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1 – Setting The Stage
 
Micah cradled Ax as the rains continued relentlessly. Little ‘Tesh rode with Braden, inside an oiled deerskin he held tightly around her.
Max continued plodding along the rainforest road. The Amazonians had repaired it where the horses didn’t have to think. One hoof in front of the other. Keep going in a straight line. Daylight. Night. Daylight. 
The constant rain kept them company, dulled their senses. 
The twins were six moons old before the Medical Laboratory deemed them fit enough to travel. Nearly a full cycle of the seasons passed since Braden and Micah had last been away from New Sanctuary. 
Bronwyn would be much bigger now. Skirill and Brandt? They missed them greatly. They expected the Hawkoid and the King of the Aurochs wouldn’t let Braden’s caravan travel without them ever again. As they continued through the rain, Braden’s mind drifted in and out.
G-War dreamed of being dry. It was the same dream he had every time they traveled the rainforest. But it was never a dream. G-War huddled miserably in the cart, the cover providing almost no defense against the perpetual downpour.
Master Aadi was indifferent to the rain. His thoughts were clear and being hydrated, he had the most energy of all the companions. He was surprised the Amazonians hadn’t made contact. He started to worry. The Lizard Men revered the Tortoid and should have stopped the companions to greet him. When they reached Bronwyn, she would know how the Amazonian War was going. It was a great burden for a girl only eleven cycles old, but it was the nature of her gift, being able to speak with all creatures, touch their minds. 
They had to get through the rain first. As things changed, others remained the same. When they traveled the Amazon and it wasn’t raining, then they’d worry that the apocalypse was upon them. Until then, one hoof in front of the other.
 



 
2 – Triumphant Return
 
Finally, they reached the trading area where Village McCullough had first met the Amazonians. A wagon had recently visited. Braden looked over his shoulder at Micah, on Speckles, little Ax bundled in front of her. He nodded, grinning. The wagon wheels told him all was well. 
And they weren’t far from Village McCullough. 
Braden urged Max into a brisk walk. Micah slapped the reins lightly, trying to catch up. 
They broke into the sunlight, the brightness washed over them, bringing warmth and joy. A familiar figure appeared in the distant sky, winging quickly toward them. 
‘My friends! You have returned,’ Skirill, a Hawkoid, said over their mindlink. He swooped in close and flared to land on a low branch by the open road. He looked healthy. The humans breathed sighs of relief. 
He wanted to see the additions to his family.
Braden rode close and lifted the deerskin from his daughter. ‘Uncle Ess. Pretty!’ came the baby’s thought voice. 
‘Me, Me,’ cried Ax as Micah stopped the cart next to Braden. Their little thought voices matched their size. Six moons old and they could talk over the mindlink, but they’d been talking for well over a cycle now. Their speech became more refined as they aged, which they seemed to be doing at an unnaturally fast pace. The Medical Laboratory assured them the children were growing normally.
‘Axial. De’atesh. I am happy to finally meet you both. I will watch over you, and no, your mother has informed me that you can’t ride me. Maybe Master Aadi is more your speed?’ Skirill spoke formally with the children. ‘You’ve already ridden Aadi, but he wouldn’t go high enough?’
“What?” Micah looked sharply at Braden. 
“I’m sure we have no idea what you’re talking about, Skirill. Haha, very funny. Where is Brandt and Bronwyn?” Braden wouldn’t look at his partner. Aadi swam away from the group, taking a great interest in a tree out of Micah’s sight.
‘They wait for you in Greentree. We think you’ll like what you find there.’ 
“That’s it? Are you going to let us in on the secret? C’mon, Ess, tell us,” Braden urged the Hawkoid.
‘No.’ He jumped from the branch, gliding over their heads before winging skyward. ‘To Greentree!’

“I guess we’re going to Greentree.” Braden turned Max around and waited while Micah guided Pack, as he dragged the cart around in a circle. The wagon tracks were clear, showing what a trader’s road could look like. They followed the trail toward Greentree that they had blazed long ago. 
For half the daylight they pushed while Skirill stayed ahead of them. He kept flying back to look at the children. They’d giggle as he zipped past, dangerously close, the adults thought. Uncle Ess.
They heard the rumble first, then felt it as the King of the Aurochs burst into view. He ran full speed toward them until they feared he wouldn’t be able to stop. A little girl lay spread-eagled across his head, hanging on for dear life. Max stopped and stamped nervously. 
In a great cloud of dust, Brandt slid to a stop in front of the caravan. Bronwyn lost her grip and slid down the Aurochs’ great head until he lifted his nose, keeping her from falling to the ground. She turned and sat as he lowered her. She stepped off gracefully, then ran to Micah. 
“I love them!” she cried aloud. Everything else she said in her thought voice privately with the babies. ‘Tesh squirmed in Braden’s arms until he almost dropped her. He carefully handed her down to Bronwyn, who took the baby in her delicate hands. 
‘Bronwyn! Bronwyn!’ the babies cheered in their small thought voices. Braden shrugged at Micah. When they looked up, G-War sat atop the King’s head, casually licking a paw and cleaning his face. Aadi bobbed in front, greeting his fellow strategist.
They had much to discuss. Holly had finally figured a way to talk with Aadi. It involved a small helmet that a Bot put on Aadi’s Tortoid head. They spent a great deal of time talking, but Braden and Micah couldn’t hear them. Aadi assured the humans that with further refinements, not only could they stop the current conflict, they could prevent future wars. Aadi based his ideas on the purity of heart. 
Braden told him he didn’t like the word purity. Everyone was a mutant in some way. Aadi laughed at that. He explained that Holly had technology that could assess the pure heart. Braden, Micah, and the companions fit a new mold, servants to all creatures. The pure heart test would be used to determine who served on the Council of Leaders. This council would be responsible for identifying and resolving differences. 
Braden and Micah rolled their eyes at each other. Aadi talked endlessly about the council and what it could accomplish. The young parents found it mind numbing. Brandt appeared to take great interest in claiming Planet Vii for all intelligent creatures. Brandt started walking back toward Greentree, Aadi close by his side. They were deep in conversation. 
Bronwyn watched her ride leave without her. She shrugged and, with ‘Tesh held tightly, climbed into the cart. It jerked as Speckles started walking to catch up to Brandt. In the past cycle, they’d forgotten that when Bronwyn was around, the horses didn’t need their reins. She told them what to do and they did it. 
The babies giggled as Bronwyn ‘talked’ with them. The family was complete once again. That meant Braden and Micah hanging on to the raft as it washed down the river’s whitewater, watching as the world went by. 
 



 
3 – Time to Celebrate
 
When the caravan arrived in Greentree, every villager stood in the square. There were new people and new babies, and the same aura of joy that the companions had embraced when they decided to live here. The people cheered and waved. Flowers decorated the entrance to their home.
Ditarod stood in front, smiling and waving. Behind the crowd, Braden saw the wagon, with Candela and Tanner sitting on the buckboard. The entire Earthshaker Herd pranced to their right, kicking up clouds of dust. 
‘And you thought no one loved you. Shame on you, partner mine.’ Micah’s thought voice caressed Braden, comforting him. He felt warm all over. He wondered why the noise hadn’t upset the children. 
Bronwyn. She had talked with them nonstop since they met her. Now she was holding ‘Tesh’s little hand up in the air, helping her wave at the crowd. Micah was doing the same with Ax. Braden looked around to find Skirill watching them from the branch of a tall tree.
‘Come down, my friend. I’ve missed you.’ Skirill executed a shallow dive, back winged to a hover and landed gently between Braden’s face and Max’s neck. He helped the Hawkoid steady himself, tail feathers draped down Max’s shoulder. Braden had one arm around the Hawkoid while he scratched the bird’s wing-root feathers with the other. One cycle of the seasons was a long time. 
The return of Braden and his clan to Greentree resulted in a celebration that included people from all the villages. How they managed it, Braden and Micah could only guess.
“Let’s do this twice each cycle. We gather in a village to celebrate. A festival. Each village hosts one, then rotate to the next. The elders can talk and we keep the peace. People need to travel more, see the world, appreciate other people!” Braden threw the idea out and let it go, but the right people heard. When they were alone, the village leaders committed to making it happen. 
Bronwyn was completely taken with the babies. She was eleven cycles old, but mature as an adult when it came to handling them. She told Braden and Micah emphatically that wherever her little sister and brother went, she would go, too. Micah looked at her parents, who threw up their hands in surrender. Bronwyn determinedly claimed two sets of parents and extra siblings. 
Even Brandt shouldered his way into the celebration, where Ax and ‘Tesh got to meet him fully. Most people were intimidated when they saw the King of the Aurochs for the first time. Not the babies. They couldn’t walk yet, but they could stand. When Bronwyn introduced them to Brandt, he had to put his nose on the ground, where they each grabbed a horn to pull themselves up. His eyes were as big as their heads. The moment he talked with them, they both put their hands over their ears and started crying. Bronwyn had a sharp word for the great beast, who hung his head even lower. 
When he tried again, they were recovered. They climbed his horns as if they were toys. He lifted them off the ground a hand-span or two then dropped them back down. Braden hugged Micah to him as they watched. She leaned into his shoulder, feeling both proud and happy. 
‘You know they will be in the best of hands,’ Braden started. Micah’s eyes glistened as she thought of their future. 
‘I can’t imagine a day without my babies, but I know we have to do this. It will take me some time, that’s all.’ Micah finished with a sigh. Braden looked at the device in the palm of his hand that Holly had given them. Anyone could use it to communicate with Braden or Micah as long as they had their neural implants active. This put their minds at ease.
Old Tech used for the right purpose. If each village had one, they could all talk. It could bring the villages even closer together, but Braden believed they weren’t ready yet. The traders, plying the routes, would be effective enough. Plus, Braden and Micah didn’t want the others to know about New Sanctuary. 
Everything they brought back--the wheel hubs, the saw blades, the books--were supposedly found by the Amazonians deep in the rainforest at a secret location. This would keep treasure hunters away.
Whoever they gave the communication device to would have to keep it secret. 
“Where were you for the past cycle? Did you go back to the north?” Someone finally asked the question they’d prepared themselves for. 
“No. We went south, but we got trapped because of bad weather. When we reached the southern edge of the rainforest, we went east, found a lake. Fish, game, and wild vegetables. The babies seemed close for a long time, then when they were born, they needed more time. But Max and Speckles took good care of us along with Aadi and the Golden Warrior.” If anyone tried following those directions, it would lead them away from New Sanctuary. Without Skirill’s keen eyes and a horse to ride, searching for New Sanctuary would be fruitless. 
Then again, the cart tracks through the dry grasses would lead someone straight to it. Braden opened his neural implant and asked Holly to send a Development Unit to erase their trail and then make a false one heading east. He closed the link.
“How did you decide on their names?” a young woman asked Micah. 
“Well now, that’s a story in and of itself. Let’s just say that our companions suggested the names and the babies liked them.”
“How funny! You can tell the babies like their names?” 
“Yes. Like Bronwyn, we can talk with our companions and they can talk with the babies. The way it worked, we had little choice in their names. As long as they’re happy, what else could a parent hope for?” 
‘Ass,’ Braden whispered to G-War over the mindlink. He heard the ‘cat laughing. Micah choked her laugh into a cough. 
They continued meeting and greeting well into the darkness, until they were exhausted. They found Bronwyn with the children asleep in the bed of their home. Someone else had been living there, but that was okay with them. They hadn’t needed it. Both instantly thought back to the comfort and luxury they enjoyed at New Sanctuary. If they hadn’t set up a routine of exercise and training with their weapons, they would have grown fat and lazy.
They squeezed into free spots on the bed. G-War joined them. The babies adjusted themselves so they could each put a hand on the ‘cat. That’s how they had slept from their first day in this world. As Braden had told Micah long ago, the ‘cat and the companions would be their parents as much as the humans.
Micah fell asleep right away. Although Braden was exhausted, sleep eluded him. 
He thought about New Sanctuary. Micah had gained skill with the recurve bow and the special carbon fiber arrows. They both learned how to use the blasters, dialing the beam to a pinpoint, or opening it up to throw a fire wide. They perfected both short and long bursts. The Security Bots had taught them well. 
Braden replaced his long knife with a shortsword produced in New Sanctuary’s factory. It was longer, sharper, and more sturdy than his trusty blade. They discovered that Micah’s sword was Old Tech, as were all those recovered from Elder McCullough and his men. That begged the question, where did they get them?
Maybe these were a hand-down, like the blaster that Micah carried. Their history didn’t matter. The Old Tech weapons were in the hands of good people who were doing the right things. As he thought back to today’s festival, he didn’t remember seeing anyone carrying weapons. 
Except for he and Micah. 
Next time, they’d secure their weapons and arrive as friends, not conquerors. But they needed to be ready, just in case. The Bat-Ravens. Hostile Amazonians. Someone had to carry the responsibility of making war to keep the peace. He and Micah were armed so no one else had to be. They were trusted. No one cared that Braden and Micah had weapons. Aadi called it purity of heart. 
Was it that simple? 
 



 
4 – Planning to Leave
 
Bronwyn’s parents were more than happy to take responsibility for Ax and ‘Tesh, especially since Bronwyn was there. The little girl went from being the strangest one in the village to the one others wanted to be like. She carried the authority of the King of the Aurochs and of the Hawkoid, Master Skirill. When Akhmiyar visited, he first went to Bronwyn, then to Brandt. 
The only one they could trust with the Old Tech communication device was the eleven-cycle old girl. They gave it to Bronwyn and showed her how to use it. Micah wanted to talk with her every day when she was apart from her children. Morning, mid-day, and evening, Bronwyn was to have it where she could hear it. She needed to carry it on her belt when she was outside so it could charge itself. She was not to give it to anyone else.
Braden and Micah went to work. They wouldn’t leave until the books were passed out, traders were identified and plying the routes, and Braden’s caravan had made a circuit of the villages from Coldstream to Dwyer. 
Sweet pork. The fabricator couldn’t make anything like it. Besides Skirill and Brandt, the next thing that Braden missed the most was Coldstream’s finest delicacy. From what he’d heard from new travelers, he wasn’t the only one smitten by their pork specialty. Others were trying to duplicate it, but there was only one original.
Old Tom. He could incorporate the new wheel hubs into the next two wagons. Those would roll better than any others on Planet Vii. Braden also had a couple hints for Tom to further refine his metal. Holly had the sample examined and then made recommendations for two different types of steel. One that was pliable and another that was rigid and strong.
The Traders. Braden stopped Candela and Tanner from leaving until he could check their progress with reading and writing. They shied away. They’d stopped writing the heartbeat Braden and Micah left. Braden was furious, but contained his anger. He gave them one school book and three blank books. He helped them draw a map in the front of the book, showing the trade route from Dwyer to Westerly. He scaled it to give them a perspective of the distances. He included a legend, with travel times for humans and Aurochs. He wrote the village names at the top of a page, leaving multiple blank pages for the trader’s notes before writing the next village name. 
He drilled the young couple on their alphabet and made them do math problems until they were ready to cry. Micah ended the day’s lessons, without yelling at Braden. She knew the importance of his rudder, but dragging the south toward civilization wasn’t going to be easy. He needed to give them time. Make reading and writing important to the traders where they wanted to learn instead of assuming that they would just do it because he said so.
Braden lightened up as he watched the escaping forms of his trader apprentices. Micah shook her head. “How can it be important for them? And the right answer isn’t because I said so.” 
Braden couldn’t answer that. Not yet anyway.
Micah taught the following day and the next, while Braden talked with people. Everyone wanted to tell him what they had done over the past cycle. He listened, praised, and encouraged. His role was simple, now that the hard work of establishing the trade route was done. He needed to keep people excited about trade and buying in to the future it created.
Braden occasionally disappeared into their hut. Micah knew he was talking with Holly. They’d learned the matter transfer system was ready, and the people of Cygnus VI wanted to leave. They had to travel to the ship first, and Holly hadn’t been able to establish communication with anyone on board. It was Braden’s intent to go there first, explore, verify, and make the connections Holly needed. Then the people from Cygnus VI could move to the Traveler and stay there. Braden was hesitant to bring them to Vii. 
He thought if they were free, they could do a great deal of damage to the fragile balance in this world. If they were willing to stay at New Sanctuary, then maybe that could buy time until they figured out what was best for everyone. The scientists from Cygnus VI had nothing in common with the people of Vii.  
It had taken him a long time to build the people up. It would take the ancients no time to tell the villagers how backward they were. He didn’t need that kind of help.
Braden and Micah would travel to Westerly. Candela and Tanner would go east. When they crossed paths, the young traders vowed to share their rudder with Braden. They wanted to make him proud. He wanted them to do right by the trade. Negotiate. Trade. Deliver. He didn’t care about his cut, although he’d miss seeing Old Tom’s face when the young traders gave him the Old Tech wheel hubs. 
They left. Even not having traveled together for nearly a cycle, it was like time had never passed. Skirill flew ahead, while Brandt, with Bronwyn & G-War riding him, set the pace. Aadi held in his beak a thin Amazonian rope tied to Max’s saddle. Micah rode in the cart with the twins. 
 The first stop was Coldstream, where they secured some of Braden’s favorite, the sweetened pork. The festival had drawn down the supplies, although with the opened trade routes, Coldstream had vastly increased their animal stock. The size of the pen had tripled, if not more. They’d captured wild boars to increase the size and quantity of the pigs. It was refreshing to see. Dantan promised that their supply of sweetened pork would be refreshed when Braden passed next. He said he’d hold them to that and with a smile and a wave, the caravan moved on. 
They avoided Bliss. No one was there. Skirill confirmed that the village was empty.
They traveled across the open plains, the sparse trees, grasslands. and rolling hills. Candela and Tanner hadn’t mentioned that they’d come this far, but the wheel tracks across the plains were clear.
Were these their tracks from over a cycle ago? They had blazed a trail that would last. Maybe it was symbolic. Maybe it just was.
 



