon as it countered the nature of his being. Maybe after a trip back to nature, he’d reconcile himself with his new role as Vii’s savior. Until then, though, they were headed to Hillcat country. 
 



 
It’s a Man’s World
 
The King of the Aurochs dipped his head so Braden could us his horns to climb onto his head, then crawl down his neck to find a seat on his back. G-War leapt effortlessly to Brandt’s face, then assumed his position crouched on the top of the King’s head. Bounder was ready to run alongside. Braden had his pack with certain things, but they were going to rough it, live off the land for a few turns while they tried to find Prince Axial De’atesh’s people. Zyena said that Skirill could go, too.
The going was easy as people had not yet ventured too far from Cameron. The road was little used and empty for the first part of their journey. Brandt and Bounder raced for half the daylight, until Bounder conceded the King’s dominance in the footrace. 
They rested so the Wolfoid could decide if he wanted to try and ride the Aurochs or continue to run. He opted for riding, which created the first challenge of the journey. How does one get a Wolfoid onto the back of the largest of Aurochs?
G-War and Skirill watched with good humor while the others tried to figure it out. They were on a broad plain, no rocks for Brandt to stand next to, no ditches or water to wade into. Braden opted for leaning against Brandt’s side, turning himself into a steep human ramp. Bounder backed up and took a run. 
‘This is going to be good,’ G-War quipped just before Bounder jumped. The Wolfoid’s back paws hit Braden’s back like a battering ram. Braden collapsed under the onslaught. Bounder slammed bodily into Brandt’s side, falling on his back on the ground. The ‘cat giggled as he curled his tail around himself, settling in to watch round two. 
Bounder rolled to his belly and stood gingerly. He flexed a little then jogged in a circle. Braden laid on the ground beneath the King, refusing to move. He could feel two massive bruises already taking shape in the middle of his back. Bounder leaned down and sniffed him.
‘You’re fine. Let’s go again,’ the Wolfoid suggested. Braden looked at him as he pushed himself to a sitting position. ‘I only need to take a couple strides and I’ll be able to jump up. Get up! You’re tougher than that…’
“First, Micah tells me that I’m no longer Free Trader Braden and now, I’m not even a good Wolfoid step,” Braden complained. Bounder slapped him on the back, chuckling. He walked a few strides away and waited for Braden to get into position. 
“I want it on record that we are better with our mates nearby.” G-War looked at him through narrowed eyes. Brandt shook his mighty head. Skirill and Bounder agreed with Braden. “Well, half of us are, anyway.” 
Braden leaned against the Aurochs once more, tightening his muscles and gritting his teeth waiting for Bounder’s impending impact. This time, Bounder leapt upwards, landing on Braden’s shoulders for a second short jump to Brandt’s back. He scrabbled to find his balance, then crouched, facing forward, two legs splayed widely on each side of the King’s spine. 
‘This isn’t very comfortable,’ Bounder complained. Braden ignored him as he got into position in front of the Wolfoid. 
“You think it’s bad now, wait until he starts running,” Braden prophesied. 
It wasn’t long before Bounder was completely miserable. Brandt slowed, much to G-War’s dismay. 
‘Boy’s day sucks,’ Bounder said with a surprisingly human intonation. Brandt laughed so hard he had to stop. G-War started calling everyone names, which made the King laugh even harder, threatening to throw his riders as they clung tightly to his scarred hide.
Braden’s back was tightening up and he couldn’t have agreed more with the Wolfoid. Brandt continued their journey, taking extra care to keep his gyrations to a minimum. They finally reached a forested area with a stream, short of their goal but it was farther than Braden had ever traveled in the north in a single turn. Trips of three or four turns could be made in a single daylight with the speed of the Aurochs. 
Braden wondered if any of Brandt’s herd would eventually move. He expected they would at some point as the herd outgrew the Plains of Propiscius or a young bull wanted to try his luck elsewhere, out from under the umbrella of the King. 
With the forested area came the promise of a large meal. G-War guided Braden and Bounder to a spike buck. After the run and the ride, Bounder was in no shape to hunt, so Braden dropped it with one of his last arrows. He took the greatest care in removing it, cleaning it lovingly, and returning it to the quiver with its two Old Tech brothers. They flew better, but were no stronger than arrows he could make himself. They broke in battle. They broke when hunting. Braden had every intention of using his last arrow to take down a deer in the south, when they were within reach of getting more and not before then.
G-War was pleased to get the choice bits. Skirill had had a light day of flying so Braden threw raw entrails into the air for the Hawkoid to catch, continually demonstrating his mastery of the sky. They watched lazily as Skirill impressed them with his aerobatics. 
After their meal of venison was complete, Braden staggered to the stream, drank fully of the cool water, then stripped and climbed in, letting the chill take the sting out of his muscles. Bounder joined him, laying his chest and Wolfoid-man-parts in the water. He sighed as his eyes rolled back in his head. 
“Wet Wolfoid. At least it’s not raining so we don’t have to smell Brandt, too,” Braden said. Bounder knew that he should be offended, but couldn’t find the energy for it. The cool of the water took the sting out. He’d probably just run from then on. He couldn’t abide riding. He wondered if the bruises would ever heal.
Numb and tired, Braden built up the fire to help him and Bounder to dry. Skirill was perched on a nearby limb, trying his best to sleep. Brandt continued grazing, working to replenish the energy lost during the run. G-War was draped over a branch in his favorite sleeping position. Braden banked the fire to direct the heat toward one side where he and Bounder sprawled. 
“What do you expect to find out there, G?” Braden asked.
‘I’m sleeping,’ the ‘cat answered instantly.
“Sounds like it. I’ve rarely seen any Hillcats and never where they live. What can we expect to see?” Braden pressed.
‘You will see nothing. I have to go into the hills alone. They don’t allow strangers.’
“I’m not a stranger, G. We’ve been together for what, thirteen cycles now?” Braden countered.
‘You are a stranger to them and always will be, no matter how long I’ve been saddled with you. No, I must go alone,’ the ‘cat emphasized.
“You are such an ass! Saddled? Maybe Brandt could say that, especially after this daylight’s extravaganza, but you, saddled with me? Then again, you’ve been far more insulting in the past, so you must be feeling pretty good. It’s like you’re not even trying to get under my skin. But, I do understand, G. We’ll get you close and then you go do your thing, see if any of them would like to join us for a trip south. You might not want to tell them about the crappy heat of the Great Desert.” 
‘I can’t leave anything out when talking with a fellow Hillcat. We see within each other’s minds. We cannot lie.’ 
“There’s something new. Have you ever lied to me?” Braden asked.
‘Not that you know of,’ the ‘cat answered smartly. Bounder grinned and turned away so Braden couldn’t see him laughing. 
Braden didn’t have a follow-up question. As with most of his conversations with G-War, he’d have to think about it. If he asked questions without thinking, the ‘cat found ways to make him feel stupid. Braden didn’t want to give him any additional fuel for the fire. 
When Brandt returned, they settled for the evening. Sleep came easily to all of them while G-War maintained vigil in a way that only a ‘cat could. Braden slept at ease, like he used to in the old days, when it was only the Golden Warrior and him, always carrying a load of something, plying the routes as Free Trader Braden.
 