 
5 – Stream of Pain
 
They followed the clear trail for two turns. On the third turn, they approached the series of streams that the River Crook fed. The boulders that Brandt had moved were to the sides. It was comforting to see.
Brandt waded into the stream on the crossing he originally forged.
When he was knee deep, the water started churning around him. Bronwyn’s scream pierced the air. G-War stood, hackles up, ready to fight. Brandt pranced, then dipped as if he was going to fall. Braden jumped from Max and ran to the water’s edge. He had his blaster in his hand ready to take on the unseen enemy. 
A croc surged from the shallows straight for him.
His new skill with the blaster helped him deliver a short, quick-killing shot. 
Micah had her blaster out, but she remained in the cart. If she got out, the children would follow. 
Skirill swooped back, flying low over the water. ‘Fish. Cold-water Crocs.’
Brandt bolted forward as Bronwyn continued to scream. 
‘Skirill! To me!’ the ‘cat called out. Braden shot a second croc, then a third. 
Brandt stopped on the shore, his lower legs bleeding from where the skin was mostly gone. His legs shook as he struggled to stand. Two crocs dashed from the water, skimming the ground as they drove straight at him. He wasn’t ready to be croc food. With one wide sweep of his head, he knocked both crocs aside. With a quick lunge forward, he speared one of the two with the point of his horn. 
He turned to face the second croc, recovered and readied to rush. Maybe it was his fellow dangling ingloriously from the King’s horn or the fact that alone, he couldn’t hurt the Aurochs, but the croc turned tail and bolted back into the water. 
Skirill flared, then hovered beside Brandt. With a graceful leap, G-War launched through the air and landed on Skirill’s back. The Hawkoid dipped, then dropped until he bounced off the ground. With a couple hops and hearty flapping of his wings, he was airborne again, carrying the ‘cat across the stream. 
G-War jumped into the air, twisted, and landed on his feet beside Speckles. He faced the stream, ready to fight.
Braden backed up to give himself more room. “What’s going to happen, G?” he asked, hoping for insight into the battle ahead.
‘Be ready, they come.’
Micah waved to Skirill. She held up her pouch which carried their supply of numbweed. He had to get it to Bronwyn, who knew what to do.
But the little girl continued to scream. The horses were upset and pranced. Braden smacked Max’s flank to move him away from the stream. Speckles started to move too, but Micah grabbed the reins and steadied him. Her blaster was cradled at her elbow as she fought to keep the cart steady. 
The crocs surged from the stream. Braden had never considered them intelligent, but this attack looked coordinated. They came on a wide front, side by side. Two attacked him while the others raced past. 
He shot one then the other, then the first one again to make sure it was dead. He turned as Speckles reared back on his hind legs, two crocs in front of him. 
Aadi tried his focused thunderclap on two others, but they continued forward, unaffected. 
G-War couldn’t fight the crocs. He was running in front of them, making himself a target so they would chase him instead of going after the cart, Micah, and the children. Speckles' front hooves crashed down, glancing off one of the crocs. Braden shot the other as it launched itself toward the horse’s back legs. Micah had lost the reins while shooting at two crocs trying to get behind the cart. They ran by quickly, but when they stopped to turn, she dropped them both.
Three were chasing the ‘cat, and at a straight run, they were faster. G-War didn’t run straight. Skirill was watching, telling the ‘cat which way to turn. The crocs missed, racing past. Skirill flew in a tight circle, the pouch still hanging from one claw.
Brandt bolted back across the stream. By running, nothing could stop him. Bronwyn finally stopped screaming. She hung on to the King’s head, whimpering and crying.
Brandt raced toward Speckles and stomped the life out of the remaining croc. 
Braden shot one, then two, and finally the third that had gone after G-War.
Skirill screeched a warning. Braden turned to see another wave of crocs break from the foam of the stream and race toward them. 
Braden was ready. With one adjustment and a long trigger pull, Braden threw a line of fire across all of the crocs, who screamed in pain as the flames washed over them. 
Some emerged, charred, blind, but pushed forward. Brandt made short work of them. Micah shot the rest. 
The stream flowed on, clear, sparkling. 
Skirill dropped Micah’s pouch on Brandt’s head, in front of Bronwyn. She watched it hit, balance for a heartbeat, then slide off, falling to the ground. She remained flat, holding on. 
Micah checked the twins. They were crying, but okay. G-War jumped into the cart to help comfort them. With a final hug, Micah climbed out and walked past the crocs, shooting each once, with a longer shot than was necessary.
Just to make sure. There were twenty-five carcasses when she finished. 
Braden finally put his blaster away. 
“Just like the Bat-Ravens,” he said grimly. “Bronwyn. Come on down. Let’s look at you.” 
Brandt bowed his head until Braden could help the little girl from him. She resisted, until she collapsed into Braden’s arms. Brandt laid down. His lower legs were a mess, the skin shredded from thousands of tiny bites. Micah hurried to him, picked up her pouch, and started to apply numbweed. She nodded to Braden, who took the little girl to the cart. He pulled out their full supply of numbweed and returned to Brandt, helping to ease his pain and start the healing.
Aadi floated close to the stream and watched. If anything returned, then at least he could give warning. It bothered him that he couldn’t help the companions fight this terrible enemy. 
“What the crap was that?” Micah finally asked. Her adrenaline surge passed as she worked on Brandt’s legs. 
“An old enemy, fighting in a new way. I suspect the Amazonian War has taken a turn for the worse.” Braden stood by the cart, dangling one arm inside so he could touch one of the children. G-War purred loudly, trying to comfort the three of them. Bronwyn was curled tightly in a ball, hugging herself and rocking. 
“What did you hear that has bothered you like this?” he asked, knowing that she wouldn’t answer. 
“The fish that bite. The crocs that attack. Even Brandt wasn’t safe. This merry band of evil tries to stop us from civilizing this world. I won’t have it!” Braden proclaimed. “Ess, can you see that school of terror fish?”
Skirill leapt from his perch and winged toward the stream. He flew toward River Crook, then back south toward the Amazon. 
‘Yesss,’ he said in his thought voice, thinking as he talked. ‘I can see them. The school is swimming toward the rainforest. Crocs are with them, shepherding the fish, as humans do with sheep or pigs.’ Skirill flew back and looked at the water in each of the streams between the caravan and River Crook. They were clear.
“Brandt, can you walk?” Braden asked. The great beast stood in answer and stomped, shaking the ground. The numbweed was working. “Let’s get across all the streams now, while the fish and crocs are gone.” 
They readied themselves quickly. The cart was full of unhappiness, but Micah cooed to them while G-War purred his loudest.
Aadi swam through the air over the stream, watching closely for any sign that the fish or crocs had returned. He positioned himself over the water to the south where he could give warning if anything swam past. Brandt snorted and pranced, fighting his fear of the stream. It took Skirill and Aadi’s assurances that the fish and crocs were gone before he ran, full speed across. 
Braden stayed as Micah urged Speckles forward, slapping the reins on his rump to get him to move faster. He trotted into the water, then stopped for a drink. Micah was shocked and slapped the reins against his back. He looked up, confused. Fear started to grip Micah. And then a small hand appeared on her shaking arm. Bronwyn’s puffy red eyes looked up at her. 
“It’s okay. C’mon, Speckles. Get us to the other side,” she said calmly. The horse pulled hard and the cart bounced across the stream. When they were on the bank, Micah let out the breath she hadn’t realized she’d been holding. 
Braden spurred Max forward and they trotted across the stream. He stopped at the other side and turned so Max could drink, since Aadi told them it was clear. 
They followed this routine across the remaining streams. 
Ax and ‘Tesh held themselves up, each with their arms wrapped around their mother’s legs.
Braden looked at Brandt’s injuries. Running through the stream had washed away most of the numbweed. If they hadn’t applied it, he may not have been able to walk. It was worth it. And now the wounds were clean. When they applied more numbweed, he would be back to his old self. 
They continued to River Crook where the people were happy to see them. Unfortunately, the caravan wasn’t the only thing attacked by the crocs and the mutie fish. 
 



 
6 – River Crook
 
Crabby was first to offer his hand. “You are a welcome sight! We ain’t seen no one in ages! The last were a group from Westerly that walked here, then went back home.” Crabby looked closely, eyes wide when he saw Brandt’s injuries. He waved over a young man who showed the King of the Aurochs a place near the trees where he’d be in the shade and could lie down on a soft bed of thick grass. 
Bronwyn took the numbweed and the twins to treat Brandt’s wounds. 
‘Joining us has not been kind to you,’ Braden told the King over their mindlink. 
‘I feel like a calf again, my friends. You have given us hope and a new life where we matter. These scratches are nothing,’ he said in his booming thought voice.
Ax and ‘Tesh attempted to climb on Brandt’s head while Bronwyn looked at each of his legs, applying a thorough coating of numbweed to the fish bites and shredded skin. Micah watched as her son was wrist deep into the Aurochs’ nostril as he attempted to climb up the King’s face. 
‘I think that’s enough, you two. Let Brandt rest,’ she told them both. It didn’t change anything they were doing, so she picked them up and bodily carried them away. Braden took one of the squirmers from Micah before resuming his conversation with Crabby.
 “Looks like you met the Menace, what we call sharkfish,” Crabby said. He shook his head as he looked at them. “We lost two before we figgered what was going on. They show up outta nowhere. If the crocs don’t get you, the sharkfish will.”
Yellowfin ran toward them from a field, lightening their sober moods.
“We’ve taken to posting a watch at the next bend. When he sees them coming, he screams and everyone gets away from the water. The banks here protect us. The crocs can’t climb them without exposing their underbellies. Roasted croc tail tastes pretty good, by the way.” He didn’t smile as he wasn’t trying to be funny. They were fighting for their very existence.
Braden and Micah saw the villagers of River Crook winning. They still fished. Their fields were growing. They hunted. And they killed those who would hunt them.
“We’re sorry that you lost two people to the Menace,” Micah said for both of them. Braden nodded and hung his head. 
“They lived well and they died free. We have a future and we’ll do what we got to. Come, lemme show you the progress we’ve made…” 
When Crabby finished the tour, Braden led him back to the cart. With little fanfare, Braden handed Crabby two of the saw blades. The Old Tech steel glistened in the daylight. Crabby, for once, was at a loss for words. With these, buildings would go up in no time. 
The thirteen villagers of River Crook celebrated the caravan’s arrival. All creatures great and small were welcomed with equal joy. They traded little things and finally, with Micah’s encouragement, Braden shared his stock of sweetened pork. This was the hit of the celebration. 
Braden watched longingly as the last bits were devoured. Micah squeezed his hand in sympathy. 
River Crook was going to be a good village, well placed to support trade. Braden and Micah believed the loss of twenty-five crocs would delay new attacks on the village. For this, they were grateful. Twenty-five crocs was a big haul. The village had managed to kill a total of five over the last six moons. 
The companions stayed four turns of the sun until Brandt’s scabs were set and he could walk without pain. Bronwyn remained with the animal companions, avoiding contact with other humans. Once Brandt was ready to go, he coaxed Bronwyn onto his neck. The others saddled up and headed out.
When they were on the road and it was just them, Braden had to know. ‘During the croc and sharkfish attack, what did you hear?’ Bronwyn shook her head, but the King’s great voice spoke to her that it was time. They could discuss it. It would make her feel better and they would know more. Knowing the enemy was the first step in being able to defeat them. That was how they had removed the Bat-Raven threat.
‘Thousands of voices screaming for blood. Sharp teeth ripping into my soul. The croc masters saw Micah. They know her as the chopper. She killed two of them with her sword. They all know this. They rally behind it. 
‘They were waiting for us. Amazonians told them to wait for us at the stream. These Amazonians are different from Akhmiyar and my other friends. They are smaller, with hands, not claws, more like us than the Amazonians. I will always have nightmares because of them, I know it!’ Bronwyn buried her face in her hands and sobbed. 
G-War jumped on Brandt’s face and climbed to the top of his head where he could be close to Bronwyn. He sat close and looked at her. She stopped crying and reached out a small hand to ruffle his ears. 
‘Here’s what they look like,’ G-War added, taking the image from Bronwyn’s mind and sharing it with the companions’ via their mindlink. 
Braden opened his neural implant and shared the picture with Holly. Braden was surprised that Holly did not have an instantaneous response. He told the human to wait. 
‘Holly’s looking into it,’ was what he shared with the others. Micah squinted her eyes at him. She was used to quick answers from the neural implant. She opened hers and told Holly to share the answer with both of them, knowing that the hologram did whatever the President told him to do.
‘Thank you for being so brave,’ Micah told Bronwyn while she waited. ‘Are you sure you don’t want to ride in the cart with Ax and ‘Tesh?’
The little girl shook her head. The view from atop the King’s head was incomparable. 
Braden and Micah each stopped talking as information rolled through the Old Tech windows before their eyes. Holly analyzed the images of the new Amazonians and determined that these were the ancients’ original creations, part human from Earth and part lizard from Vii. Holly suspected these creatures had learned a way to cheat death. 
It was the original Lizard Men’s responsibility to increase the population of the Amazonians to do work in the rainforest that the humans couldn’t.
These ancient mutants had improved as they could control the crocs. Whether they did it with Old Tech or with an ability like the mindlink, Holly didn’t care to guess. All that mattered was that these old creatures were dangerous. They were probably the ones who had started the Amazonian War, creating internal strife so they could take over. Then they could lead the remaining warriors against humanity. 
But why now? Braden assumed it was because of New Sanctuary and the reintroduction of the Old Tech. Even if Braden and Micah hadn't traveled through the rainforest, the Amazonian War was probably inevitable. Although the ancient Lizard Men may have moved up their timeline because of the human discoveries, the end result was going to be the same. The ancient mutants sought to regain control.
‘We need the ancients on our side. Holly, we have to go to RV Traveler. The ancients from Cygnus VI have to help us fight these mutie Amazonians. Just like every other battle we’ve fought, we have to win this one.’ 
 



 
7 – Westerly and Back
 
They raced to Westerly to show the village that it wasn’t forgotten. They celebrated the building of new homes and expanding fields. Fewer, better rested people produced more. The former elder had taken himself to White Beach to live alone. No one knew what happened to him after he left; no one cared either.
Felip led by example. He worked the hardest, yet still had time to help others. Westerly was in good hands. 
They spent less than a turn before returning east. 
Brandt’s legs were healing well. Bronwyn’s burdens were lightened as each of the companions talked with her. Even Max and Speckles were kind, in their simple way. She cheered up and returned to being the happy girl spreading joy to all. The babies were crawling and needed her attention whenever they stopped. Braden and Micah would set up the camp and hunt, fish, or do what needed doing so they could rest at the end of the daylight’s travel. When Bronwyn was with them, they didn’t have to hobble the horses. They stayed nearby because she asked them to.
They reached River Crook by mid-daylight the second turn after leaving Westerly. They waved, asked what they wanted for the next traders who came through, then continued on. 
Skirill flew ahead, then Aadi to make sure the stream crossings were clear. Once they were assured, Brandt led the way at a run the horses could match. 
They didn’t stop until they were through the water and safely heading onto the Plains of Propiscius, away from the rainforest. They’d tell Candela and Tanner how to cross the streams. Braden wrote it in his new south land’s rudder. He’d let them copy the entry into their own book. 
They traveled quickly across the grasslands, Brandt and the horses grazing as necessary. The others hunted each evening. Braden and Micah took turns hunting and parenting. Since Micah had learned to use the bow, Braden couldn’t monopolize hunting duties. G-War and Skirill were happy  hunting with either human. They only cared that the prey was dropped with one shot, cleaned quickly, and turned over for eating. 
They pushed through, turn after turn, until they rolled into Coldstream late one evening. Only a few people were still up. The companions didn’t want to wake anyone, so they slept in the cart. Brandt and the horses lay nearby. 
Bronwyn woke first as Akhmiyar approached, the false dawn providing the first hint of the morning’s light. The others roused themselves. Aadi probably had not been sleeping as he appeared between the Amazonian and the cart. Bronwyn waved him aside. 
Akhmiyar approached and they greeted each other. He and Bronwyn spent an uncomfortably long time talking. On occasion, the usually stoic Amazonian became visibly agitated. Bronwyn shook her head, then nodded, then watched, and nodded some more. 
Braden grew impatient. He leaned forward as if his physical presence would insert him into the conversation. 
It didn’t. Akhmiyar bowed and Bronwyn bowed back. The Amazonian turned and jogged silently into the rainforest, disappearing into the first shadow.
Bronwyn took a deep breath, then attempted to recount everything the Amazonian had said. Aadi was ready to fill in if needed.
The Amazonian War was going badly for Zalastar and the loyalists. Although they held superior numbers, the others were attacking Zalastar’s people in small groups. This alone would have made no difference, but the rainforest creatures came to the aid of Zalastar’s enemies. Bronwyn shared the image of the mutant Amazonian. 
That was when Akhmiyar became agitated, for they had thought these creatures were long gone. Their return explained many things. 
They were called the Overlords. Long ago, they showed the Amazonians how to build and maintain the road. The Overlords had Old Tech and the old ways. They were rallying the others against Zalastar, using methods known only to them. The rainforest was going to become a very dangerous place.  
“That’s why we need other ancients on our side. We need to get to New Sanctuary yesterday,” Braden said. Bronwyn started getting ready to go. They were leaving before sunrise. 
 



 
8 – Run!
 
“I need to go with you!” Bronwyn cried out loud, her lips quivering. 
“No,” Micah said firmly. “You need to stay here and help take care of Axial and De’atesh. Who else can I trust with my children? Who else can we trust to be ready when we talk to you from a long ways away?” Micah touched the Old Tech on the little girl’s small belt. 
“We won’t be gone long. We need you here. When we come back, there will be plenty to do and we’ll all be busy.” 
There was no time to waste. Brandt could travel the fastest, so he agreed to carry them.  They left the horses with Bronwyn and ran from Coldstream at sunrise. 
Micah sat in front of Braden between the Aurochs’ shoulders and neck. The blanket they sat on barely made the trip survivable. Brandt jogged east, then turned into the rainforest. The newly renovated road was in perfect condition. Brandt ran, fast, then faster. Braden, Micah, G-War, Aadi, and Skirill hung on for their lives. By the time night fell, none of them remembered the journey, only the incessant bouncing, Brandt’s spine digging into them, and the rain that started shortly after they entered the aptly named rainforest.
When he finally slowed to a stop, he gulped in great breaths of air until he settled enough to graze along the side of the road. He ate whole bushes and continued devouring a wide swath of grass. The companions huddled under a single deerskin, leaning against each other to get some sleep. Aadi hovered overhead, acting as a roof to keep some rain from them.
When they roused, they were sore and still tired. Brandt was asleep. They took care of their morning business and waited. The great beast had spent too much energy the turn before.
When he awoke, he ate what was left of the grass and other greens, then told the others that he felt great. When they regained their perch on his back, he took off at a slow jog. He worked the kinks out of his muscles until he could increase his speed. He flew forward this time, not slowing or resting until the rain stopped and the sun south of the rainforest shone on them. They’d crossed the rainforest in less than two turns, an incredible feat by a magnificent creature.
They climbed down into the open air. Skirill flew above them to watch. G-War sprawled in the sun to dry out. Braden and Micah stripped, leaving their clothes on the ground while they enjoyed the sun’s heat. 
They hadn’t seen a single Amazonian on their trip, but they hadn’t been watching. Their energy was spent trying to hang on. Brandt assured them he hadn’t seen any Amazonians either. He watched for them, as he found Akhmiyar’s news disturbing. He wanted to hear more, but there was no one to hear it from. He should have been pleased that they passed through the rainforest unmolested. 
Braden and Micah thought it was because the Amazonians knew they’d be run over if they got in front of a stampeding Aurochs. 
Brandt found plenty of fresh fodder at the southern edge of the rainforest. Braden was pleased to see what looked like cart tracks heading east and nothing going south or southwest. The Development Unit had done what he asked. 
The other companions hunted and enjoyed fresh rabbit and fresh tubers. They only killed what they were going to eat right then. Although they saw a tender buck, they let him go. They didn’t need that much food. He’d be somewhere close when they returned.
With a few last mouthfuls, the King declared himself ready to finish the journey. They climbed aboard Brandt for a sprint to the land oasis that was New Sanctuary. The King of the Aurochs looked forward to grazing the expanded fields. 
 



 
9 – Ready to Fly
 
‘Are you sure I can go?’ Skirill asked for the twelfth time. 
“Yes. Holly says the ship is large with wide open spaces. He said that you might not feel like you’re inside at all. If the ship is that big, we will need you. The only reason Brandt isn’t going is that he won’t fit in the corridors between the ship’s core areas.
“Our greatest advantage is our mindlink. We can talk without using the neural implant. Plus, Micah and I can talk with Holly at any time. We’ll need him because we won’t know what we’re looking at. Our trip has two goals. The first is to link the ship with Holly so that he can take care of all the technical stuff. The second is to clear the space around the matter transfer area. The survivors from Cygnus VI will need space to stay while the transportation takes place. Holly said it’ll take many turns for the survivors to get to the Traveler and many more to transfer them to New Sanctuary.
“Micah and I have left instructions for Holly to control the new additions when they arrive. They will be responsible for finding a way to defeat the Overlords, reestablishing peace in the south. We don’t want them wandering very far. They won’t be allowed access to any weapons. We don’t want them to upset Brandt.”
‘Thank you for your consideration.’ Brandt bowed to the group. 
They were sitting on the dock at the lake. They were going to be inside the RV Traveler for ten or fifteen turns. There was no sense spending more time inside than they had to, despite Holly’s assurances that the ship’s size would fool them into thinking they were outside. 
Aadi, G-War, and Skirill remained skeptical. They would be until they were physically on the ship and saw for themselves. 
Holly also suggested, rather strongly, that all the companions needed to be ready in case of a Security Bot gone bad or if something of similar lethality was running rampant. Once Holly knew that the companions were going to the ship, he had armor made for each of them, even the Tortoid. 
Skirill’s wings had to remain unencumbered, but he could wear a coverlet protecting his vital organs. It shined like the glimmer from a mirror beast. Aadi had something similar draped over his shell. It made him look like one of the Server Bots. G-War had armor that looked similar to what the humans wore, including a power source. Of course he hated having anything on his body. Although enlightened, he was still a ‘cat. 
Braden and Micah wore the same thing, which looked like a stiff tunic and leggings. The powered armor absorbed energy directed at it, increasing the strength of its defensive shield. 
Braden and Micah kept their powered boots. Once the boots helped them defeat the Bat-Ravens, they wouldn’t wear anything else. 
Holly also gave them new bracelets which would grant them access through any door. Micah wore the bracelet of the President. This gave her unlimited access to all areas. Braden retained his position of Caretaker, which gave him access to most command and engineering spaces. He thought if he didn’t have access, he probably shouldn’t be there. The others received bracelets that would work, despite the fact that they were mutant creatures. The bracelets were designed to project a human signature. They were all given senior command ranks. Aadi’s bracelet was embedded in the harness over his armor while Skirill and G-War wore theirs like collars.
G-War hated it. He said he thought he was being choked.
“Can’t be helped, G. We don’t know what we’re going to find up there. We have to be ready for anything.” Braden pulled up his belt pouch to show the others he had numbweed, needle, and Old Tech sutures. The final thing the armory provided was backpacks filled with water and foods in fancy Old Tech wrappings. 
G-War walked stiffly when he had on all his gear. Skirill hopped, but said he couldn’t fly. Aadi floated along peacefully, completely unaffected.
“You have to try and run, G. And you, Ess, give us an effort! Your gear weighs less than G-War and you were able to fly with him hanging on you.” Skirill hopped around and beat his wings, finally getting airborne. He slowly became comfortable. When he finally gave in to doing it, he was able to fly and maneuver as he needed to. 
Braden chased G-War around. He wanted him to run, climb, pounce, and do all the things he might need to do if they were forced to fight. Like Skirill, he was reluctant at first, but in the end accepted that it had to be. Braden and Micah also had to get used to their new armor. 
It took ten turns before they were ready to commit. If they weren’t outside running the obstacle course that was New Sanctuary, they were in the New Command Center getting drilled on the inner workings of the massive spaceship.
Water, valves, air, systems, buttons, door markings. The technical details were endless. Braden and Micah downloaded maps of the ship into their neural implants, but they couldn’t fight with the window blocking their vision. They needed to memorize the most important details. If they had to rely on the implant, the delay could be deadly. 
The more they prepared themselves, the more they realized how unprepared they were. 
When the others left the New Command Center, Braden stayed behind to look at live pictures of the villages and towns of Vii. He stood close to the wall of screens. Holly joined him. 
“What do you think, Holly? Anything you see that says the war is going to spill over?” Braden didn’t know all of Holly’s capabilities. He didn’t know how he could accomplish what he did, so he simply asked. Either he knew or he didn’t. 
“I’m sorry, Braden. I don’t have any information besides what you’ve given me. The organized attack by the Amazon crocodiles and piranha represents an escalation. But for what’s next? I simply do not know. I can’t tell about the north, except there isn’t open warfare. That doesn’t mean there isn’t strife, but the wholesale destruction associated with combat between armies is lacking. 
“I have no information on the research facility at the bottom of the Western Ocean, either. The scientists from Cygnus VI should be able to help me refine my information collection protocols. I can only use what I’ve been programmed for, which is oriented toward detection and identification of technological approaches to war. The low tech methods are invisible to my current capabilities.” Holly stopped and waited for Braden. He had learned to do this because the human took time to internalize much of the information the hologram shared. 
“You called them piranha? That’s what we call the sharkfish?”
“Yes.” Holly wondered if the human heard anything else.
“We don’t know anything until the scientists can help us look at things differently. Got it. Thanks, Holly. Don’t be a stranger.” Braden pushed the button for the elevator and left the New Command Center.
Holly stayed visible, watching as the human departed. With every interaction, his Artificial Intelligence program learned and grew. Once he ran Braden’s last statement through his algorithms, Holly could identify the most probable response. For now, he remained befuddled. Why would Holly be a stranger? 
 



 
10 – Transfer to the Traveler
 
It was time. They crowded into a new room tucked into the manufacturing level. The companions were understandably anxious. The machinery and depth underground weighed heavily on them. Like Braden and Micah, they preferred the outdoors. They hoped Holly was correct, that spaces on the ship would be open and they’d feel free. Otherwise it was going to be a very long trip. G-War told Braden that he’d kill him in his sleep if he was trapped in a small space for more than a single turn. 
Micah told G-War that she wouldn’t allow death, so they settled on a simple maiming. 
Braden looked to Aadi and Skirill for support, but they avoided his gaze. 
“Fine.” He wanted everyone to relax. He’d seen pictures and even moving pictures of the ship. With basic maps in his head, he didn’t expect any surprises.
They’d arrive in a small room at the aft end of the ship. The matter transfer system consumed great amounts of power, so it was best situated close to the engines. From there, they needed to travel to the bow, where they would change the orientation of the ship to align it for transfer to Cygnus VI. Once the survivors on Cygnus VI were safely aboard, they’d realign the ship for transfer to the New Command Center.
The details of why were lost on Braden. Appear in the back of the ship. Go to the front. Move levers, mash buttons, turn wheels exactly as Holly told them. Go to the back, prepare a safe place for the people of Cygnus VI. Then back to the front to move the ship around some more, do as Holly commanded. Then one last trip to the back. For perspective, Holly said that it was more than a single turn’s walk one-way. They had to cover the distance four times. 
Through possibly hostile areas. 
Four times…
They entered the circular room and the wall slid into place behind them. Braden helped Skirill off Aadi’s shell, then carefully put him in one of twelve reclining metal chairs. Aadi floated down until he stood on his chair. G-War jumped into another of the recliners and crouched on it. The two humans got into their chairs. The feet of the recliners pointed inward to the center of the circular room where a single cylinder stood from floor to ceiling. 
They stood in the room while Holly’s disembodied voice talked to them. “The panels will shimmer. Stay in your seats and do not move. Do not touch each other under any circumstances. Space between you is important as the device catalogues and deconstructs you. You will be reconstructed on the Traveler. For you, it will seem as if only a moment has passed, while the entire process will take one to two days. Relax. Close your eyes and breathe deeply.” 
The mirror-like panels on the wall shimmered, as a Mirror Beast might. Then a deep tone pressed in on them. The ‘cat struggled to remain still. ‘Relax, G. We’re here together. We’ll be there soon and then we can find the open air, maybe bag a rabbit together. Rabbit sounds good…’ Braden’s thoughts calmed them all as they thought of their next meal. 
 