 
Yowls, Nips, and Purrs
 
Braden happily awoke without getting an alarm from G-War. He’d moved from his perch in the tree during the night to a much softer spot on Brandt’s head. The bull was lying in the grass, upright as he did, resting his heavy horns on the ground. 
Bounder was upside down, back legs straight in the air, twisted sideways with his front legs on the ground. His mouth was open and his tongue was lying in the dirt. 
Braden stood and stretched. The Hawkoid blinked rapidly to clear his eyes then launched himself into the air, flying a lazy circle as he looked for an inattentive ground squirrel, although if he found a rabbit, that would become his breakfast. The engineered Rabbits had made such an impact on their lives that it had grown increasingly difficult for any of them to hunt the small domestic ones. G-War maintained that he didn’t have any problem hunting them, but Skirill had seen him do less and less of it. Although population control was becoming a real problem in places like New Sanctuary. The rabbits threatened to overwhelm them, eating everything in sight. 
G-War ignored the thoughts from his friends. He hesitated only a little when it came to the domestic rabbits. No one knew how much he could really eat when game was plentiful, like the rabbits at New Sanctuary, especially with the Server and Maintenance Bots readily removing any telltale sign of a kill. 
He had more important things to think about. What would be a compelling approach to convince a lady Hillcat to join him? With the domestic cats, it was always easy. He was twice the size of most domestic males, so he simply chased them away. G-War didn’t know if he was bigger or smaller than an average male ‘cat. It bothered him thinking he might be smaller and less capable. His scars also made him less attractive in one way, but more in what mattered. He’d fought battles that the others could only dream about. 
That’s the hook, he thought to himself. None of the others could have fought in such battles.
It took no time to pack up, and Braden was able to get more comfortable without a Wolfoid wedged against his back. G-War rode in his usual spot, but Bounder refused to ride, insisting that he could keep up by running alongside. 
So they were off. With the help of Braden’s neural implant, they were heading cross-country, which greatly reduced their travel time. Without the wagon, they were able to cross most obstacles while trusting Skirill to steer them clear of the worst of them. 
By early afternoon, they’d reached a place that G-War said was as close as they should go. Before Brandt even stopped, he was off, racing uphill through the trees toward a place where he felt a great number of his fellow Hillcats.
He ran excitedly at first, but the numbers seemed to overwhelm him. He never remembered that many, wondering how they could live, knowing that they needed a great supply of meat for such numbers. He’d find out soon enough.
He slowed as he crawled through heavy underbrush and into an area that opened near the top of a great, heavily forested hill. The first ‘cat he saw was a calico, a female that was nearly as big as he was. She sniffed, turned her tail toward him, and walked away, harrumphing in their shared mindlink. He smelled nothing enticing and kept going, looking for elder ‘cats to speak with. 
He came across a group of three, standing together and watching him approach. 
‘We don’t want your type here,’ the eldest, an orange tabby like G-War, said in his gravelly thought voice.
‘My type…’ the Golden Warrior repeated. He knew what the elder implied: one bonded with a human. ‘Sometimes the choice to bond is not the ‘cat’s to make.’