 
11 – Controlled Chaos
 
‘…Rabbit.’ Braden opened his eyes. He had a massive headache. The room was the same but different. The ceiling colors had changed. The panels shimmered until they didn’t. “Holly?” 
Braden opened his neural implant. Holly appeared in the window. The transfer was complete. 
They were on the RV Traveler. 
They needed to exit this room. Next door, there may be people controlling computer systems and engineers keeping the engines running. A door up one level and to the right would put them in a corridor taking them to a rear core access door. From there, they’d cross a ten-kilometer long deck of the rear core, where there would be a pod system, a vehicle to take them to the forward core world access. Cross that and head upward into the central non-gravity area, and they’d find the Command Decks. 
Or so Holly assured them. 
“Is everyone okay? Micah?” 
She opened her eyes. They remained unfocused as if she had just woken from a long sleep. She flexed her fingers then hands and started stretching each of her muscles. “Yeah. I feel like Brandt ran me over, but besides that, feeling great.” She leaned over the side of her chair and heaved her breakfast onto the floor. 
Aadi remained motionless, unblinking. “Aadi?” Braden asked as he threw his feet from the chair to the floor. The room started to spin and he dutifully power-puked. Holly hadn’t suggested they’d be sick, otherwise they wouldn’t have eaten such a hearty breakfast. 
Skirill blinked rapidly and started to flex his wings. ‘I’m afraid there’s no room to fly yet. I shall continue to burden poor Master Aadi.’ The Hawkoid didn’t get sick as he flexed his muscles and was soon moving freely.
Braden stood on shaky feet. He staggered to Aadi and held his head in both hands, looking closely at his eyes. A slow blink and a deliberate shake of his head. Braden rubbed the Tortoid’s neck. ‘Sorry. Fell asleep. What a strange sensation. I dreamed of cactus weevils and water.’ He floated upward and swam around the room without a problem. 
Braden shook his head and tapped Aadi’s shell. He looked around at the plain room. He couldn’t identify which panels would move to allow them to exit.
“Holly, can you open the door for us?” Holly had given them a large device that he needed to directly access ship systems. He called it a broadband transceiver. The device needed to be close to the computer and then Holly could talk to it. Without it, he could only access the systems attached to the main communication infrastructure. With it on board, he could access anything. 
G-War jumped from his chair, hairs on end. Only the humans had gotten sick. 
‘We were all sick, but we’re tougher than you humans, that’s all.’ 
“We’re here ten heartbeats and you’re already an ass. Remember, we’re guests. Be kind.” Braden smiled at his friend. He was happy to see the ‘cat calmer than when they left. 
“Holly? We’re ready to go.”
‘Almost there,’ Holly sent to the window before Braden’s eye. 
“Holly says he almost has the door open. This is the only one we need him for. After this, our bracelets should give us access everywhere we need to go. Be ready.” Skirill hopped onto Aadi’s back and grasped the harness strap. Braden and Micah pulled their blasters, already dialed to the weakest setting. 
Three panels moved inward and slid along the wall. 
Darkness greeted them, darkness speckled with small colored lights. Again, Holly hadn’t suggested they’d operate in the darkness although one of many Old Tech toys in their backpacks would help. They slung their backpacks to the floor and started digging.  
‘G? Aadi?’ 
‘It’s like the New Command Center. I see workstations and screens. No people. There’s vegetation in the back, looks like vines. The air is wet, like the rainforest,’ G-War told them after looking through the opening. Braden and Micah thought they were hot from the excitement of the transfer and not that the environment was warmer than normal. ‘I don’t see danger. Not right now.’ 
The humans pulled out the portable lights from their backpacks and turned them on. It was odd that they didn’t flash, but that’s what Holly called them: flashlights. The beams penetrated the darkness. With a shrug, the humans walked into the next room, shining their lights left, right, up, down. An empty Command Center. Micah opened the window of her neural implant. ‘Are you seeing this, Holly?’
‘Yes. I am pleased with the functioning systems, but alarmed at the heat and humidity. These are not good for the systems. I will close the door to the matter transfer room. The instruments in that room are delicate. They must be protected if you are to return.’ 
‘Do you want your box in or out?’ Micah asked. 
‘In is better. I’ll close the door. Don’t be alarmed,’ Holly responded.
“Holly’s closing the door. He wants to keep the matter transfer chamber dry to make sure we can leave when we’re done.” 
The door silently slid shut, leaving the only light shining from the beams of their flashlights. Aadi and G-War moved wide to see anything to their sides while Braden and Micah moved forward, past the work stations. Metal equipment and large devices covered the wall to their front. To the left, their lights faded into the distance as the floor arced toward the ceiling. There was a great deal of space above them. 
“Elevator – there.” Braden pointed with the light beam. “Up one and then down the platform to the right.” He shined the beam along the walkway, but couldn’t see the door they needed to go through. It was disconcerting seeing the floor slope upwards. Holly explained that the shape was necessary so the ship could spin, giving the appearance of gravity. When they asked what that meant, Holly said without the spin, they would float through the air. They’d get a taste of that when they reached the forward Command Deck. 
Skirill launched himself from Aadi’s back and flew upward. Braden followed him with his light so the Hawkoid could see. He flew oddly, at an angle and sometimes sideways. He turned tightly and flew back, swooping past them. He made another tight turn, then climbed to the catwalk, as Holly called it, that they needed to take. He flew a hundred strides down and landed on the handrail. Braden and G-War waited while Aadi and Micah called the elevator and entered it.
“One floor up please,” she said as Holly had told her. 
The doors closed and the elevator moved quickly upward. They floated off the floor as it slowed, landing when it stopped. The doors opened and they stepped onto the catwalk. Braden was far below with his light shining past Skirill. Micah waved her flashlight and then pointed it at Skirill. She headed toward the Hawkoid. 
Braden and G-War rode the elevator and stepped onto the walkway. 
Braden’s neural implant buzzed. Holly insisted that they not close the window while they were aboard the RV Traveler. He needed to stay in touch at all times. Braden thought Holly was more worried than he was. 
‘What, Holly?’ 
‘Braden, thank you for answering.’ Was that sarcasm? ‘I suggest you go the other way and check on the vines growing down the wall. There shouldn’t be any growth in here. You may need to burn that down to preserve the systems in this area. That may be the reason for the high humidity.’
“Micah!” Braden shouted. She jumped and shushed him. 
“Holly wants us to look at the vines and maybe burn them out,” he said in a quieter voice. “We have to go back this way.” G-War turned, shaking his head, and padded in the new direction. 
Skirill flew past them, angling away from the vines, slowing and hovering with great wing beats. The other companions looked through his eyes at the vines. They looked like something straight out of the rainforest. The vines were heavy, with small leaves. Water ran downward, puddling on the floor before disappearing through a grating below. Braden leaned around the railing of the catwalk, hanging precariously over the edge. Even with Skirill’s help, he couldn’t see the base of the vines. 
He held his hands up in surrender, then Micah looked. The vines covered the catwalk like a waterfall. If they wanted to pass this way, they couldn’t, unless they went back to the main engineering space, down one level. She looked closely, focusing her light on a single thick vine and the small leaves on it. She reached up to touch it.
‘STOP!’ G-War shouted over their mindlink. 
She pulled back as the leaves whipped back and forth where her hand had been a moment before. She pulled her sword and held it close. The leaves whipped against it, ringing as metal struck metal.
She swung at the vine and chopped deeply into it. The leaves slapped the blade in a frenzy. She pulled it back. The Old Tech blade was unscratched. She hacked into the vine until it started spewing red juice that looked too much like blood. She backed up as it sprayed toward her. 
“That’s enough of that.” Braden pulled his blaster, changed the setting to wide and depressed the trigger. When the flame hit the vines, they jumped and flew about like a tree in a storm. The vines pummeled the catwalk, shaking the companions off their feet. They crawled backwards, trying to get away. 
They got to their feet and ran. Skirill flew like one possessed. Aadi struggled to move quickly. A vine slapped against him, leaving an ugly scratch down the armor over his shell. The metal leaves cut Skirill’s harness from the Tortoid, and it fell over the catwalk to the floor below. Braden and Micah dropped to a knee and dialed narrow beams. They fired into the vines in short bursts, cutting through the thick vine trunks. The beams reflected from the metallic leaves that whipped about, futilely attempting to protect the trunks.
Their blaster beams cut one, then another and another of the vines. The top sections hung, the blood-like juice running freely. The bottom parts of the vine fell away from the catwalk, crashing into and through a number of the terminals in the engineering section. Sparks flew. The smell of ozone filled the air. Silence returned. They shined their flashlights on the carnage. 
Both their neural implants buzzed. 
‘What?’ Braden asked angrily. 
‘What just happened? A number of systems have gone critical.’
‘That vine acted like it was alive! When I hit it with blaster fire, it went nuts, tried to kill us. It needed to die.’ 
‘I understand,’ Holly said calmly. ‘Next time, please take care not to destroy the systems you need to keep you alive.’

“I’m not sure how I feel about that,” Braden said to Micah. “We’ve been here no time at all and we’ve already tried to destroy the ship.”
“More like the ship tried to destroy us. Then again, it didn’t bother us until we went after it. I can’t blame it,” Micah answered.
“So, we take more care then?” Braden offered. She nodded. It was a prudent course of action. She was already certain that she didn’t want to spend one more heartbeat on the Traveler than she absolutely had to. 
Skirill flew past them to the lower deck. He stayed away from the vines as he looked for the harness he used to ride Aadi. It was underneath a dying vine, swamped in a growing puddle of the vine’s juices. 
This is going to be a long trip, the Hawkoid thought.
 



 
12 – The Corridor
 
They stood on the catwalk with the door before them. Micah readied her blaster as Braden waved his bracelet near the left-side pad. G-War crouched low as the door slid open. 
An emergency light flashed somewhere ahead. The wide corridor was filled with debris, but no vines. Nothing moved; nothing appeared alive. G-War nodded and stalked through the door, jumping to the side once in. He stayed in the shadows and watched. 
Aadi floated in the middle of the doorway, Skirill holding a rope tied hastily around the Tortoid’s shell. The new scratch in his armor provided a notch that kept the rope from slipping. 
The lights flashed and they saw the corridor in snippets, like watching during a thunderstorm. 
Braden walked forward, staying close to the side of the corridor. Micah followed him in, moving to the other side. Once Aadi and Skirill were through, the door closed. They had to watch out for Aadi and keep him close. He no longer had his access bracelet. The killer vines had seen to that.
Micah leaned down as Braden carefully walked ahead, holding his blaster at the ready, G-War at his side, walking as a ‘cat does on a sunny day in the middle of nowhere. This helped Micah relax. 
She looked at a box, burst open on the floor. They looked like repair parts for a Bot or an Old Tech system. Holly had tried for the past moon to teach them what they needed for the ship, but she didn’t care what any of it was called. She only wanted to know what was dangerous and what wasn’t.
She opened her neural implant window. ‘Holly? We’re in the corridor and the floor is littered with stuff. I’d say someone dropped what they were carrying and ran off.’
‘These look like repair parts for small motorized systems, like actuators. Over there I see electrical components. But these look like storage boxes. If a technician were going to repair something, they’d bring just the parts they needed, not the whole box. Maybe a group of people raided a storage room and then were stopped by the Security Unit at the end of the corridor.’
“What Security Unit?” she asked out loud. Braden instantly crouched, darting glances into the shadows. 
‘Behind you, beside the door. See that red dot? That’s the unit embedded in the bulkhead, the wall holding the door. You have bracelets. You’re safe.’ Braden continued to huddle behind a pile of metal plates. G-War sat in the middle of the corridor and looked at him.
“We’re safe because of our bracelets and Aadi’s safe because he’s with us,” Micah said, pointing at the wall behind her. Braden squinted, then turned on his flashlight. The beam showed the Security Unit. It was labeled “Engineering Security.” 
‘We need another access bracelet for Aadi. The vines destroyed his last one.’
‘With your bracelet, Master President, you will be able to fabricate one. At the end of this corridor, before you enter aft core Deck 10, you will find crew spaces. You can use a fabricator in there.’
“Detour at the end of the corridor. Holly says we can use a fabricator to make another bracelet for Aadi.” Micah minimized her window and shoved it into the lower left corner of her vision. 
Braden expanded his neural implant window and accessed the ship’s map. He saw the way ahead clearly. Another one hundred and fifty meters along this corridor. Last door on the right. He minimized the window and moved forward. 
He’d never get used to the way Holly measured distance. He figured one stride was roughly one meter, and he gauged everything else from there. It was close enough for him, but Holly had an annoying tendency for precision.
The corridor cleared further on, and that reinforced Holly’s impression of why the materials were strewn about. 
The red emergency lights continued to flash, but they adjusted and could see. Maybe those red lights should have been called flashlights? Braden thought.
Once they passed the debris, they moved directly to the doors at the other end. There were two, one to the right and one straight ahead that gave them access to one of the great open levels of the ship. Braden turned his back to that door. They’d go through it soon enough. For now, they had to find the fabricator. 
 



 
13 – Crew Quarters
 
Braden took one side of the door and Micah the other. G-War crouched low at the bottom. Aadi and Skirill waited behind Micah. 
With a wave of his arm, Braden opened the door. They were bathed in light as the door slid to the side. 
G-War hissed, his ears flat against his head. Braden could see nothing from his angle. Micah saw only walls and doors. 
‘Humans, but different.’ G-War entered the door as if he were stalking prey. In front of them, three hallways led from a small common area. Doors stood at regular intervals along the hallways. According to Holly, each door led to a small room where one of the crew would have stayed during the ship’s voyage. The crew worked one year and then slept for one hundred. During their year, they stayed here. During the hundred years, they were frozen in individual cryo-chambers that made up the external hull of the ship. The cold of space minimized the power requirements as well as provided the honeycomb structure that enhanced the ship’s strength. 
In this section, there was eighty-four crew rooms, four common bathrooms, two dining rooms, and two recreation areas. The fabricator they wanted was in a recreation area. 
G-War froze five steps through the door. Braden stepped through, toe to heel, making no noise. Two humans rounded a corner and stopped. The two groups stared at each other. 
“We’re no threat to you. I’m Free Trader Braden and we only want to use the fabricator. Can you show us where it is?” Braden used his most soothing voice, one hand raised to show calm and the other on the butt of his blaster. 
“Who you?” one gruff man shouted. “Jinner? How open?” 
The two appeared unarmed, but each had one foot back, fists in front of them. They stood ready to fight, although Braden had no intention of engaging them in hand to hand. Micah, though, had no such inhibitions. 
She stepped through the doorway and stood tall. She stared at them, chin raised. They were taller, but thin, almost sickly thin. 
“A wum. We take. You go.” 
‘G, do you understand any of that?’ Braden asked. 
‘They want Micah.’ 
‘Figures.’ Braden pulled out his blaster as Micah took one step closer to the two men. They stepped forward to grab her. She crouched, swinging a left hook into the first man’s jaw. She howled when she hit him as sparks flew from his face to her hand. He reached for her and she caught his hand. More sparks and pain.
She let go and kneed him in the groin. No sparks and he dropped to the deck plate. The second man grabbed Micah’s upper arm, which was covered by her armor. No sparks. She swung at his face with her right fist and connected, but they both gasped in pain, the man from a broken nose and Micah from the electric shock. Braden jumped forward and kicked the second man in the chest. He flew backward and crashed into the wall. He crumpled into a heap. The first man whimpered on the floor, holding his man parts. 
“What the crap was that?” Micah asked, anger clouding her face. “Is nothing normal up here?” 
She rubbed her hands. There were surface scorch marks on each of them, but she wasn’t hurt. She had been in contact with the man for a fraction of a heartbeat. She wondered how these men generated personal lightning fields.
One man got to his knees. She was in no mood to play. She pulled her blaster and pointed it at him. G-War moved close, his hair stood on end, more than normal that was. The scars on his sides kept his hair from ever lying down like it used to. 
“Stay down!” Braden shouted close to the man’s face. He stopped moving. The ‘cat moved away from the man and crouched by the wall. Aadi and Skirill finally entered and the door closed behind them. The man looked up, eyes going wide at the sight of the Tortoid. Skirill stretched his wings and leaned forward. The man bowed, tapping his head on the floor.
“Great Eagle! No hurt me. No hurt me!” the man pleaded while his face remained pasted to the floor. 
“Well, Great Eagle, what do you think? Should we hurt him?” Braden asked. His dislike for this ship grew with each heartbeat. He needed the companions to keep him sane until they could go back to Vii, back home.
‘No. I don’t think we’ll need to hurt them,’ Skirill replied. 
“But what do we do with them?” 
‘If I may, Master Braden.’ Aadi had an idea. ‘They don’t have bracelets. We simply put them in the hallway where they will be trapped until we return. If they go too close to the other end, the Security Unit will deal with them.’ 
‘It’ll keep them from collecting the others and attacking us in force,’ G-War added.
“The others?” Micah asked.
‘Another twenty or so, but most of them are sleeping.’ 
“Most… Out you go, into the corridor with you both.” Micah prodded the one man with her foot. He shook his head violently. 
“NO! No Jinners. Stay home! Home!” he cried. He curled into a sobbing ball, even putting his thumb in his mouth. 
Micah was angry. She grabbed his legs and dragged him to the door. He scratched at the floor, trying to stop himself. She waved her bracelet and the door opened. It also played a pleasant tone, and ended with a young woman’s voice. “Thank you for visiting, Mr. President.” 
Since the door was open, Micah dragged the man the rest of the way into the corridor, but he started fighting to get back into the crew quarters. She kicked him in the back, but he shook it off and continued fighting. She reached back for his legs, taking care not to touch any of his exposed skin, then pulled hard, lifting and twisting. The man came off the floor and swung until he smashed into the wall with a sickening thud. He collapsed on the floor. She went for the other man and bodily threw him into the corridor before coming back inside.
The door shut behind her. Micah shrugged, then brushed herself off. 
“This way.” Braden headed smartly down a hallway lined with numbered doors. They reached an intersection. He turned right. More rooms. A door opened and a face appeared close to his. Without thinking he swung his fist, connecting hard on the man’s temple. The man went down in a shower of sparks. Braden gasped and pulled his hand back, looking at it. “That hurt!” 
“Yeah. I wouldn’t do that,” Micah advised. Braden kicked the unconscious man’s feet into the room and stepped back. The door closed. With one last look, he turned and headed down the hallway. The crew still lived here. He wondered if they still rotated. 
‘No,’ Micah offered. ‘These are muties. Something’s happened to them since the settlers transferred to Vii. They’ve been trapped here for the past four hundred cycles, trapped in this small area.’ That wasn’t a fate she wished on anyone. 
Braden stopped and listened. He didn’t want to hurt any more of these people. They needed to get the bracelet and get out.
He hurried ahead, stopping when he reached the opening to the recreational area. He poked his head out, looking quickly left and right. G-War stood tall at his side and peered in. The ‘cat strolled ahead, tail held high. 
Braden stayed at the corner and aimed his blaster back down the hallway. If anyone followed, he was ready. He waved Micah forward. She carried the power of the President and they needed that to order the right bracelet. The room had been rearranged from what Holly told him to expect, but the fabricator, built in the wall, was where it was supposed to be. 
She waved her bracelet in front of it and the industrial fabricator came to life. She’d been holding her breath, and finally breathed a sigh of relief. She expanded her neural implant window. Holly sent her a stream of numbers to punch into the keypad. She blinked one eye, then the other as she tried to reconcile the numbers floating in front of her with the numbers on a keypad before the other. She managed to get the sequence correct on the second try and the fabricator started humming. 
‘It’ll be a minute,’ Holly offered. Micah took the time to look around. What would these people do in this area? Holly started to answer, but she stopped him and minimized the window. She didn’t need the explanation. She shook her head, wondering how people could survive so long in such a small area. 
She heard the ding, signaling the fabricator was complete. It was far louder than expected. She opened the door and took out the command level bracelet. She waved Braden to go. Aadi and Skirill fell in behind him. Maybe with Skirill’s help they could scare away any others should they appear. 
They walked quickly and silently. Braden looked down his blaster’s sights as he moved. Holly suggested this technique to reduce his reaction time. Braden was afraid that he’d shoot first if something appeared in front of him. He needed the time to think. On Vii, nothing ever happened so quickly that you couldn’t think. 
He reminded himself that he wasn’t on Vii. Up here, blasters made a difference. If an enemy had one, then he’d need to react faster. No wonder the ancients killed themselves. They made weapons that didn’t give them time to think, time to talk themselves out of danger. 
He looked down at G-War. The ‘cat gave no sign of imminent danger, so Braden lowered the blaster as he kept moving forward. One turn, then straight ahead. They reached the door to the corridor without seeing more of the mutant humans. They stood aside while Braden opened the door. Aadi floated next to him with Skirill standing clearly in view. 
The door opened and the red flashing lights showed the two men, curled up in the corridor right outside the door. 
“Get in here,” Braden said in a forceful voice, not as loud as he wanted to use, but there was no sense in attracting any more of the natives. “Come!”
They scrabbled forward weakly, throwing themselves across the threshold. Braden nudged them out of the way with the toe of his boot. G-War darted past, then Micah. Aadi swam out the door before Braden backed out, keeping his blaster trained on the men until the door closed. 
The flashing emergency lights showed an empty corridor. 
Micah pulled the bracelet from her pouch and wrapped it around Aadi’s neck. “Don’t lose this one, A-Dog. I really don’t want to go back in there.” 
‘I agree, Master Micah. Thank you both for helping me. If I was only quicker, I could have avoided those vines.’ The Tortoid blinked slowly.
The humans looked at each other and started to laugh. The tension of their situation melted away. A fast Tortoid. Wouldn’t that be something?
 



 
14 – Deck 10: Livestock Level
 
When they had first decided to go to the RV Traveler, Holly explained the philosophy behind its construction. It was built in two huge main sections called cores. Each of those was cylindrical, with five decks that rotated around a central axis. This rotating five-deck unit was contained within an external shell. The shell, made up of the cryo-storage units and other equipment necessary for interstellar travel, protected the internal sections of the ship. When in deep freeze, the humans survived best in zero gravity. When awake, life happened in the rotating sections.
The rotation was necessary to keep both humans and animals from losing the ability to survive in a planet’s gravity. 
Both fore and aft five-deck sections were over ten kilometers long. Each deck, floor to ceiling, was nine hundred meters. With the last deck being open, five kilometers side to side, without a ceiling. 
The aft section’s decks were designated 6 through 10. The deck they were about to enter was the outermost cylinder of the aft core, Deck 10. It was the Livestock Level. This deck provided some of the meat and meat products for the crew. The animals were then transplanted to the surface after the ship arrived at Cygnus VII. For the resettlement, they used surface landing ships, which were then dismantled to build Sanctuary, which was subsequently destroyed during the war. Any animal that was too large to fit in the matter transfer chamber would now never leave the ship.
They positioned themselves around the door, ready to attack or defend. With a final nod, Braden waved his bracelet in front of the panel. The door opened.
They were bathed in warm sunshine, at least what looked like sunshine. Then the smell hit them. Rank. Pig pen on a hot day. Braden stepped back and allowed the door to close as he coughed. He held up a finger so the companions understood he was going to talk with Holly. 
‘I’m not sure we can breathe in there, Holly. It’s bad.’ Braden finished coughing and stood up straight, staring at the wall as he looked at the window before his eye.
‘The methane scrubbers are functioning normally, transferring the excess to a power plant. I can see, from what’s left of the engineering systems, that it is generating optimally. It may smell bad, but I assure you that you can breathe the air.’ Holly finished and waited.
‘Holly. You have to let it go. The vines were evil and now they’re dead. Worrying about these things will give you gray hair. We’ll go in there, but if we die, I’m going to kill you.’ 
‘I most assuredly will not get gray hair and …’ Braden minimized the window. 
Let him chew on that, Braden thought. From questions Holly asked, Braden understood that his illogical statements caused Holly a great deal of grief. He couldn’t work the problems out. Braden learned from the best in how to get under one’s skin. G-War looked up at Braden and nodded.
“Holly says it smells bad, but it’s safe. Maybe we can go up a level. There’s an elevator behind us.” Braden pointed down the corridor a short way. Micah was already headed away from the door, determined not to enter the stench of the Livestock Level. 
Micah’s bracelet didn’t work to summon the elevator. Braden tried his too without luck. They shrugged at the same time. Micah hung her head. She took a small towel from her pack and wrapped it across her face. Braden gave her a thumbs up and dug out his own towel.
“Sorry, G, Ess, A-Dog. Let us know if it gets too bad, and I’ll give you my towel.” He stroked Aadi’s neck, then rubbed Skirill’s shoulders where his wings met his back. He liked that. As he reached down to give G-War a scratch, the ‘cat narrowed his eyes. “I just wanted to pet the good kitty.” 
They returned to the door giving them access to Deck 10. Braden waved his bracelet and the door opened. They squinted into the sunlight. Braden stepped through. The smell didn’t seem as bad this time. A great plain opened in front of him where herds of animals grazed. Rolling hills hid the far the end of the deck. To the left and right, the plains curved upward until they were blocked by the ceiling, which looked like a blue sky with wispy clouds passing. 
The sun shone brightly, although Braden found he could look directly at it without it burning his eyes. It was artificial. He knew that it would set as well. Maintaining a normal day/night cycle was important for all living creatures. Holly called it the circadian rhythm. That meant it would get dark, and he didn’t want to get caught in the open at night.
Skirill’s eyes brightened as he looked at the wide open spaces. Micah nodded to him and he pushed off, flying straight and then sideways. He corrected and angled back in front of the others. He reveled in flying, enjoying the air whipping past his face. He looked around, not seeing any other birds. He looked down and saw cattle, pigs, goats, and sheep. They grazed close to each other, leaving broad open areas between groups of animals. 
The companions looked through the Hawkoid’s eyes as Skirill soared over the herd and grazing land. They asked him to fly to the other side to scout the door they needed to find.
He enjoyed the freedom of flying, zig-zagging as he went, looking over the ground the companions would travel on foot. 
Once past the herd and halfway to the forward end of the Livestock Level, he saw something that didn’t seem right. This side of the deck had huts, trees, and a lake. There wasn’t any livestock, but he saw large dogs, walking on two feet and carrying tools. They pointed at Skirill as he flew by, and they started howling.  
He gained altitude, just to be safe. 
There was a great deal of vegetation at the forward end, around ponds, in the rolling hills, and across the plains.
He continued to the other side, but he couldn’t see the wall. The area where it should have been was covered in vines. The metal leaves sparkled as they reflected the sunlight. Skirill flew to the left and continued around the sky of Deck 10. When he had made a circuit of the complete deck, he headed back. He didn’t see the herd or his companions, although they told him they hadn’t moved.
Since he was now heading toward the back of the ship, he turned to his right and continued until he saw his friends. The cylindrical shape of the decks on this ship confused him. He flew up to go around, arriving where he started, having never turned around. He saw the sky, but it wasn’t the sky. He needed to land.
He flew in, hovered sideways, then touched down on Aadi’s shell. 
“Thanks, Ess. Sorry about the long flight. This place is confusing, even though you think you can see everything.” Braden tried to calm the Hawkoid by rubbing his neck feathers. Skirill was hot from his efforts. Maybe he had flown too close to the sun. They all snickered at that.
“Big dogs walking on two feet, carrying tools. A rainforest on the other side. It doesn’t feel like we’re on a ship, but living through a nightmare. Here’s a thought. The people on Cygnus VI stay where they are and we go home.” It was hard to argue with Micah’s assertion, but Braden tried. 
“We don’t know if they’re hostile,” he started. G-War raked a claw down Braden’s leg, though his armor protected him from the Hillcat’s claws. Braden wondered if G-War knew that it would keep him safe?
‘Dogs. Walking upright. How could that ever be good?’ the ‘cat asked sarcastically. 
“Okay, okay. Let me ask.” Braden expanded the window. 
‘It looks like the vines have taken over the other end of this deck. Also, there are dogs walking upright carrying tools. I think we need to avoid those. What do you think about all this? Time to return home, maybe?’ Braden asked hopefully.
 ‘There are access corridors on all levels. If you go up to Deck Nine, you should see an opening. If not on Nine, then Eight, Seven, or Six. One of them will be open. 
‘Deck Six is Oceanus. The vines are most likely not growing there. The only drawback is that you’ll have to travel on the water. There should be a raft on the access island in the middle, though. A shame the elevator is not working. That system worked until most recently when it was suddenly taken offline by an event in Engineering.’
‘Give it a rest, Holly!’ Braden minimized his window. Each deck had a ramp that rose to the next deck. It allowed the ancients to move large machinery from one level to the next, and it reduced the numbers of large machinery they needed to carry. Even with a ship this size, there were weight limits. The massive air bubbles of the ten large decks helped the ship in a number of ways.
Getting around wasn’t one of them. 
“We go up. The ramp is that way.” Braden pointed to their left, past the herd, halfway to where the land disappeared into the sky. Not far? Braden couldn’t tell for sure. Distance and direction would be problematic the entire time they were on the Traveler. 
Braden took the lead with G-War at his side. Micah moved out to the left while Aadi with Skirill moved to the right. 
‘What did you think of the livestock, Ess? Was it normal?’ Braden asked.
‘I believe so, Master Human. No birds though. And the world moved quickly beneath me while I flew. It was very odd.’ 
They continued, using only their mindlink to communicate. Although they crossed the wide open spaces, they felt like intruders, where at any moment, the owner would wake up and come after them. The grass was tall enough to hide small creatures if there were any. Braden looked at G-War.
The ‘cat shook his head and continued walking. 
No rabbits for him or Skirill. The ‘cat looked longingly at a sheep that had strayed from the herd. 
‘C’mon, G! We haven’t been here long enough for you to be hungry.’ Braden continued looking around, watching for movement. G-War was unconcerned, and that meant for the next thirty heartbeats, no one was going to die. 
Small comfort. 
The walking was easy and the humans removed the small towels covering their mouths. They could no longer smell anything. They took deep breaths and felt fine. 
The ramp loomed ahead, cleverly disguised behind light foliage. Great trees protected each side. Beyond the tops of the trees, the ramp blended into the sky. At that point, they could see it became a tunnel disappearing into the ceiling. 
They walked through the bushes and other foliage and onto the ramp. It was wide, maybe a hundred strides, and sloped gracefully upward. 
 As Braden understood it, the ramp was made for vehicles. He figured that he could have driven his water buffalo up or down the ramp with little trouble. It made sense to him. The ancients made it possible to share between the decks, integrate flora or fauna as they desired. 
He had assumed it would be blocked by a door of some sort, but it wasn’t. This ramp was wide open. They made rapid progress as they climbed. 
“It doesn’t feel like I’m walking uphill,” Micah said, now walking at Braden’s side, a blaster carried absently in her hand. 
Aadi had problems moving once they entered this deck. They settled on pulling him. They tied a short rope to the bottom of Braden’s backpack. Aadi held the other end in his beak. 
G-War jogged in front of them. 
‘I really don’t like it here. Yes. We walk uphill but it feels level. I am pulled to the side as I walk. Let’s get where we need to go. Stop goofing around back there.’ Braden and Micah thought they were walking briskly, but the ‘cat disagreed. 
The more things changed, the more they stayed the same. ‘We love you, little orange man,’ Micah said using her tender thought voice. G-War stopped and turned to look at them. 
“Look at him. I think he’s contemplating ways to kill us,” Braden suggested. The ‘cat hung his head, then continued up the ramp. 
They started jogging since they felt like they were walking on level ground. G-War was right about not taking longer than they needed to. There were far too many things that scared the hell out of them, not the least of which was their ignorance of the space around them. They were a star in Vii’s sky. They were thankful that they couldn’t see how far they could fall. Holly assured them that they couldn’t fall back to Cygnus VII. Braden wasn’t sure. He didn’t want to find out just to prove Holly wrong.
Braden and Micah expanded their windows. ‘We’re almost at the top of the ramp to Deck Nine, Holly. Any words of wisdom?’
‘The Rainforest Level awaits. You will have difficulty crossing this deck. It’ll be wet and clogged with vegetation. I suggest you find the ramp and continue to Deck 8, The Garden Level. You should be able to make it to the fore access tubes without difficulty on Deck 8. I will update your map and directions to the ramp from Deck 9. Be advised, the rainforest grows rather exuberantly and four hundred turns could have significantly changed the landscape.’
‘Thanks for that, Holly. Just point us in the right direction and we’ll do the rest.’ Neither human thought Holly was much help at this point.
 