‘You were careless and allowed yourself to be in a vulnerable position. Real ‘cats don’t do that. Always a rebel, weren’t you, Axial?’ the elder replied. He let G-War into his mind. The elder ‘cat was his uncle. It was disrespectful that he hadn’t recognized his own family. He’d already failed if he couldn’t recover from such a slight.
‘Uncle.’ G-War dipped his head. The tip of his tail flicked, fighting him as he tried to hide his anxiety. ‘The adventures I’ve been a part of are unrivalled among the Hillcats,’ he said boldly, letting the images of Bat-Ravens, Lizard Men, Androids, and others flow through his mind.
The others were impressed. 
‘Go with Rialest. He will show you what you’ve missed all these cycles of the seasons. We must think about what we’ve seen before we can address your request, so go now and give us time,’ the elder said as he dismissed G-War. 
Rialest was a young male, bigger than the Golden Warrior. He didn’t say anything as he walked past G-War, beckoning him to follow. They walked past shelters of various sorts, most being areas dug beneath fallen tree branches. Hillcat kittens played everywhere. G-War guessed that it had been a cold winter. That’s where the great numbers came from. Too many kittens. Some would have to migrate to a new area where game could be found. 
Rialest continued walking briskly past the homes and Hillcat families, and started down the other side of the hill. 
‘Where are we going?’ G-War asked suspiciously, suspecting some kind of trap, growing more wary as Rialest didn’t respond. G-War slowed and let the distance grow between them. Two large males jumped from a tree on the left and two more from behind a tree on the right. G-War was off in a flash, heading up the nearest trunk. 
He turned when he gained the first branch, setting his back claws into it and readying to strike the closest of those following. The first one up the tree received a vicious slash across his face while he yet climbed the tree. He wasn’t able to raise a paw in his own defense. When he fell, he landed on the ‘cat behind him and both fell to the ground. The other two, a heartbeat before fully engrossed in the chase, lost their stomach for the fight and slowly backed down the tree. 
‘What the crap was that?’ G-War demanded of Rialest, remaining in the tree as he watched the four ill-fated attackers slink away. His escort stood to the side, looking up at him. 
Realizing that G-War was not about to come down until he received an answer, Rialest spoke. ‘That was to teach you a lesson. You left. You should not have come back. Things have changed in the many cycles you’ve been gone. All your presence here will do is damage our calm. You are too violent, Prince Axial De’atesh, to exist with our kind now. I will show you how we are evolving.’ Without waiting, Rialest turned and continued downhill. 
G-War jumped from branch to branch until he couldn’t find a viable path, so he jumped down, wary of further duplicity. 
There was none. Rialest stopped by an opening in the trees and waved G-War forward. When he arrived, he saw a massive field within a valley between the hills. A herd of water buffalo grazed, while Hillcats circled, not hunting, but keeping the herd together as ranchers would do.
‘My people have become ranchers, keepers of livestock?’ G-War asked. Rialest nodded once before heading back uphill. The Hillcats had become like the Wolfoids on the RV Traveler, who had turned to herding pigs to survive when there were too many of them and too few wild game. 
‘Why don’t some of our people move? Why stay here if you have to change everything you are?’ G-War asked, letting everyone hear his thoughts. He couldn’t believe what he’d seen. Hillcats—or better named Hellcats, because of the terror they inflicted on their prey—reduced to feeble attacks on their unsuspecting fellows because they’d forgotten how to fight, how to hunt. 
‘I guess my uncle isn’t thinking about anything, is he?’ G-War asked. Rialest didn’t dignify that with an answer. ‘There’s nothing here for me. I shall take my leave of you. Hillcats, unwilling to hunt, unable to fight. I’m disgusted.’ G-War told them all.
He ran past Rialest and then held his tail high as he walked proudly from the Hillcat home. 
His uncle called for him, but the unprovoked attack to teach him a lesson showed him everything he needed to know. He hadn’t thought of himself as an outcast until that moment. He joined Skirill as one who was shunned by his own people for participating in the affairs of humans. His fellow ‘cats didn’t know how much their lives were better for working together and not separately. He raged at the narrow minds of the elders. In ten cycles or so, he’d return and see if they’d had a change of heart. If not then, he’d probably never bother to come back again. A shame, some of those lady ‘cats look pretty sweet, G-War thought to himself as he strode downhill, knowing that he wouldn’t make it back to Braden and the others until after dark. 
He felt kindred spirits in his mind before he heard the padding of Hillcats running. He raced up the nearest tree, picking a thin branch to sit on. No more than one enemy at a time could come at him. He didn’t understand the feelings that were coming through, but maybe his uncle wanted to teach him one last lesson from more stalwart ‘cats. 
He doubted they could best him even in an unfair fight. So he waited.
Kittens, lady ‘cats, and even a couple young males appeared, running wholesale down the hill. 
‘Up here,’ he said calmly. Paws, tails, and fur flew as they attempted to stop. He’d seen the same thing from the pups in the Wolfoid village. He shook his orange head at them. ‘Yes?’
An older lady ‘cat stepped forward and looked up at him. ‘Prince Axial De’atesh, we humbly beg your pardon for the interruption and hope that you will hear us.’ 
G-War wasn’t big on formality, but he was impressed by their appropriate deference. He nodded for her to continue as he wrapped his tail around himself in a position of comfort and relaxation. 
‘We feel as you do that we shouldn’t turn our backs on our ways, on our very nature. Hillcats were meant to hunt. So what we’re asking is, can we come with you?’ she ended, sounding hopeful. G-War didn’t know what to expect when he ran up the hill to his ancestral home. He hoped that two or three lady ‘cats would join him, a seasoned warrior who could protect them, give him stout kittens to build a new Hillcat community throughout the south. That was him as the center of his own world, but what he hated to admit learning from his human was the power of helping others. It made him cringe, but he showed none of his anxiety outwardly while he thought about a way forward. 
‘Who am I to argue with those who are as wise as you?’ he answered abruptly and ran down the tree. He was mobbed by the kittens who rubbed their little bodies all over him. They had a few moons remaining before they’d mature. Until then, he assumed they’d be annoying. He’d talk with the lady ‘cats at some point, once he decided which ones would best serve him. 
The oldest of the lady ‘cats came to him and rubbed her body around his in what he thought was a typical Hillcat mating ritual. 
‘What’s this?’ he asked, stepping aside to look at her.
‘I’ve chosen you. You will be mine,’ she replied matter-of-factly.
‘But that’s not how it works,’ he stammered.
‘You’ve been gone a long time.’ She looked at him closely, studying his scars. ‘You’ll have to tell me about each and every one of these.’
‘But that’s not how it works,’ he repeated.
‘They all do as I tell them. They are either mine or nieces or nephews. So, yes, Ax, that’s how it works, but I think you are the ‘cat to protect me, keep me safe, be a good role model for them.’ She nodded to the mass of ‘cats. Every one of them looked at him, while she resumed rubbing her body on his. 
‘Will we ever have privacy….’ he started.
‘Fealona,’ she enlightened him.
‘Will we ever have privacy, Fealona?’ G-War asked. 
‘Possibly. Depends on you,’ she purred. The sound of Braden, Brandt, Skirill, and Bounder laughing in the back of his mind wasn’t lost on him. He’d never believed in karma, until that moment, when it had him its gaping maw, shaking him and trying to break him. 
Karma didn’t understand who it was dealing with, clearly. 
‘Come along, Fea. Let’s meet the others. They’re waiting at the bottom. You’ll get to meet a Wolfoid–that will be a real treat, for Bounder, that is.’
G-War surreptitiously tried to count the number of ‘cats, but stopped when he hit thirty because they kept weaving around each other and he kept losing track. 
Braden and the others were waiting patiently when G-War arrived at the head of a substantial parade of Hillcats. Braden didn’t laugh as the logistical challenge of travelling with such a group weighed on him.
“What did you do, G?’ Braden asked.
‘I was myself. Don’t act so surprised,’ G-War responded smugly, trying to reassert some control over his situation. ‘Let me introduce Fealona. Fea, meet my human.’ 
Braden’s mouth dropped open at the rude introduction. 
‘My mate has told me much about you. I am pleased to meet you, Braden, and look forward to traveling with you and Ax,’ she purred sweetly. The other ‘cats stayed inside the tree line, waiting to be called out by their matriarch.
“You don’t deserve her, G,” Braden said as he scratched behind her ears. She was all white, with black spots splattered randomly around her body. The largest encircled one eye, making it almost look like she wore an eyepatch. “Well, aren’t you a beauty! I suspect you will work wonders on our lifelong bachelor. He’ll be a new ‘cat in no time.” Braden smiled and smirked, trying not to laugh. 
Bounder moved forward to introduce himself. Fea flattened her ears against her head and her eyes narrowed to mere slits while the rest of her body attempted to project calm. Hissing came from the trees as the kittens felt her anxiety. G-War had too much respect for Bounder to let his new extended family show any fear or hatred toward him, so the Golden Warrior rubbed his body on the Wolfoid and stood with him, scolding the kittens for treating his friend like that. He told them to come out and make a proper greeting. 
They still waited for a nod from Fea before they moved. ‘That needs to change,’ he said definitively. She looked at his resolve, then agreed, telling the kittens that they needed to follow orders from Prince Axial De’atesh as if they were hers. The older ‘cats and the mob of kittens approached tentatively, stopping and crouching as if to attack before continuing their approach. Bounder laid on the ground so he was more at their level, and that broke the ice. He was completely enveloped in ‘cats rubbing on him and climbing on him until he sneezed, then hackles raised and backs arched as the little ones were ready to battle. 
“Did he tell you that he named my children? Yup. Ax and ‘Tesh. I can’t tell you how much it means to us that you have decided to join with G-War for this journey through life. I can’t tell you how lonely he’s been, spending his life waiting for the right one to come along and look at this, here you are.” Braden looked earnestly into her eyes while she looked through his and deep into his mind, pleased with what she saw. 
Brandt introduced himself and Skirill, too. Skirill had to dissuade the kittens from seeking a ride once they learned from Uncle Ax that he’d done it.
They slept as they could that night, but thirty-seven ‘cats make noise, even though they were as silent as death when alone. With the sunrise, Braden climbed onto Brandt’s back, unsure how all the ‘cats were going to fit, but when properly motivated, they made themselves quite small. They steadied themselves by holding on with their claws. 
‘You, my small orange friend, are going to pay for this,’ was the extent that Brandt would complain about pinches and needle pricks seemingly all over his body. G-War and Fea crouched together on the King’s head with five or six of the smallest kittens. Two kittens rode on Bounder’s back while he ran on all fours and one kitten had the distinct honor of riding on Skirill. To keep the ‘cats from fighting, Skirill chose one based on size and disposition. In other words, he randomly picked one of the smaller ones. 
Braden had no intention of stopping, until the hunger cries became so intense he couldn’t take it anymore. 
G-War pointed. ‘That way,’ he told Braden, and the human went hunting. The larger ‘cats joined him, hoping to be blooded with their first kill. Braden didn’t give them the chance, shooting the deer before the noisy ‘cats scared it away. 
‘You have a lot to teach them, G,’ Braden said over the mindlink.
They spent one night on the plain and arrived back at Cameron with little fanfare. Micah wasn’t surprised and was instantly smitten by Fea. While traveling through Cameron, they lost three ‘cats who bonded with random humans. 
“Look at that, G! You’re already leaving your mark,” Braden quipped. Fea was fine as long as her own were taken care of. She reserved the right for disapproval, but hadn’t had to exercise it since the ‘cats had chosen quality humans for bonding. Braden and Micah were pleased that the Hillcats would have a larger presence in the world. She couldn’t imagine what their lives would have been like without the Golden Warrior. It was he who told Braden that there was a world on the other side of the Great Desert. 
When they finally finished their parade through town, they found that they’d gotten two horses in addition to fifty-five head of water buffalo. The owners guessed that at least ten percent of the herd would be lost during the move and didn’t want Braden’s caravan to show up short of his desired number. 
And they still had gold and platinum left over. That earned Micah a long kiss. G-War and Fea rode on the King’s head. Braden and Micah rode the horses while Zeller stayed with the wagon, piled full with Hillcats and two sneezing Wolfoids, who quickly excused themselves, saying they preferred to run with the herd. 
They started the water buffalo moving south on the plains west of the forest that bordered the ancients’ road. Braden had forgotten how agonizingly slowly water buffalo moved.
 
 



 
Some Personal Business
 
They squeezed a two-turn trip into five turns as they traveled to Whitehorse. Braden did the math in his head and then conferred with Holly. The water buffalo could not carry enough water to make it to Oasis 03. This revelation made Braden descend into a deep pit of darkness. They’d press on, but they had to find a way to speed up the herd. 
They settled the livestock in the plains, leaving the Aurochs, Bounder, Gray Strider, and some of the young adult ‘cats to watch over it and make sure the animals stayed close together. Skirill and Zyena offered to help. They left the wagon and Braden, Micah, and Zeller rode the two horses to Whitehorse, accompanied by G-War and Fea. 
They found that the barricade had been removed and there were signs that at least a couple wagons had traveled back and forth on the road to Cameron. They hurried into town as Zeller was eager to see the blacksmith 
The large man had somehow gotten word of their arrival as he waited impatiently, wiping his hands profusely on his work apron. As they drove up, he reached into the wagon and lifted Zeller out as if she were a child, hugging her extensively before putting her on the ground. 
“I never got your name, Master Blacksmith,” Braden said. 
“My name is Tomas, but everyone just calls me Tom,” he answered. 
“No!” Braden blurted out. “Tom the blacksmith. But we already have one of those!” Tom didn’t understand. 
“Tomas and I will be in his shop if you need us,” Zeller said, taking his large hand in hers and leading him away. 
“Is there any reason we’d need to go to his shop?” Braden asked. 
“None,” Micah said firmly.
Fea watched everything with great interest. She’d never been outside of her own community before she met G-War and the companions. Now she was one of the most well-traveled of Hillcats. She enjoyed that and her new human, too. Micah absently stroked her fur as they traveled. Unlike G-War, Fea couldn’t get enough of the petting that the humans found so comforting. It worked for her, too. G-War sat on Braden’s lap, sympathizing with the human as he’d never done before. 
To make G-War feel better, Braden offered a look into a possible future. “I don’t think you’ll have any more problems with Klytus and Shauna’s mother.” 
G-War thought about it and agreed. He looked forward to the meeting, but he’d have to teach Fea how to fight first. He’d have to teach all of them how to fight. 
Braden looked at Micah. “What are we doing here?” he asked, not understanding why they were delayed. He felt like the water buffalo needed his attention. 
G-War and Fea excused themselves to return to the wagon as they had no interest in trading or waiting in the sun. 
“Zeller wanted to see her man and we need to do some shopping,” she said happily. Braden looked at the meager offerings before hanging his head. Another exercise in building up hope. It pained him to watch bad deals, but this time he smiled, nodded, and carried the purchases while the vendors beamed at their newfound wealth. 
Braden wrapped the goods in a huge blanket that he draped over his horse. 
Tom and Zeller had not yet reappeared. Micah hesitated to knock, but they’d delayed as long as they were comfortable. The ‘cats were just outside town, and Braden assumed that they would start making trouble soon. He understood innately what it was like trying to get a ‘cat to do something and getting thirty-four of them to do the same thing seemed impossible. His only hope was to keep them going in one direction once they started moving. 
Which they weren’t at present. Micah knocked a second time on the door to the blacksmith’s shop and walked in without waiting for an answer. She found Tom and Zeller carrying a couple bags each while Tom was shaking hands with a very young man and scrawny young woman, both filthy from working with the forge. 
Micah held her hands up, asking Zeller what was going on. 
“Tom’s coming with us,” she said as she handed Micah one of the smaller bags, and they all walked out. Braden took the bag from his partner and heartily welcomed young Tom as he thought he’d call him. They tied the bags onto the horses with the rough and thick rope from the north. They’d given or traded all of their Amazonian rope away. Braden missed it, knowing that if a trade route developed between the north and the south, the item in greatest demand would be that rope. Zeller already knew that she’d probably be the first one to do it as one of the most experienced in crossing the Great Desert. 
Braden knew that it wouldn’t be him. 
They walked the loaded horses out of town and through the nearby woods where they encountered Hillcats climbing trees, chasing each other, and generally being everywhere other than at the wagon.
The only two at the wagon were G-War and Fea, who were playing some kind of ‘cat cuddles game. 
‘You’re back early,’ G-War said with surprise.
“No. No, we’re not, and you didn’t sense us coming?” Braden asked, wondering if his best friend was losing his edge. 
‘Yes, no, well, I knew there wasn’t anything dangerous. We have an army of ‘cats protecting us now!’ he said with great emphasis and pride. Braden walked two steps and plucked the tiniest of kittens from a tree branch, getting a long thin scratch on his arm for his efforts, and deposited her in the wagon.
“You mean like her? An army of ‘cats?” Braden said, pointing, as if they didn’t know he was talking about the kitten batting at his hand. Micah stifled a laugh. Zeller and Tom didn’t seem to notice as she was showing him “her” wagon. 
“Bounder!” Braden yelled and walked away, hoping the Wolfoids had kept the herd together. 
What Braden failed to realize was that Fea ruled with an iron paw. When she told the ‘cats to return, they came, some slower than others, but all of them returned without anyone having to chase an errant kitten. Braden thanked Fea profusely while giving G-War the hairy eyeball. 
‘Oh, stop it,’ G-War prodded lightly. ‘You were worse when you were courting.’
“I don’t believe I was. We were in the middle of opening up free trade across the south. That took a great deal of effort and attention. We fought a few battles along the way as well. No. You’re worse.” 
‘We shall agree to disagree. Onward, humans. Take us to our new home,’ the ‘cat commanded with a flick of his furry orange paw. 
Arnie pulled the wagon, while Brandt, Bounder, Gray Strider, with Braden and Micah riding the horses, moved the herd. The grazing was good and the water buffalo were reluctant to get started. Brandt turned out to be the secret weapon. The water buffalo looked on him as if he were one of them, but an order of magnitude larger. He charged them, lowering his great horns, which turned them from a slow-moving group to an all-out stampede. 
They ran in every direction except the one intended. Bounder and Gray Strider bolted for their lives when they saw the fear in the eyes of the water buffalo. Braden and Micah rode hard and wide to turn the heads of the quickest animals. It took them far longer than planned to get the animals going generally in the direction of the pond and the way south. 
“Any ideas, Brandt? Anyone? If we try this through the desert, we’re going to have to abandon the animals. If we do that, we condemn them all to death. We have to get them to move more quickly in a straighter line.” Brandt tried leading, then he tried following so he could push them. The Wolfoids ran alongside, encouraging the water buffalo with the tips of their spears, but the livestock would run a few steps then slow to graze, meandering as they went. 
Skirill and Zyena had to be bored out of their minds at the slow pace, but they took to hunting ground squirrels, dropping their prey into the back of the wagon as they killed it. But the kittens were making a mess and Zeller was having none of that in her wagon. She made them eat while hanging on the tailgate to minimize the blood and guts in the padded interior.
They didn’t stop for lunch or at any point during the daylight as they wanted to keep the livestock moving. As night started to fall, they’d made it halfway across the plain. Braden and Micah opened their neural implants, overlaid their location on the maps, let Holly calculate the distances, and they still came up short. Like Braden had done on his first trip across the Great Desert, he decided that they’d push the herd in and let them figure out the necessity of moving with a greater sense of urgency. There wouldn’t be any distractions of grass to graze on. They’d lose weight, but as long as they arrived in the south alive, the caravan’s journey would have been a success. 
As Braden looked at it, hope was a lousy plan, and it was the only one he had. 
They camped in the open plain, while the water buffalo grazed around them. They slept in, on, or under the wagon after an ungratifying meal of smoked meat and some vegetables they’d purchased. The ‘cats weren’t amused, even after G-War told them what their life would be like on the road and in the south. There would be suffering, which they were fine with until the suffering started.
Most of them were kittens of various ages. There were seven or eight young adults and Fea. There were two other adult males and G-War put them in their place in a hurry. The heavily scarred G-War was intimidating to the Hillcats who’d been raised with less of an edge. Exasperated, he gave up and turned the young adults over to Fea, who empathized with them while calming them down. G-War had to train the ‘cats how to be good Hillcats and Fea learned that she needed to train her Prince. 
That reminded Micah of a saying that she heard once. Men chase women just until she catches him.
When the sun started to rise, they drank heartily from the wagon’s stocks while the water buffalo licked the dew from the grass. The ‘cats jumped from the wagon, one by one, to take care of personal ‘cat business. One of the older kittens thought chasing a water buffalo would be fun, but then ventured a jump onto its back. He’d seen G-War and Fea riding on Brandt and knew that’s how he wanted to travel. Once on the water buffalo, he dug in his claws and hung on as the beast kicked and snorted. It soon settled down and the kitten found that he could give it basic directions. Pleased with himself, he brought the water buffalo to the wagon and declared that he had his ride for the daylight. The beast turned and headed in the direction of the pond. 
Braden looked at Micah with a huge grin. “The ‘cats can drive the water buffalo,” he said as the revelation swept over him. 
“Hey! You, what’s your name, how did you do that?” Braden yelled. Micah pointed to her own head. “What?”
‘Thought voice, lover. No need to yell. You are scaring the children,’ she laughed.
‘Come back here, Treetis,’ Fea jumped in. She questioned him on how he did it, then shared his thoughts with the rest of the ‘cats and one by one, they were each assigned a water buffalo. Even the smallest kittens were unafraid, but Fea expected they’d have to bring them into the wagon at regular intervals to rest. 
With the ‘cats situated and the water buffalo settled down, they started off with Brandt setting the pace. Although it was slow for him, the water buffalo had to trot every few steps to keep up. They continued that way until the sun was high in the sky and the pond was near. They took a break, let the smallest kittens rest, and continued with only half the herd carrying riders. When they arrived at the pond, the water buffalo waded in, fouling the water for the rest to drink. They headed upstream to drink from the clear flowing fresh water. Then they started filling the saddle bags that each water buffalo would carry. 
The Wolfoids had to use their spears to dissuade more adventurous water buffalo from getting upstream, but in the end, it all worked out. 
G-War took the older ‘cats hunting, but once again, it was an arrow from Braden’s bow that guaranteed their dinner. 
After passing out the raw bits and quite a bit of flesh to the ‘cats, the humans settled in to cook the rest. 
“What made you decide to join us?” Braden asked, looking to find out more about their new addition. By riding the horses, Braden and Micah didn’t get to talk with Zeller and Tom as they traveled. 
“That’s your question?” Micah interrupted, which led to a short back-and-forth between her and Braden regarding small talk. 
“No, I’ll answer,” Tom offered. “Even before the Provincial Government showed up, I was tired of being in the same old place, doing the same thing every day. I love working the iron, but I also love getting out. When I saw Zeller, I knew that I wanted to run away with her, see what else Vii has to offer. She was the best I could have ever hoped for.”
“Because she had her own wagon?” Braden taunted, looking at his partner. She punched him in the shoulder, eliciting an unhappy cry from Fea sleeping in her lap. 
“Of course!” Tom played along. “A woman with such attributes should be blessed to receive the attention of a man such as myself.” His statement and coy grin earned him a punch in the shoulder, too. The banter continued as the companions talked. Zeller and Tom had yet to determine if they’d make a home somewhere and one or both would work the routes as Free Traders. 
On Vii, life was usually short and hard. When people found their mate, they didn’t waste time. Zeller and Tom’s courting period lasted a few heartbeats. After that, everything was a detail to be hammered out, negotiated, or traded away.
But they had plenty of time to talk about their futures as there was a great deal of journey remaining. 
Tomorrow, they’d hunt and rest. As the sun waned, they’d head into the desert. Over one hundred living creatures would brave the heat and lack of water in an effort to bring livestock south. 
 