 



 
15 – Between Decks 9 & 10
 
When they reached the top of the ramp, there was a massive screen that prevented them from going further. To the side was a human-sized door. Braden waved his bracelet in front of it and it clicked open. He pushed it the rest of the way. Some light penetrated the screen, otherwise it was dark inside. Braden turned on his flashlight. 
 Equipment was haphazardly parked on the ramp. They couldn’t see past it.
G-War, alert, bolted in and dove under the closest ancient vehicle. They saw him run from one to the next, staying under the vehicles for protection. 
‘Turn off your light,’ the ‘cat directed. Braden complied without question. 
‘What do you see?’ Braden asked, trying to peer through the darkness.
‘Nothing. There is nothing living in here. I don’t know if there are Bots or not.’
‘Coming in,’ Braden said as he stepped through the open doorway. Micah guided Aadi and Skirill through. She had to lean the Tortoid as he was a little too wide. Skirill scrabbled to stay upright, but once they were through, they both straightened up.
Micah came through last. She shut the door behind her. 
With Braden’s first few steps, the lights came on. They crouched, instantly wary. 
‘Holly?’ 
‘I expected this. The lights should automatically come on when humans enter the tunnel between decks. I am pleased, despite the destruction…’ Braden minimized the window before Holly could bring up the great vine debacle in Engineering. 
One immense vehicle stood before the screen, looking ready to drive down the ramp and do important work for the ancients. A number of smaller vehicles sat behind it. Some had tires that made Braden envious. If his wagon and cart had tires like these, they’d probably never feel another bump. They looked puffy and soft. The cycles had been kind to this equipment. 
He expanded his window. ‘Holly, can we use one of these? It might make crossing the decks go much quicker.’ 
‘It would indeed. The best vehicle would be a hover car. Look for one of the smaller ones without wheels. Here’s a picture of one.’ Holly shared the image with both Braden and Micah. He then scrolled a number of other pictures for them so they would understand the purpose for each vehicle.
“We want a vehicle and Holly tells us to take the one without wheels?” Braden asked Micah. She shook her head. For as smart as Holly was, sometimes he made no sense.
‘I don’t see anything like that, Holly. Let me squeeze through here, get a better look.’ Braden checked each vehicle. Even if he found what he was looking for, he couldn’t get it out as everything was packed in tightly. 
“Let’s get through this. Maybe we’ll find something that we can move.” Braden finally gave up trying to get between the vehicles. He climbed on one and walked along the tops. His Old Tech boots helped keep him from slipping. Aadi floated over it all and G-War walked underneath. Micah followed Braden’s lead, taking a route over the top. She stopped counting the small vehicles when she hit fifty. Why would they need this many? She couldn’t understand the logic of the ancients.
After a couple hundred strides, Braden could only guess the distance, the vehicle jumble cleared. An open ramp stood before them. 
‘There’s no hover car, but what about this one?’ Braden asked Holly.
‘That’s a quad truck and it should serve your purpose. Here are the steps to start and operate the vehicle…’ Holly gave the instructions to the humans. They both listened intently. The other companions were nearby, waiting impatiently.
First step, turn on the power switch. 
Nothing. 
Braden and Micah closed their neural implant windows. “Thanks, Holly, for wasting our time,” Braden said and nodded forward. “We’re walking.” 
G-War ran forward. They jogged along behind him, Braden pulling Aadi while Skirill leaned forward to maintain his balance on the Tortoid’s shell. 
The wide ramp with a high ceiling turned to the left as it rose; the air was stale as there had been no movement for hundreds of cycles. They could only see a few hundred strides before the ramp disappeared around the next bend as it curved upward. Holly said each ramp was four kilometers long in total, spiraling from one deck to the next. Although they traveled the distance, it didn’t get them any closer to the Command Deck at the front of the ship, only closer to the cylindrical center.
They could tell when they had approached the entrance to Deck 9 as the humidity increased appreciably. The air was still stale, but a wet stale. At least there weren’t any vehicles blocking their way.
The screen door at the top of the ramp was closed and unmolested. The small door looked untouched. They stopped and instead of going through it, they ate and drank. The animal companions were less than amused with their rations, which Holly had produced specifically for them. It gave them everything they needed to stay healthy. 
But it was a miserable healthy. ‘Next rabbit is mine,’ G-War said without preamble. He had eaten well before they left, and could probably survive the entire trip without having to eat again. He sounded like he was leaning toward that if they didn’t run across any small game. Skirill appreciated the sentiment, hoping they found more than one rabbit. 
Aadi didn’t say anything, but he dreamed of a nice bug hill that he could raid. It had been a while since he found a nest of grubs. 
Only the humans wished to avoid eating anything from the ship. The metal-leafed vines, electrified humans, and walking dogs suggested nothing would be as it seemed. 
‘Holly, can you connect me to Bronwyn’s communication device please?’ 
After a pause, she heard Bronwyn’s small voice. “Micah, is that you?”
As they did, whenever they could, they checked in. The reason they were on the ship was to help guarantee a safe future for their children. Braden leaned close, listening in through his own implant. Everything was fine. The children were ready to start walking. Micah cried softly. Tears welled up in Braden’s eyes as he wrapped an arm around his partner. 
Yes, they were all eating well. The Earthshaker Herd had increased by seven. Bronwyn explained that the Aurochs calves were half the size of the horses, who had joined Brandt’s herd grazing and enjoying the open grasslands. The calves took a liking to their small cousins, Max and Speckles. 
As they always did, they thanked Bronwyn profusely for helping raise Ax and ‘Tesh. They thanked her parents, too, for putting a roof over their heads. They closed the link. 
They checked their equipment, and arranged themselves around the door. “Look at it this way, G. Your armor will keep most of you dry.” He waved his bracelet and the door unlocked. 
 
 



 
16 – Deck 9: Rainforest Level
 
Braden looked through the door and instantly a hideous screeching started. He didn’t see anything at first, but once he looked up, he saw small creatures, human in shape with long tails and covered in brown fur. One reached behind him, pulled something out, and flung it at Braden. 
It splattered against the screen beside the door. Others jumped up and down. Some beat their chests. All screamed and howled. None of them had weapons. Braden could smell what had hit the door: excrement. 
He ran through the door, shouting and waving his arms. The small creatures fled in terror. He found a rock and threw it at one who was bolder than the others. It jumped to the side to avoid Braden’s throw, then disappeared into the tree branches above. 
G-War trotted behind Braden. Micah helped Aadi and Skirill squeeze through the door, then followed closely behind.
They were on the Rainforest Level. 
The ramp entrance was mostly overgrown. Like the Amazon had tried to reclaim the road on Vii, this rainforest was trying to erase all signs of the ancients. 
Braden and Micah expanded their neural implant windows to show a map of this level. The blinking dot highlighted where they were. They turned around in a circle, trying to get a bearing on the ramp to Deck 8. A line appeared on their map. They reduced the windows and pointed the way to go. 
If there was once a road, they couldn’t tell. It looked like they were heading into the heart of the rainforest. They watched for the small dancing creatures. The companions wanted to avoid the unpleasant poop throwers, but if they were the worst of this deck, then the journey wouldn’t be bad. 
G-War was the first to complain. It wasn’t raining, but they were soaked as if it was.
The Rainforest Level wasn’t as dense as the Amazon, so Skirill was able to fly. He had difficulty with precise maneuvers because the speed at which the land beneath him moved. He flew straight by angling slightly to the side. He worked hard to adjust, but he was also covered in a light armor. Both of these factors made flying a challenge. He often settled for riding Aadi. 
The companions pushed forward. Braden and Micah’s boots helped keep their feet dry. The Old Tech of their armor and clothing made them better at what they usually did. 
Another reason why the ancients destroyed themselves, Braden thought. People thought they were better than they actually were. 
Micah nodded in agreement, while keeping her eyes moving, left, right, up, down. There was movement. The rainforest was alive, but nothing challenged them directly. 
Even with their advantages and the neural implant’s guidance, the heavy undergrowth made for slow progress. They stopped when they thought they’d made it halfway, tired from the walking, climbing, and crawling. Holly told them they’d been awake for nearly a full turn. In a small opening, they ate and drank, while leaning heavily against the trees. 
“Camp once we get off this deck?” Braden asked. Micah agreed. They couldn’t sleep in the rainforest. It was too wet, too alive. 
They adjusted their packs and equipment. With blasters in hand, the companions continued their journey. Before Micah took her first step, a Lizard Man appeared out of nowhere. 
He was smaller than his Amazonian cousins, more like the one they’d seen in the minds of the cold-water crocs. His skin was a heavier green, and his eyes were more toward the front of his face without bugging out. His hands were five-fingered, but his feet were three-toed, with a heavy nail at the end of each.
Aadi swam forward until the Lizard Man leveled his spear. G-War raised his hackles. Braden and Micah froze, giving Aadi time to communicate. 
‘…you cannot pass. Leave now or face our wrath!’ G-War was able to communicate with the Lizard Man and had opened the mindlink. Aadi switched to his thought voice.
‘Mighty warrior of the rainforest! We’ve come from the rainforest on Planet Vii, where your brothers number in the thousands. They consider us friends. We have open trade with them. We are equals. Please know that we do not seek your territory, only the ramp to take us from here. We humbly beg you to let us pass.’ Aadi used his most soothing and diplomatic tone.
‘Thousands of our brothers?’ Do they rule the planet?’
‘They rule the rainforest, absolutely. They don’t travel outside the rainforest because it is too hot and dry, but their leader, Zalastar has committed to finding a way. We trade with the Amazonians. We’ve fought side-by-side with the Amazonians against our mutual enemies, the cold-water crocs.’ The humans felt like Aadi was making progress. They relaxed, but stayed still during the delicate give and take of the trade.
‘We will consider allowing you to pass. We shall eat the bird at a celebration of our new partnership,’ the Lizard Man stated. They felt Skirill’s rising anger over the mindlink. 
‘That’s not going to work for us,’ Braden said, finally stepping forward and resting a hand on Skirill to calm him. ‘Master Skirill is our representative from the Hawkoid nation. He is an equal, as your brothers on Planet Vii are equals. As Aadi, First Master of the Tortoise Consortium is our equal, as the Golden Warrior of the Stone Cliffs, a Prince among his people, is an equal. We don’t eat our sentient brothers, no matter whether they have fur, shells, or feathers.’
The Lizard Man turned slightly to look at the human. ‘Now those little brown creatures that stay in the trees, maybe we can have one or two of them at the celebration?’ Braden assumed they had a mutual dislike for the crap throwers. 
‘They are very hard to catch, but if you can bring us two of them, you may pass.’ The Lizard Man walked backwards until he melted into the rainforest.
“Well, Ess, looks like we’re on a mission to keep you from being eaten. They didn’t consider G-War, who is clearly the tastiest among us. They must have a secret agenda…” G-War looked at him, cocking his head in his dog pose. Then he waved his furry paw rudely at the humans.
Micah watched it all and chuckled, then doubled over in laughter, tears rolling down her face.
“We’re on a ship that flies between the stars. Everything up here wants to kill us. And you think they erred because they want to eat Skirill instead of G-War?” Micah spluttered. 
“Well, yes,” Braden answered firmly.
“Misfits. I’m President of the Misfits.” She stood up and pointed back the way they’d come. “Well then. Shall we?” 
 



 
17 – A Better Plan
 
Holly informed them that the small brown creatures were called monkeys. He even suggested that humans had descended from them. 
“If we did, then why are there still monkeys?” Holly couldn’t answer Braden’s question, so he left it alone. The monkeys were semi-intelligent. In a normal situation, they wouldn’t kill them, but they were another obstacle to reaching the Command Deck. Two monkeys had to sacrifice themselves for the survivors of Cygnus VI.
“Are we going to have to go all the way back to the ramp?” Braden muttered as they slogged through the swamp-like rainforest. 
They watched, moving slowly and occasionally stopping to listen for any sign of the monkeys. They were exhausted by the time they reached the ramp. Without hesitating, Braden opened the door and they went through. They closed the door behind them. Braden turned on his flashlight as they took off their packs and wedged themselves into the corner of the screen and ramp. G-War curled up on one of the packs, while Braden and Micah used the other for their pillow. Before they knew it, they were fast asleep. 
They awoke to the darkness. Braden fumbled around until he found the flashlight. He turned it on with a shaking hand. G-War blinked in the bright light and quickly looked away. Aadi was on the ramp asleep with Skirill perched on his shell. Braden opened his neural implant. Holly confirmed that Braden had been asleep for four hours. Braden converted that into time he understood. He’d slept for half the night. That was a normal amount of sleep for him on the road. He stood and stretched. 
He had to relieve himself, but didn’t want to leave the ramp. He went to the far corner and took care of his business. When he returned, Micah was awake. 
“How much longer will we be here?” Micah asked.
“As soon as you’re ready, we can go.” Braden busied himself with waking Aadi and Skirill. 
“That’s not what I meant. Here, aboard this ship. In one full turn, we’ve gone almost nowhere.” 
Braden stopped what he was doing. He felt the same way. He didn’t know what this turn would bring. Twenty-three people were counting on them. Twenty-three from a planet where they no longer had the resources to provide for themselves. 
Braden selfishly wanted the ancients to help him find a way to end the Amazonian War. 
And then what? No more war anywhere on Vii. Now that they had children of their own, he was fanatical to see the goal achieved. 
“There’s no one else to do this. We have to. Axial and De’atesh are counting on us, and they don’t even know it. Cycles from now, they’ll accept a peaceful world as the only thing they remember. That means we have to finish this. So it’ll be two monkeys, we take them down and keep going. Then we cut more vines. We dodge electric humans and dogs who walk upright. We run and hide, wait for them to pass, and then we move on. 
“We’ll align the ship, transport them in, and then realign the ship to send them to Vii. I’m not convinced we need to run back and forth. The Engineering spaces are safe enough. Holly can tell them to stay there. If they can’t figure that out, then maybe they aren’t the ones who can help us.” 
The companions agreed, getting excited as Braden refused to expose them more than they already were. The RV Traveler was a dangerous place.
The ‘cat sat, watching stoically. Maybe he knew all along that they wouldn’t make this trip twice. Or maybe that smug look on his ‘cat face was because he mentioned the children’s names. The Golden Warrior would always be proud of himself for pulling that one over on the humans.
Braden expanded his window. ‘Holly, here’s what you’re going to do and what we’re going to do…’
 