 
Missing ‘cats
 
The first night of travel went well. The tent was set up before dawn and the ‘cats were settling their rides. The humans had to help with the water saddlebags for the water buffalo to drink what they carried. They used the wagon’s supply of water sparingly for the extra drinkers. The ‘cats had been unplanned, but fortunately weren’t great consumers of water.
When the sun broke the horizon and Braden and his caravan could see, they discovered that they were short seven water buffalo and three ‘cats. Skirill and Zyena immediately launched into the air, flying a wide track on both sides of the night’s route. They saw nothing right away, so they zigzagged wider, flying farther. 
Braden climbed on Brandt with G-War and Fea as they raced into the desert, retracing their steps in search of the lost ‘cats. The sun was up and the heat was pounding as they ran, then waited for anything from Skirill and Zyena.
Far to the south, they spotted something and Zyena dove, feeling scorched as she continued to fly under the blistering sun. In one of the many dry river beds in the northern part of the desert, the water buffalo huddled under an overhang. Zyena was finally able to make contact and talk with the kittens. Treetis was one of the three. Once the sun started to rise, he realized that he’d fallen asleep and mistakenly directed his beast to the south. The others blindly followed. He was afraid that he was in trouble and mewed helplessly as he found himself alone.
Fea finally heard the kittens’ voice as the King of the Aurochs ran in the brutal heat. His hide was hot, but he pressed on, squinting in the bright sunlight. It was mid-morning when he finally arrived. Fea and G-War bolted from the King’s head to join the kittens, looking miserable and thirsty as they cowered in the shade. 
“I have another favor to ask, my great friend. Can you dig us a hole to sleep, in the shade of this overhang? We have to stay here as I fear we’d all die if we went back into that heat. Six saddle bags of water and two flasks. That’s all we have until we meet back up with the caravan. Let me talk with Micah and see what we can do,” Braden asked as they moved the water buffalo into the sun, against the animals’ desires, so Brandt could dig into the bank, creating more area under the overhang while also getting into the cooler ground beneath. Some of the overhang fell, but much of it was stone and remained in place after the King’s quick and vigorous work. 
Everyone huddled in the shade, Brandt laying down first and the rest of the creatures working their way in around him. Braden used the water from the saddle bags for the livestock and Brandt. The great King finished three of the saddle bags on his own, but he needed the water after running in the desert heat. 
Braden opened his neural implant, accessing the map. They had traveled farther than the rest of the group, only it was due south instead of south, southeast. With a good night’s movement, Braden thought they could get close to the oasis, drink whatever was left of their water, and then power through until they reached the lake. He thought they’d make it before the others. They had nothing to eat, though. Skirill had returned to Micah’s group, while Zyena joined Braden. 
“Just like old times, eh, G?” Braden said as he tried to relax through his discomfort and get to sleep. “Making it up as we go.” The five ‘cats curled together, hair dry and looking frazzled. 
‘It wouldn’t be us if we did otherwise,’ G-War said with uncharacteristic understanding. Braden could feel Fealona’s discomfort, but she didn’t express it out loud. They huddled as an impromptu group, praying that the cool of night would quickly return. 
 



 
Race to Water
 
Braden awoke well before nightfall, but didn’t get up as he didn’t wish to wake the others. He was thirsty, but everyone would be a little thirsty that night. 
‘I think we’ll make it, G,’ Braden ventured, assuming the ‘cat was awake. 
‘Yes, but not all the water buffalo will,’ G-War said calmly, not opening his eyes.
‘What do you mean?’ 
‘Two of them are already sick from not getting enough water. Even if you gave them the rest of what we have, it wouldn’t be enough,’ G-War said, finally opening his eyes. 
‘Two of the ones without ‘cats?’ Braden asked. G-War nodded almost imperceptibly. The ‘cat riders had encouraged their beasts to drink fully before they entered the desert. Then there were those who didn’t. It seemed that little extra was the difference between life and death. 
‘What if we butchered one, gave the other a good deal of water, then made a run this night for the oasis?’ 
‘Interesting,’ the ‘cat replied as he mulled the idea over. G-War was sensitive to Vii’s creatures so he knew things that others would never understand. After contemplating the idea for what seemed like an interminable amount of time, he answered. ‘Yes. I think that will work, for all of us, and the ‘cats get some fresh meat now and the others get meat later, when they catch up to us.’

Braden gauged how much sunlight was left. He’d butcher the one water buffalo that G-War directed him to and whether he was done or not, they’d head out as night fell. 
Micah had the shade from the tent, but she also had twenty-nine ‘cats who missed Fea. They were both uncomfortable and unhappy. She could not have missed her own children more, so she accessed her neural implant and called Bronwyn. The last time they talked, Bronwyn had not yet gone to Village Trent, but was planning to depending on which trader was going that way.
Bronwyn answered right away as she usually did, but immediately turned the communication device over to Mattie, Micah’s mother. Mattie was skeptical of the Old Tech, but when she heard her daughter’s voice, she warmed up to it. They talked for a short while and then the twins came on, disappointed that they had to use their real world voices where they were much less articulate. 
In the end, Micah’s mood improved greatly. She contacted Braden and he told her their plan and the unfortunate demise of one of the water buffalo, although the ‘cats would eat well. He had no way to cook the meat, but he was going to lay thin strips on rocks in the sun and see if that cooked them somewhat. She wished him luck.
He signed off and got to work. The water buffalo was trusting and let Braden pet his head. It hurt Braden to put the animal out of its future misery, but the entire caravan would benefit from his death. With a quick slash from his shortsword, the deed was done. The beast’s life blood spilled into the sand, but it was clear that the animal had already been struggling as its blood flowed like molasses. Once the animal was dead, he cut quickly, feeding the best parts of the entrails to the ‘cats and Zyena. He split the carcass up, intending to throw as much as possible onto Brandt’s broad back. 
The other water buffalo shied away from the butcher and his work area. It took some axe-like chops with his shortsword to cut through the spine. By leaving the ribs in place, Braden could hang the butchered water buffalo like little tents over Brandt’s back. One section had the front legs, on the mid-section, and the final had the flanks and back legs. Braden had to cut them up this way as he couldn’t lift the entire carcass. Brandt lay on the ground while Braden muscled the meat onto the King’s back. It was hot and hard work. Braden sweated more than he wanted to and knew that he wasn’t going to get as much water as he needed. 
As the sun was setting, Braden finished his grim task, covered in blood that he wouldn’t be able to clean off until they reached the oasis. He apportioned the water to those drinking. With what they ate, the ‘cats and Zyena didn’t need to drink. The water buffalo got their water, with the sickly one getting a double portion, and Brandt tried not to take any, but Braden didn’t give him any choice. Nearly all the water was gone, but there was enough that Braden drank a small amount, making him feel much better.
He scratched the ears of each of the ‘cats, taking time to tell Treetis that he was especially fond of him and hoped he would be near when they chose their homes in the south. The young ‘cat was relieved that he’d been forgiven and pleased that G-War’s bond liked him.
Braden opened his neural implant and with the oncoming darkness, they stepped off. The ‘cats urged the water buffalo to a fast pace, sometimes running wildly, but unerringly, toward the oasis. It was as if the water buffalo could smell the water and the soybean fields. Braden was light headed and started to fade. He knew that he couldn’t fall off Brandt. There was no one to put him back up there. 
‘Stay with us, my friend. It’s not much farther,’ Brandt boomed in his thought voice. The kittens started complaining about the noise. G-War complained about their complaining and Fea tried to calm everyone down. It was the chaos that Braden found so comforting. It felt like home.
 



 
One Down, Two to Go
 
Braden awoke with a start. He began to fall, catching himself with a handful of Brandt’s back hair and startling the two ‘cats crouched on the King’s head. Sunrise cast long shadows from the trees of the oasis up ahead. Brandt was staggering. The six water buffalo were spread in a long line behind him. Braden slapped the King of the Aurochs on the neck, feeling the great creature’s pulse racing beneath his hand. Braden slid down the Aurochs’ side and dropped to the sand. He urged Brandt forward, straight to the lake, avoiding Tiskanay and the Seeders. 
Braden yelled for the others, then used his thought voice to talk with all the ‘cats, telling them that all the water they could drink was only a few heartbeats away. Brandt continued as if in a daze, straight to the lake and into it, drinking until he puked, then he drank some more. He knew it wasn’t healthy, but his body demanded the water. At least it wasn’t as hot as it could have been.
The water buffalo showed up one by one. Treetis was on the lead beast, but he waited to guide the others in, pointing the way for the younger kittens. G-War and Fea drank their fill and returned to the edge of the oasis to see the others to the lake. 
After the last water buffalo arrived, Braden stumbled along with Treetis and his ride. He watched the kitten’s eyes roll back in his head as he started to fall. Braden caught him and carried him to the lake, dabbing water on his nose and mouth. The water buffalo had waded into the lake and muddied it, but Braden didn’t care. The water was wet. He drank his fill while continuing to wet Treetis’ mouth. A pink tongue slowly snaked out and licked the water off. The tired eyes opened and he softly yowled. 
“You did great, little man. Now drink bit by bit, then some more, then find shade and rest.” Treetis stood, not quite stable, but lapped at the water and then did as he was told. Fea and G-War corralled the kittens in one spot, keeping the young between them. 
Braden opened his neural implant before he realized it had been flashing. Holly awaited, worried about Braden’s life signs during the night. He reassured Holly that he was fine, just dehydrated, but he wanted to talk with Micah. Holly said that she wasn’t far at all and then patched Braden through. 
‘We’re at the oasis. We have some water buffalo for the ‘cats to eat and there is plenty of water,’ he said with a smile. Micah was surprised that he couldn’t see them, but he apologized as he hadn’t been looking. He ran for the edge of the oasis, but his head was pounding, so he slowed to a walk. 
The sand shimmered under the morning sun. The outline of the wagon stood tall with the dark shapes of the water buffalo arrayed around it, seeming to materialize out of a nonexistent body of water. 
They approached steadily. Arnie was still in good shape when he arrived, as were nearly all the water buffalo. The first thing they did was count heads, relieved to find that everyone had arrived. The water buffalo mercilessly waded into the lake. Bounder and Gray Strider were pleased to see Braden. Skirill and Zyena reunited happily, but both needed time to heal from flying in the bright sunlight looking for the lost kittens. 
The humans met and hugged, shaking hands heartily. The desert could be unforgiving and it could also show what creatures are made of. 
Until they realized that they forgot to pick up Aadi when they passed. 
‘Aadi! Master Aadi, can you hear me?’ Braden called over the mindlink as he looked into the desert, squinting against the sun and shimmer. Something bumped against his back. He turned to see Aadi behind him, blinking slowly.
“Aadi! Why didn’t you tell us you were here?” 
‘I told the Golden Warrior as you approached. When you awoke, you seemed quite preoccupied with the health of the others, as you always are. So I left you to it. We finished early and I’m sorry to say that none of the others showed any interest in the affairs of the humans. Oh my! What do we have here?’ Aadi said as they moved toward the lake. It seemed as if all thirty-four ‘cats were sleeping in one pile under the shade of a tree and a bush at its base.
“G was more than a little successful convincing some of his fellow Hillcats to join us. We have some water buffalo, a couple horses, and a blacksmith, too.” Braden waved at Tom, who nodded pleasantly. G-War hadn’t worked with Tom’s mind to help him hear the other creatures, so he watched and was cordial, but didn’t hear the vast majority of conversations around him. 
Braden didn’t worry. G-War would make it happen in his own time. Maybe Fea could do it. But that was an affair best left to the ‘cats.
 



 
Another Sacrifice
 
The caravan spent an entire turn at Oasis 03. The Development Unit started acting quirky, finally giving up trying to save the field from the animals enjoying its guilty pleasures. If Braden and Micah didn’t know better, they would have thought that its feelings were hurt. In the end, it locked itself in the maintenance shed and refused to come out until the caravan left. 
Braden felt so bad that he called Holly. ‘Can you let the Development Unit know that its field served a magnificent purpose, as it was supposed to in feeding those who travel the Great Desert. This oasis has saved our lives for a second time. Please tell him that his efforts made it possible,’ Braden pleaded.
‘I assure you, Master Braden, that the Unit has no such feelings and does not need your platitudes. I don’t know how it could even process your gratitude. It doesn’t have the programming for it,’ Holly replied, confused at Braden’s odd request.
‘Holly! It locked itself in the maintenance shed!’ 
‘I’m sure it did not, Master Braden. You are always kidding with me. If it’s in the shed, it probably needed maintenance. It can follow no other course of action,’ Holly replied, confident in its understanding of how the Bots on Vii worked.
Braden remained unconvinced and closed his neural implant. Micah watched in good humor. “It’ll come out when we leave and start working to repair the fields. It saved our lives, whether it can know that or not. It looks like the water buffalo won’t be leaving a whole lot behind. We’ll bundle some of the plants to take with us, but not too much. Did you give some of the fresh meat to Tiskanay?” 
Braden nodded. He’d done that before Micah had arrived with the rest of the livestock, just in case any of the beasts wandered too close. The Gila Monster had eaten her fill and had been sleeping ever since. Braden was still surprised that he hadn’t seen or heard from Aadi when he arrived. He was busy, but never too busy for his friends.
Aadi was less than forthcoming about the Tortoise Consortium, but Braden and Micah kept after him. Even G-War seemed interested.
‘I’m afraid there’s not much to tell. There are still only four of us and that was the main topic of discussion. They didn’t care about my adventures with the humans and compared to that, they have done nothing,’ Aadi said, sounding frustrated.
“What were you expecting?” Braden asked honestly, but earned him a punch in the arm from Micah. 
‘I was expecting them to listen and that maybe even one or two of them would want to meet you. I was not expecting their complete disdain.’
“I’m sorry, Aadi. I didn’t mean to sound like I was judging. That wasn’t it. I have no idea what to expect, and guess that I never will since the other Tortoids will avoid us,” Braden said as a way of apology.
‘I’ve decided that it is my responsibility to bring new Tortoids into the world. So I shall begin that process when we arrive back south. I will need heat and the desert when the time comes.’
“Holy crap!” Braden blurted. Micah rested a hand on his shell and congratulated him. “Don’t you need a lady Tortoid or something?”
‘Sometimes, Master Braden, I think you don’t listen to me at all. We’ve already covered this. Tortoids reproduce individually. I will create the eggs and carry them for a certain time, then I need to deposit them in hot sand for the final stage. I should have something like ten hatchlings, but being much older than the norm, I may have fewer,’ Aadi stated.
Braden couldn’t reply. He always thought of Aadi as a grandfatherly type, not an individual who could produce a new family. Braden settled for slapping Aadi on the shell and congratulating him, hoping to get the chance to name one of the little guys. 
‘No,’ was all Aadi said to that request as he turned and casually swam toward the lake, floating higher to avoid getting bumped by the water buffalo. 
One of the kittens started howling and yowling. Fea was off like a shot with G-War close behind. Braden and Micah ran after them, not knowing what had happened but that something was wrong.
They raced around the lake toward the area where the Seeders had been isolated. A water buffalo had wandered too close and had been peppered with seeds from all three plants. The ‘cat who was linked to that beast was in a bawling mess as the water buffalo staggered back toward the lake, stumbled, and fell. 
“We need to get that out of here. We don’t need any more Seeders and especially not right here on the beach,” Braden told them, waving at Brandt. He had the strength to drag the dying beast into the desert, although he didn’t want to do it. The other choice was to burn the beast using their blasters right there, but what would that do to the rest of the ‘cats and livestock? 
“I’ll go with you,” Braden offered as he used some of the northern rope to tie the water buffalo’s legs together with a loop on the other end to throw over one of Brandt’s horns. The kitten cried intensely as he watched his beast dying. Fea and G-War asked if they could come along and bring the kitten. 
Brandt started pulling. The water buffalo left a rut in the sand as Brandt dragged it. Its life force faded as they made it past the lake, along the widest trail, and away from the oasis into the desert. The kitten got to say its goodbyes and then Fea and G-War walked it back into the oasis. Braden untied the rope, thanking Brandt for his help, and waited for him to return to the oasis. When Braden and Micah were the only ones left, they stood with their backs to the oasis, dialed the flame setting on their blasters and fired, burning the dead beast and killing the Seeders within. 
A dark cloud of smoke trailed into the sky. 
 