 
18 – Monkey Crap
 
With renewed vigor, they prepared to go through the door to the rainforest. Braden had an arrow nocked on his recurve bow. Micah dialed a tight beam into her blaster. 
With a nod and a bracelet wave, Braden rushed through the door. Micah leaned around the door to steady her aim. 
Braden was hit immediately by mud balls that weren’t made of mud. He blinked once and then sent an arrow into one of the throwers. Micah shot the first monkey she saw. It had been jumping up and down on the branch, so her head shot hit him mid-chest. He crashed to the ground. The other, an arrow lodged deep in his abdomen, staggered along the branch before falling. 
The remaining monkeys stopped screaming and glared at the humans. Skirill leapt to the air and flew at them. They panicked and fled. Skirill chased them a short way, making sure they were gone.
The companions had seen that look before. It was the hateful glare the Bat-Ravens had given them. The cost for an ally was another enemy. 
They knew that speed was their friend. They had to get away before the monkeys could rally. How did they know when Braden was going to come through the door? They’d been waiting. Maybe they were more intelligent than they’d been led to believe. Braden felt sick to his stomach for killing one.
Time for the companions to run. 
Braden used the power feature of his boots to move quickly over the rough ground of the rainforest. Micah joined him. Aadi clung to the rope tied to Braden’s pack. Skirill flew back and forth in the tight confines of their path ahead. G-War ran along lower branches, leaping from tree to tree. 
 They stopped when they reached the place where they had met the Lizard Man the previous turn. They waited, weapons at the ready, watching behind them to see if they were followed. 
Nothing. They had expected the Lizard Man to be waiting, but that wasn’t his plan. Braden and Micah each carried a monkey carcass as they walked forward on the path toward the next ramp. Two steps on their way, the Lizard Man appeared. He’d been standing there the whole time, blended perfectly into a tree.
“Two monkeys,” Braden said and they held them up. The Lizard Man looked at them, unmoving. 
“I am Free Trader Braden. We had a fair trade. We are delivering our half of the bargain. We’ll need you to do the same.” 
They looked at each other for what seemed an eternity. Then other Lizard Men materialized from the rainforest. One, larger than the first, walked close and bowed as he stopped. 
‘I am Pik Ha’ar, Commander of the Lizard Force. We applaud your cunning in being able to bring down not one but two of these foul creatures. If we could, we would eradicate them from our land. Maybe you can show us how?’ 
Braden nodded to Aadi. The Tortoid had more insight into the inner thoughts of the Lizard Men. Braden found it repulsive thinking about killing all the monkeys. 
‘Pik Ha’ar, I am Aadi, First Master of the Tortoise Consortium. My compliments to you.’ Aadi paused as he bowed his head. ‘We are simple travelers, passing through to the next deck. We appreciate your courtesy in allowing us through your land.’ 
‘The next deck? If you can get to the next deck, you are not simple travelers. You carry weapons of the caretakers,’ the Commander said.
‘We carried these weapons the last time we were here. The bargain was struck then. I would ask again that you fill your part of our agreement,’ Braden interjected.
‘Yes. Our agreement. That was made by Tup Lar. He has been appropriately punished for leading you astray.’ 
Braden was furious. He grit his teeth as he tightened his grip on his blaster. Micah had her blaster loose in its holster. Eradicate was the term they used. She wondered how they’d like to be on the receiving end of that.
Aadi swam forward slowly. ‘Pik Ha’ar. We are happy to make your acquaintance. Tup Lar’s trade was a good agreement. We cannot agree more. They are foul creatures. You can smell their stench on the human from here, can you not?’ Aadi moved closer. Skirill watched from a nearby branch. Two Lizard Men moved below, but their spears couldn’t reach him. G-War sat on another branch, close to Braden and Micah, within two bounds of the Lizard Force Commander. The ‘cat was confident he could kill him if he needed to. He patiently awaited the outcome of Aadi’s negotiations.
 The Lizard Man nodded and grinned. Their facial expressions were more human than their Amazonian cousins. 
‘Maybe we can help you with your monkey problems, but we need assurance that when we make a deal, both sides comply. It is the law of the trade – negotiate, agree, deliver.’ Braden smiled, happy that Aadi remembered.
‘Throw the monkeys to them, Master Humans,’ Aadi directed. They threw the small bodies into the puddle at Pik Ha’ar’s clawed feet. Micah rubbed her hand on her pants. She didn’t know if the monkey’s stench would ever leave her. 
‘That’s not our law of the trade.’ He nodded and a couple of the Lizard Men dropped their spear tips toward the humans as they moved forward. 
Micah was first. Her blaster was out in an instant, flashing a thin beam into the nearest Lizard Man. He clutched futilely at his chest as he dropped to his knees, gasping. Braden finally had his blaster out. Micah shot the second Lizard Man in the head. He was long dead before his body fell into the muck. 
Aadi delivered his focused thunderclap in the face of Pik Ha’ar. The Lizard Man fell over clutching his head as his eyes rolled backward. The other Lizard Men leapt toward the humans. The blasters sang as Braden and Micah each picked targets, firing as quickly as they could pull the trigger. 
It was over before the last Lizard Man knew to run. Only one remained alive, Pik Ha’ar, rolling on the ground and holding his head. 
“How come they never know that talking with us is the best way to stay alive?” Braden asked, shaking his head. “So now we have the monkeys as our enemies AND the Lizard Men. I really don’t want to burn our way to the Command Deck, but I will if they make me.” 
Braden slopped through the puddles until he was looming over the Lizard Man. He kicked him in his green chest, then stood with his foot on the creature’s throat. 
“Maybe now you’re willing to talk with us?” Pik Ha’ar tried to force Braden’s foot off his neck, but that only made the human push harder. “You are just like the worst on the planet. No wonder creatures there act like you! You’ve infected them with your evil before they had a chance. How have your people survived here without having any honor? How can you do anything if you don’t trust one another?”
‘Pik, I recommend you talk with the human. He will kill all your people and burn your forest down.’ Braden looked at Aadi sideways. That wasn’t what Braden would do. The Tortoid blinked quickly to show Braden that he was exaggerating. 
‘Yes. I can guarantee your safe passage. But you must take me with you. As a Commander, when they discover I’ve lost my warriors, they’ll kill me,’ he pleaded in a weak thought voice.
“G? What do you think? Do we have another Elder McCullough crying at our feet?” 
‘No. He is sincere. We may need him.’ 
“He violated the trade!” Braden made a fist and with the other hand waved his blaster around, until Micah put a hand on his arm to keep it pointed away from her.
He holstered the blaster. ‘I suggest the Golden Warrior is correct. Having an ally may be important. This ship is dangerous. If he tries anything, we can lock him behind a door. He doesn’t have a bracelet.’ Aadi’s arguments were usually persuasive.
“Pick up your spear and lead on. You will not stop until we reach the ramp. Do you understand? We know where it is. If you try anything, you won’t have to worry about your fellows killing you.” 
Pik Ha’ar tried to stand but wobbled, one hand on his head. Micah picked up his spear and handed it to him. Braden’s blaster seemed to leap from its holster as Braden leveled it at the Lizard Man while he was within arm’s reach of Micah. 
G-War watched everyone closely. He would have warned Braden of the creature’s duplicity, as he had done with the Elder McCullough. Braden holstered his blaster for the second time.
The commander shook his head to clear it, then gave up. He stopped and looked at the monkey in the puddle. He reached down for it.
“No,” Braden said firmly. “You leave it. Everyone here died without honor. They died for a trade that you reneged on. All of them. Those monkeys died for nothing and you wasted our time. Don’t touch it. Now move.” 
Free Trader Braden scowled at the back of the Lizard Man. Bad things always happened when you cheated the trade. 
Micah’s thought voice caressed Braden’s mind. ‘It’s a different logic here. I think we can trust him now, because his life is forfeit. Everything is life or death. That’s the only power. Let’s get this done so we can leave. So we can go home where people believe in the law of the trade.’ Micah appealed to Braden’s trader side. She knew if they wanted to burn their way through the ship, they could. She had no love for any of these creatures. She could do it, scorch each deck, but knew it would haunt Braden. She wondered if there was something wrong with her that she was so callous. 
 



 
19 – The Ramp to Deck 8
 
“Keep going,” Braden growled at the limping form of the Lizard Man in front of him. The creature whimpered as it slogged ahead.
‘He is in some pain, Master Braden. I fear that I hurt him greater than I intended.’ The Tortoid tried to soothe things. ‘If we encounter other Lizard Men, I doubt, in his current state, he’ll be very convincing that we should be allowed to pass.’
“Okay. Stop.” The Lizard Man sat heavily and leaned against a tree, half disappearing into it. 
“How do you do that?” Micah asked as she pulled out a meal portion that she offered. Braden watched the Lizard Man warily.
‘Do what?’ Pik said in a tired thought voice.
“Blend in with the trees like that. When you stand still against a tree, you become one with it.”
‘I don’t know. It is natural, something that just happens. All Lizard Men have this ability. We know what to look for, but sometimes, even we can’t see each other.’ Pik ate the offered food. He looked oddly at it after the first bite, but then ate the rest of it without question.
‘You know that my partner is furious and may never trust you.’ Micah switched to her thought voice. ‘He’s the Free Trader of Warren Deep. When he makes a trade, there is nothing more important to him. Why did you back out of the trade?’

‘Giving your word to a stranger is not the same as giving your word. Strangers aren’t to be trusted.’ Micah was ready to reply, but he held up his hand. ‘It is our way. I see that you are trustworthy. You delivered. You are still delivering. You shared your food with me. We would never do this. Food is scarce in the rainforest.’ 
Braden listened to the conversation. Allies. Aadi and Micah were both right. Gain their trust, even from an outcast like Pik Ha’ar. Micah watched, seeing Braden’s mood change. His face relaxed, and he took a deep breath. 
“Pik Ha’ar. Welcome to our caravan. We have two rules. First, the trade is the law, and second, each of us is willing to die to protect the others. Do you agree?” Braden watched the Lizard Man carefully. He appreciated that he didn’t answer right away. Braden didn’t want him to take it lightly, as it wasn’t offered lightly. Micah squeezed her mate’s shoulder fondly, letting him know that she approved. He reached for her hand, caressing it and forgetting briefly the world that weighed on them.
‘I agree, Caretaker. I would be honored to be a Tup among your warriors.’ He bowed low to Braden, then to Micah.
“No. We will call you Pik. We’re all equal here, like we said. For what it’s worth, we’re more alike you than you know.” Braden held out his hand. The Lizard Man only looked at it. “This is our friendly greeting and this also confirms that a deal has been agreed to. Take my hand and we shake.” 
The Lizard Man awkwardly did as instructed. They shook. Braden slapped Pik’s shoulder as he let go of his hand. The Lizard Man jumped back, looking ready to fight. 
Braden held both of his hands up, palms out. “Sorry. I know Lizard Men don’t usually touch. That’s a human thing. Expect it and remember that we’re not attacking you. You’re one of us now.”
Pik Ha’ar nodded.
They packed up and continued toward the ramp to Deck 8. The Lizard Man walked proudly with his head held high. 
Shortly, they ran into a Lizard Man patrol. The patrol stopped the companions, challenging them. Pik Ha’ar strode to his fellow Pik, the commander. He ripped the spear from his hand and threw it to the ground. The Lizard Warriors bounced from foot to foot, anxious at the personal challenge to their commander. Pik Ha’ar thrust his face forward and hissed.
The companions had seen this before, in the Amazon. 
When Pik stood up, he gave the spear back to the patrol’s commander and waved at the companions to follow him. They walked past the confused Lizard Men. 
‘Just keep walking and we’ll clear their area before they figure out that they were fooled.’ Pik’s shoulders shook as he laughed to himself. Yes. Logic was different here. 
They continued without interruption to the ramp, until they reached a small village that had been set up at its base. Pik Ha’ar looked around quickly, but didn’t find anyone. He waved the companions ahead as he stood between them and the village. He watched, spear at the ready to protect the companions should a Lizard Man see them. 
But the villagers were somewhere else. When they returned home later, they wouldn’t know that anyone had passed. 
“Come on, Pik. Time to go.” Braden held the door as the Lizard Man, for the first time in his life, left Deck 9.
 



 
20 – Entering Deck 8
 
The ramp was clear. No vehicles, no debris, nothing.
Their journey up the ramp seemed quicker as they passed the time talking with Pik. The Lizard Man had no idea how long his people had lived on the Rainforest Level. They organized into one Force with small patrols. Each patrol had a number of warriors with the rank of Tup. The patrols were commanded by Piks. The Force was commanded by one Lizard Man, the Orig. He was the oldest. He kept the peace.
The humans thought of him as the Elder. Pik Ha’ar’s actions suggested that the Orig was like Elder McCullough, a strong man in charge by virtue of power and fear. Maybe the strange Amazonians known as the Overlords were more like him. 
Orig was a title. The oldest. Maybe he was the original mutant and the Overlords were his long-lived spawn. 
‘Holly, we need a way back that doesn’t involve us going through the Rainforest Level...’ Micah made sure Holly knew that they couldn’t pass the patrols a second time without having to fight the entire Lizard Force. 
Aadi, Skirill, and G-War talked with Pik Ha’ar the most. Braden and Micah were humbled as the companions described them as the leaders of a movement toward a peaceful Vii. How they treated all intelligent creatures as equals and helped others do the same. How they were unrivalled warriors, as Pik himself had seen, but only used their strength in defense. The companions preferred to talk first. 
By the time they reached the top of the ramp, Pik’s world was upside-down. Braden sold his vision of a world where people traded freely to all he talked with. It was infectious. And his companions reinforced the vision. Equality for all creatures. Responsibility for your own actions. Opportunity. Agreements sealed with handshakes. A world of trust, not fear. 
Pik looked in awe at the humans. 
He stopped them as they readied to go through the door to Deck 8. ‘I pledge my life to you and the companions.’ Pik dropped to one knee and bowed his head.  He felt different, part of something much bigger than himself. He felt a sense of pride. Yes, he thought, I believe in them and commit fully to their mission. 
‘You’re welcome,’ G-War said to Braden and Micah. They nodded to both Pik and G-War.
“According to Holly, this is the Garden Level. It’s the middle deck of both fore and aft sections. He says that we may be able to pass without issue. There is an ice flow near one end for watering and humidity, whatever all that means. As usual, be ready. We don’t know what’s on the other side of this door. G-War and I go first. Next, Pik, then Aadi with Skirill, and Micah closes the door.” Everyone nodded. Braden took out his bow and Micah her blaster. With a wave, the door slid to the side.
Braden and G-War were bathed in sunshine as they stepped through. Braden ran forward a few steps then crouched, looking for potential enemies. The area before the ramp was heavily overgrown. The ramp itself was clear, but that only lasted for a few strides away from the large roll-up screen.
It looked like a sea of color. 
“Skirill. We need your special talents to find us a way through this.” Pik hesitated in the doorway, blocking Aadi from being pushed through. 
“Pik! Move!” Micah yelled. Aadi ran into his back and pushed him through the opening. He stumbled forward and fell on his face. Micah helped angle Aadi’s shell through the too-small doorway. After he was out, she stopped and used the door frame to brace her blaster. 
Pik mumbled an embarrassed apology. Seeing the sunshine had overwhelmed him. Every step he took was something new. When he was back on his feet, he shielded his eyes with his left hand, while he kept his spear at the ready in his right.
The Hawkoid launched himself from Aadi’s shell. He gained altitude quickly, flying at an angle to fly straight. He made a circle around the ramp, then circled again, wider. He shared his view with the companions. This drove Pik to his knees again. Braden put a hand on his shoulder, then pulled him up. 
“We need to be ready in case he sees something. G?” Braden never took his eyes from the crush of foliage. 
‘Tasty!’ Braden looked for G-War, seeing his orange tail as the ‘cat disappeared into the underbrush. 
Skirill flew toward the forward end of the deck. There weren’t any vines on the wall, the bulkhead as Holly called it. He flew closer, seeing catwalks at various heights with doors spread here and there. Skirill made a beeline back to the ramp to Deck 9. 
Everyone was ready to move, happy to skip a trek across Deck 7, the Desert/Factory Level, or a swim on Deck 6, Oceanus. But where to start? There was no visible path away from the ramp. 
 