 
02, then 01, then…
 
The caravan made its way as quickly as possible, hoping to make Oasis 02 in one night. That didn’t happen. 
The water buffalo ate too much and then drank too much. They moved sluggishly the first night, so they had to erect the tent and everyone piled underneath it. Although it was a big tent, Holly only constructed it for an exact need. There was no spare room and over fifty very large animals generated a great deal of heat, and as it turned out, methane from ingesting such quantities of soybeans. The humans could barely tolerate the smell, but the ‘cats were even less able to deal with it. Everyone suffered except the water buffalo, horses, and Aurochs. Arnie and Brandt seemed unfazed and although they didn’t admit it, probably added to the noxious gases that refused to leave the confines of the tent.
They left well before sunset, braving the heat of the desert, knowing that they’d arrive at the oasis halfway through the night. They passed around the water, making sure everyone drank. G-War worked his magic and declared that he didn’t think any of the animals were at risk of dying. 
Oasis 02 was a disappointment for the kittens since there was nothing for their animals to eat and very little shade. The humans set up the tent partially over the lake to provide both shade and water while they rested, but as soon as evening came, they’d be on their way. 
The livestock picked up the pace as they had nothing to hold them back and everything waiting on them at Oasis 01. The kitten who’d lost his water buffalo found a new friend and they moved smartly with the herd. G-War and Fea were pleased with the efforts of the young ‘cats. Fea told them all, but G-War didn’t, thinking it would make them soft giving them praise for the mundane. This led to a healthy argument between all those listening as they each contributed their own definition of “mundane.”
G-War refused to be persuaded, although he was significantly outnumbered. His point was that they needed to learn that although this wasn’t mundane until recently, it was their new world. He wanted them to toughen up. He pointed to his scarred body. How could any of the ‘cats be ready for this if they received a thank you for casually riding a water buffalo? Fea gently stroked his scars with a paw, suggesting that she hoped none of the ‘cats had to deal with anything like that, but expected they’d surprise Prince Axial De’atesh with what they were capable of.
He smirked at her, but didn’t argue further. 
Bounder considered that to be G-War’s best answer to Fea’s statement, which earned him a scowl from Gray Strider. Skirill stayed silent as well, having already had the argument with Zyena about how much danger their children should be exposed to. 
The arrival at Oasis 01 was anticlimactic as they strolled in like they owned the place as dawn’s first light showed them the green fields and tall trees. The water buffalo went to the lake, then to the fields. The Development Unit was nowhere to be seen, so they expected Holly had prepared it for the onslaught headed its way. 
Micah showed Tom and Zeller how to get a room, how the fabricator worked, some recommended meals, and how the bathroom worked. They didn’t see them for two turns after that.
The young ‘cats and kittens were completely taken by the opportunity to hunt. The javelina ran here, there, and everywhere, terrified at the influx of predators. G-War had to stop them all, drag some of them back to the lake, and instruct them on how to make a kill. He had to close his eyes and take deep calming breaths. A Hillcat that didn’t know how to hunt. It was almost enough to give him heart failure. 
The companions watched it all with great amusement, not so much because of G-War’s efforts to teach the young ‘cats, but because they knew that for three cycles he’d begged for the company of other Hillcats. It reinforced the adage of “be careful what you ask for, you may get it.” 
Braden and Micah also acquired a room and enjoyed what it had to offer, sharing pot pies with Skirill and Zyena as the javelina population was quickly eliminated, despite G-War’s efforts to convince the kittens to leave some for the next time. Treetis was the first to make a kill, even though he wasn’t the largest or the fastest. G-War took great pride in the young ‘cat’s kill, beaming as a proud dad might. 
“I’m pretty sure there’s going to be some fireworks between the new ‘cats and G’s other litter. The first thing Klytus will want to do is fight the newcomers. He’s their size, but only because they’re half-grown!” Micah lamented. 
‘I’ll handle my children,’ G-War snipped. ‘All of them. Maybe we just have a big fight off, let them all get it out of their system, and then we find homes for this brood.’
‘We’ll do nothing of the sort, my little scrubbykins,’ Fea purred over the mindlink. 
Coffee spewed from Braden’s nose. He started coughing and gagging. “Scrubbykins?” Micah punched him, but turned away so the Golden Warrior couldn’t see her laugh. She grabbed a handful of her partner’s shirt and dragged him back into the room, closing the door behind her. Skirill and Zyena almost fell out of their tree. Bounder and Zyena dropped their spears and bounced up and down. 
G-War had often taken pleasure in the others’ familial discomforts in the past. He looked at his companions, the other ‘cats, and finally to Fealona. Maybe this was what he was looking for all along, to have a little bit of what the others so readily enjoyed with their mates. He exhaled long and loud.
‘Okay, you win,’ G-War told Fea, rubbing his body past hers in the traditional way that mates did, ‘partner mine.’
 



 
The South
 
The caravan took two turns to make the northern border of the Plains of Propiscius. Micah yelled at Braden and anyone else who would listen as they spent one last day trying to sleep under the tent.
“No!” she screamed. “I won’t spend one more minute in this tent with these creatures. They fart. They never stop farting. I think that’s all they do. They turn their food into a hideous smell. The stench is in my clothes, Braden!” 
Braden and the others pushed the wagon to the edge of the tent so it partially stuck out where the sun’s rays baked mercilessly. Micah slept in the back, just out of the sun but with enough fresh air to keep her happy. No one could disagree with her, but there wasn’t much they could do about it. Braden wasn’t sure he’d ever seen her this angry about something. He sniffed his shirt. The smell really was in their clothes.
The plains started with scrub trees and short, dry grasses. The water buffalo spread out to graze, but they needed to move farther south before they’d find the grasses that were good for them. They rallied the tired kittens to keep the livestock moving toward the lake where Braden and Micah first met. The grass was good and there was plenty of water. 
“Where are these beasties going to find a home?” Zeller asked. Braden had always assumed Dwyer, but on second thought, there were other villages that could use the boost that the livestock would provide. Braden shrugged. Maybe it didn’t need to be his decision.
“How about you take them where they will best serve the people of the south? Find ranchers who will help the herd to grow. I’m sure you and Tom will make a good decision.” Braden shook their hands. The deal was done. 
“I’m proud of you,” Micah told him as they watched Tom and Zeller talk excitedly in the Old Tech wagon. “I know you don’t want to let go.”
“That was easier than I thought it would be,” he confided, even though he knew there were no secrets between them. “I think it’s time that we rescue the kids from your mother,” he added playfully.
“I couldn’t agree more. Who knows what we’ll have to break them of.” 
Braden nodded before accessing their mindlink. ‘We’re going after the kids. Who’s coming with us?’ he asked the companions. 
Skirill and Zyena had always enjoyed their trips to the coast where two of their hatchlings lived. The ocean breeze made for great flying, plus they enjoyed the fish that the village of Trent always had in great abundance. 
Bounder and Gray Strider had enough of the water buffaloes and were happy to join Braden and Micah. Brandt said goodbye to Arnie and congratulated him on his work to keep the whole caravan moving when the King could not. He winked at the young bull and told him that even though the arrow wounds had healed, the cows would find the scars to be enticing. 
‘G?’ Braden asked, wondering. 
‘Not this time, Braden. We have to make sure all of these kittens are well taken care of, find good people and good homes. I know that you’ll get Ax, ‘Tesh, and those two urchins of mine and then you’ll rejoin us. By then, Fea and I will be ready to go with you. In my place, because I know that you cannot be trusted to look after yourself, Treetis will accompany you. He has my full confidence to keep you out of trouble as I would do,’ G-War finished as his mate nuzzled him. G-War and Fea jumped from the King’s head into the wagon and they waved as Brandt trotted away. 
  Treetis brought his water buffalo to the edge of the herd where Braden could ride alongside without upsetting the livestock. The ‘cat spent a few heartbeats giving the beast instructions before leaping into Braden’s lap. The ‘cat looked like a younger, healthier Golden Warrior. Braden scratched behind his ears, but the ‘cat batted his hand away, before fixing him with his ‘cat stare. 
Micah watched it all as she heeled her horse into a run, letting her hair trail behind her as they headed toward the ocean. Brandt ran past, accepting the challenge of the race. The Wolfoids tried to keep up with the Aurochs while the Hawkoids easily flew far ahead, looking to keep the companions free from any dangers. Braden looked at the dust from those running ahead. 
“It looks like just you and me, little man.” Braden leaned over the ‘cat as his horse picked up speed. 
‘The ocean?’ Treetis asked.
“Water. Endless water that’s salty. You can’t drink it, but the fish that come from there? They are some choice eating. I’m sure G-War had to tell you about that.”
‘No, he didn’t, but he did say that we’d have to find our own way on Vii and beyond,’ Treetis replied.
“As do we all, little man. As do we all…”
 



Cygnus Rising
Humanity Returns to Space
A Tale from the Free Trader Universe
 
Chapter 1 - Fire!
 
Flames shot through the open hatch. Cain started yelling, “Engineering’s on fire!” as the klaxons sounded, echoing down the corridor away from him. The screams of the victims penetrated the dead space between the wailing alarms. 
The hatch was open. The automated fire suppression system had failed again.
He ripped open the damage control panel and pulled the tank out. He threw it hastily over his shoulder, reached behind him with a well-practiced maneuver to start the flow of air, and wrapped the dangling mask over his face. He draped the fire hood over his head as he ran. He didn’t have time to put on the whole outfit. People were dying.
He hit the flames of the doorway at a dead run. The intense heat scorched his bare forearms as he passed. He yelled into his mask as he slid to a stop in the middle of the space, looking for survivors. A Rabbit lay under a terminal, an ugly scorch mark cut across his white fur, leaving blackened hair around burned pink flesh underneath. The Rabbit moved – he was still alive. 
Cain slid him from under the melting terminal. The Rabbit was dense and blocky, half Cain’s height, but the same weight. Cain found someone’s uniform blouse hanging on the back of a chair. He took it and wrapped it around the Rabbit’s head and over as much of his body as he could, then hefted him, trying not to touch the injury. Cain ran toward the hatch, ducked his head, held his breath, and jumped through the flames. He deposited the Rabbit in the passageway and raced back into Engineering. 
He should have been alarmed that the flames didn’t seem to hurt as much this time. He searched further for signs of other survivors. He found a young ensign, contorted from the pain of his death. The next victim was a Wolfoid, horribly torn apart from the force of an exploded containment vessel. He saw something odd about the way the Wolfoid’s body, bigger than a human’s was laying on the floor.
A human hand snaked out from underneath the heavy gray fur. Without remorse, Cain heaved the Wolfoid’s shattered body to the side, apologizing as he went. Lieutenant Ellie Anderle was dazed, but seemed to be okay. The Wolfoid must have taken the full force of the rupture, protecting her. Cain’s breath caught as he looked at her silken black hair, the ends curled and brittle from the heat that passed by.
He pulled her to him as blue lights started to flash within Engineering signaling the imminent flooding of argon gas into the compartment. He kneeled, rolling her from a sitting position over his shoulder. He stood without much effort. She wasn’t heavy and laid easily over his shoulder as he hurried for the hatch. The flames had died down somewhat, but he still ran through, hoping speed would keep them safe. Once through, he stopped, took a deep breath of the better air in the corridor, and watched the hatch to engineering close. 
The klaxons stopped as someone helped Ellie from his shoulder. He looked at the closed hatch. Anyone still in the space would be denied oxygen, just like the fire. The argon gas was supposed to be flushed in a matter of seconds, but it would be too late. 
“Holy Rising Star, Cain! You shouldn’t have gone in there. Why the hell would you do something like that?” the captain’s words were harsh, but the his eyes were grateful. As the older man looked at the two survivors in the corridor, he added, “but I’m glad you did, son. Looks like you saved two lives, irreplaceable lives.” 
The two Hillcats waiting for Cain and Ellie in the corridor couldn’t have agreed more. The lives of their humans were instrumental in their being. Two other Hillcats yowled in agony as their bonded partners perished in Engineering. The two wouldn’t eat or drink for the remainder of their lives. Their anguished cries would continue over the next few days until they died.
Why had he risked knowing what his death would do to his ‘cat, to his family? He’d spent his short life trying to live up to the person he wanted to be, the Space Exploration Service captain who showed him how a hero was supposed to act.
 



Free Trader 6 – Free Trader on the High Seas


Free Trader on the High Seas is about search and discovery, then liberation. When Holly and the Cygnus VI survivors find strange electromagnetic emanations coming from a desert island in the Western Ocean, Braden, Micah, G-War and the companions are compelled to check it out. 
With an open ocean exploration laboratory that Holly found and recovered, they head to sea where they find more than an island, they find a gateway to the former residents of White Beach who’d been seduced by the intelligence from the Western Ocean Research Facility…
Free Trader Book Six – coming soon, exclusively on Amazon. 
 



Postscript
 
If you like the Free Trader and would like to see the series continue, please join my mailing list by dropping by my website www.craigmartelle.com or if you have any comments, shoot me a note at craig@craigmartelle.com. I am always happy to hear from people who’ve read my work. I try to answer every email I receive. 
If you liked the story, please write a short review for me on Amazon. I greatly appreciate any kind words, even one or two sentences go a long way. The number of reviews an ebook receives greatly improves how well an ebook does on Amazon. 
Amazon – www.amazon.com/author/craigmartelle
Facebook – www.facebook.com/authorcraigmartelle
My web page – www.craigmartelle.com
Twitter – www.twitter.com/rick_banik

Thank for reading Free the North! 
Braden and Micah’s adventures will continue throughout 2016. Free Trader 6 will take you to the ocean where Braden and Micah try to find the source of strange emanations that Holly found. What about the villagers from White Beach who were taken to the Western Ocean Research Facility? Braden, Micah, and the companions head to sea on a research ship built by the ancients. 
In the continuing saga of the Free Trader universe, Cygnus Rising finds Braden and Micah’s descendants returning to space on the ships designed by the survivors from Cygnus VI. Not only does their new engine work, it works beyond any of their wildest expectations. The Free Trader series evolves into galactic proportions as humanity looks for settlers from Earth in other parts of the galaxy and beyond.
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