 
21 – Deck 8: Aft Garden Level
 
G-War killed a ground squirrel that was far bigger than it should have been. 
The gardens were fertile when they were last tended and there was nothing to keep them from growing, taking over the entire deck. As they looked closely, the plants became more than a single amorphous mass, they became oversized bean plants, pepper plants, tomatoes, carrots, berries, fruit trees, and so much more. 
“Ohhh, would you look at that.” Micah’s mouth watered. 
G-War enjoyed his kill out of sight of the others. Skirill was hungry and started looking, but there was no way for him to plunge through the growth to the ground. He decided against risking getting hurt. ‘Golden Warrior, my friend, what would it take for you to leave some of that squirrel on the ramp?’

Braden slung his bow across his pack and Micah holstered her blaster. If G-War was hunting, then there was nothing to worry about. They each picked a bush and tried some of the fruits and vegetables. 
“I’ve never tasted anything this good.” Micah moaned in delight. Braden joined her, juice dripping down his chin. Aadi was neck deep into a berry plant, while Pik watched. 
“I’m sorry, Pik, what do you like to eat?” Braden asked, while still chewing a green bean that was as long as his arm.
‘I like meat of all kinds. Maybe the Golden Warrior can assist me in finding a squirrel?’ 
Braden didn’t have to call for a rest as they naturally took a much-deserved break. Micah ate her fill and then stepped back toward the screen on the ramp. She sat down and activated her neural implant so she could talk with Bronwyn and the children. Braden sat next to her, nuzzling close. 
‘We have forgotten to tell you, Pik Ha’ar, but we have two children. They’re on the planet with another child that we’ve adopted as well. As Skirill might say, we aren’t nesties, but we are a click.’ Pik looked questioningly at Aadi. The Lizard Man didn’t know the Hawkoid terms, so Aadi translated it. ‘We weren’t born of the same parents, but we are a family.’
G-War dragged the remains of his first kill onto the ramp. Skirill swooped in, picking it cleanly and carrying it to a small pear tree not far away. The ‘cat raced back into the undergrowth, returning shortly with a fresh kill. Pik thanked the ‘cat heartily before tearing into it. 
Of course he eats it raw, Braden thought. Micah focused on the window before her eye and didn’t watch the Lizard Man eat.
“G. We can’t fit beneath the bushes like you can, or float over them like Aadi and Skirill. Do you have any ideas?” 
‘They’re bushes. Push them out of the way. If they have thorns, go around. Did you really need me for that?’ 
“Well yeah. It looks too thick to push through,” Braden said, less sure of himself.
‘Look underneath. The ancients built paths that are still there. Stay on those and you will be fine.’ The ‘cat had already lost interest and curled up in the shade of the nearest bush. 
“Well, I’ll be,” Braden said in surprise. “Thanks, G, and yes, I needed you for that.”
Skirill sat in the tree, watching. Or sleeping. Braden couldn’t tell. Pik  worked on the last of his squirrel. Aadi continued eating berries, which could go on for quite some time. Tortoids were not the fastest eaters. 
The companions finally rested in silence. Braden heard running water, crickets, bees, small animals running through the undergrowth. He smelled the sweetness of the fruits and the earthiness of the vegetables. There even seemed to be a light breeze. The sun shone but not too brightly. Deck 8 seemed like paradise. 
They all dozed off, not bothering to set up a camp or find a more comfortable place... 
‘They come!’ G-War’s alarm rang in their minds. Those were never good words to wake to, but Braden stood, trying to shake the cobwebs from his mind. It was twilight; the ship-made sun had set, but a soft light bathed the area. 
‘What is it, G?’ Micah asked over their mindlink.
‘The Rabbit People and their Bee Army.’ 
 



 
22 – The Rabbit People
 
“Back on the ramp!” Braden yelled. He was close to the door and waved his bracelet at it. As the door slid open, he pulled Micah to her feet and pushed her through. He waved Pik forward. The Lizard Man ran, hopping foot to foot, his clawed feet more accustomed to stomping through a swamp than running on a hard surface. Skirill flew toward the door, nearly hitting Braden with his wings as he landed and hopped through. Aadi couldn’t get there in time and G-War was nowhere to be seen. 
“Micah! Blasters on flame.” He stepped aside to let Micah out as he pulled his blaster and dialed up the wide, short-range flame setting. 
The Bees approached in a slow-moving cloud. 
‘G, where are you?’ Braden asked as Micah moved onto the ramp, leaving the door open between them. With her mouth set and eyes scanning the cloud, she held her blaster at the ready, her pulse racing. The cloud looked too much like the Bat-Ravens.
‘I am here. I will wait and talk with the Rabbits. Aadi will join me,’ the ‘cat responded without the emotion that Braden felt. 
Pik bounced through the doorway and disappeared behind the screen. He and Skirill were safe. The humans wouldn’t leave the ‘cat and Tortoid behind. They remained where they were, ready to face the Bee Army and the as-yet unseen Rabbit People. 
The Bee Army stopped its advance. The cloud moved, sometimes growing long and thin, sometimes getting small, dense, and round. Braden looked at Micah and shrugged. He trusted G-War and Aadi to come through. 
“Allies,” Micah said softly. “We need allies if we’re going to make it. Aadi is usually right about these things. I think he’s rubbed off on your ‘cat.” Micah holstered her blaster and leaned back against the door frame. Braden was torn. He kept the blaster in his hand, but lowered it. He closed his eyes and concentrated on the mindlink. He wanted to hear what they were saying. Micah was already there.
‘This is most unusual. We don’t often get visitors and alas, we have to protect ourselves. We’ve learned over time how to and the Queen has joined us. We live in peace and harmony, except when visitors come,’ a soft thought voice spoke. Braden imagined the speaker as a Rabbit, standing on its back feet, nose twitching, eyes big and pink. 
‘I assure you, Master Tekel, that we come in peace. Yes, we are armed for war. One would be foolish to move through this ship without being ready to fight,’ Aadi said to the unseen Master Tekel. Braden wanted to join the conversation, but thought better of it. Micah moved next to him and grasped his hand. He looked down, alarmed that she blocked his blaster. 
Then she did a strange thing. She pulled his head down to hers and kissed him passionately. He resisted at first, but then was overcome by her feelings of love and warmth that overwhelmed his mindlink. When she released him, he couldn’t hear anything, either over the mindlink or with his ears.
‘G?’ he asked tentatively. The Bee cloud remained in place, continuously reshaping itself. 
‘And that is how you do it,’ Aadi said with glee. Micah smiled and started walking forward, still holding Braden’s hand. He followed as she wouldn’t let go.
The image of rafting whitewater rapids popped into his mind. He was hanging on with everything he had, watching the world go by as the river splashed over him. The companions shared their mirth at his image. Sometimes he projected when he didn’t intend to, like now when he was confused as to why everyone else was so pleased with themselves.
‘Master Tekel, please meet Masters Braden and Micah.’ G-War appeared from under a bush, followed by a Rabbit, walking on his hind feet, wearing a harness and carrying a blaster. The Rabbit’s head was even with Braden’s waist. 
The Rabbit moved close and leaned forward, his pink nose wrinkling and twitching. 
‘Rub noses with her,’ G-War said. Micah was the first to move, going to one knee and leaning her face forward. She smelled carrots and green beans as she gently touched her nose to Tekel’s. She slowly reached a hand around the Rabbit and scratched behind her ears and on her neck. 
Braden finally holstered his blaster and kneeled down, following Micah’s lead. 
‘Affection,’ Aadi answered Braden’s unasked question. ‘The rabbits thrive on love and affection. Micah’s actions convinced them more than any words. Thank you, Micah. We need allies like the Rabbit People.’
Braden looked up. The Bee cloud dispersed, like smoke in a strong wind. The Bees separated, each going their own way into the flowers and bushes of the Garden Level. More Rabbit People edged into the clearing on the ramp. Aadi urged Skirill and Pik to join them. Skirill used his bracelet to keep the door open. Pik stepped through first and Skirill hopped after him. 
The Rabbit People each held a blaster. They wore harnesses with various pouches and gardening tools attached. They watched the Hawkoid and Lizard Man warily. 
Pik learned quickly. He kneeled and bowed to Tekel. He didn’t have much of a nose, but leaned forward until the flat part of his face and the Rabbit’s nose touched. She quickly withdrew. 
The Hawkoid didn’t attempt the nose-rub greeting, choosing instead to bow until his beak touched the ground. Skirill had eaten too many rabbits in his life to risk getting close to them. He wasn’t going to attack them, but didn’t want them to see him as a threat.
‘Master Human, I am Tekel, leader of the Rabbit People, Commander of the Bee Army. I bid you welcome to The Garden. We maintain it for the People.’
The humans sat down on the ramp and explained to their new friends what their mission was, how they needed to get to the forward part of the ship. The Rabbit People were curious about Planet Vii. Could they live there? 
‘I don’t see why not,’ Braden answered. ‘You are small enough to fit in the corridors and in the transportation room recliners. Only twelve could travel at a time, but I don’t see why not. If you can do this with a garden, your skills would be most welcome on Vii.’ Always the trader, he saw their place on the trade route. Rabbit People guiding humans on how to improve the quality and quantity of their gardens and fields. Food aplenty. Prosperity for all! 
“If you went to Vii, what would you want? What motivates you?” Braden asked.
‘I haven’t really thought about it that way. Let me think.’ The Rabbit wrinkled her nose and twitched her rather substantial ears, then continued. ‘We enjoy each other and our children. We want gardens to tend, good food to eat, and space to play. We are rather simple creatures.’ She looked at the other Rabbits on the ramp. They bobbed in agreement with her.
“I would never describe you as simple. Everyone likes something a little bit different, that’s all.” He shrugged and looked at the sky. The gentle breeze rustled the tops of the bushes. 
“I hope we can make this deal. I’d like to see your people on Vii, carving out your place on the trade route, partners with the rest of us.” Braden looked at each of the Rabbits and then at his own companions, pleased with their friendship and relieved at the quality of their new allies. What would it take for others to understand that friendship and trust was a better way?
“We need to get forward. We’d like to go that way and then pass through one of the doors. Can you help us?” Micah pointed at the far wall. The ramp from Deck 9 ended in a forward area of Deck 8. The bulkhead stood close by, maybe no more than two kilometers, as Holly would measure it.
Tekel nodded. With a  wave, the Rabbit People walked and hopped into the brush. ‘Follow me,’ she said.
Braden motioned for Micah to go first, then Pik. Aadi floated above everything, while Skirill flew ahead. G-War walked at Tekel’s side. With one last look at the wide ramp with the great screen for a door, Braden plunged into the bushes. 
 



 
23 – Forward, Ever Forward
 
Tekel was a joy to be around. She radiated warmth and happiness. They couldn’t imagine how she could command the defense of Deck 8, should it be necessary. Then again, the Bee Army, once unleashed, could probably take care of an enemy without Tekel having to direct death and destruction in any way.
Braden wondered how the Rabbits acquired the blasters. They were left behind by the crew long ago. Tekel said that they still saw crewmen, once or twice a generation. She didn’t know the length of a Rabbit generation in cycles. She had no frame of reference for time.
It gave Braden and Micah hope that someone still operated the ship. No matter what happened as they continued forward, Deck 8 was friendly with plenty of food. The Rabbits led them forward, unerringly through the heavy brush of a garden gone mad. As far as the eye could see, vegetation grew densely. 
“How many Rabbit People are there?” Micah asked as they plowed forward.
‘Ooh. That’s a real question. I don’t know. We are Rabbits and there’s enough food.’ Braden smiled at Tekel’s answer. He was envious at how they measured their existence. He would remember what she said and use it himself. 
We are humans and there is enough food, so why would we fight? he thought.
‘How did you come to work with the Bees?’ Micah asked, switching to her thought voice as she snagged a plump tomato and took a huge bite.
‘That took a long time, many generations. We fought with the Bees, killing them when they flew near. The more we killed them, the less food there was. The more of them, the more food. You follow?’ Tekel hesitated, looking at the humans through the vines and leaves of a fine tomato bush. ‘The Bees can’t talk whey they are alone, only when there are many and they are with their Queen can we speak to them. Once that happened, we found that we needed each other to survive. It only made sense for us to partner in defense of the Garden.

‘You say there are many levels and that we are on a ship? How magnificent! The world I see, this world, is only a small part of a much bigger world. I will share with my mates and see what they think. We will talk more when you return.’ 
The forward bulkhead loomed before them. Catwalks and stairs hung on the structure like cobwebs, disappearing as they approached the ceiling that curved away to both the right and the left. The gardens looked much closer as they extended away from them, and up, beyond the edge of the ceiling. Being in a rotating cylinder was confusing. The ceiling was nine hundred meters above them. It was a long way up the wall to the top catwalk. 
They decided to try a door a little closer to the deck. They found the first stairway up and started climbing while Skirill flew to the door. When he backwinged to perch on the rail, the door slid open. He almost fell backward over the rail, catching it with one claw and beating his wings hard to regain balance. 
He was surprised that there was only a small, empty room beyond. He thought it may have opened because of something on the other side, but realized it was his own bracelet that had activated the door.
He shared with the companions what he saw. They decided to check it out, then move to the next door and the next until they found a way forward. 
They stopped as the stairway reached the first catwalk. They weren’t winded. Climbing got easier with each step. 
The ship and Holly’s description of it confused G-War. He couldn’t understand why the walkway along the wall would be called a catwalk. He was a ‘cat and he hated walking on it. Like flashlights that didn’t flash, only showed a steady beam of light.
‘Holly, which of these doors will take us forward?’ Braden looked from the Garden Level to the catwalk system, then left and right. Micah opened her window and followed along.
‘The door to your front opens to a transportation pod. Climb aboard and tell it Deck 3. It will travel the twenty kilometers and deliver you to a door and then a catwalk that will look identical to what you are standing on. From there you can cross to the forward bulkhead and climb the next three levels using the steps and catwalks or you can take the elevator. Of course, I recommend the elevator as climbing two thousand, five hundred meters of ramps could be both time-consuming and tiring.’ 
They reduced their windows and tucked them away, but kept them active. Micah motioned for Braden to lead the way. He took a step then stopped.
“How did you know?” he asked.
“Know what, lover?” 
“About the Rabbits and the kiss.”
“I could feel their love, their fear of confrontation. I thought by showing them how we felt, they would realize that we weren’t a threat.” She smiled, cupping his face in her hands. 
“You felt all that while they were talking? The only thing I could feel was Bat-Raven eyes looking at us. I don’t feel others’ emotions like you do.” He shook his head.
“Of course you do, lover, you just don’t realize it.” She shrugged, then continued. “You see things that I don’t. We’re better together, more whole. We have a great family and some incredible allies. Look down there! Too many Rabbits to count. More food than they can eat, yet they continue to tend the garden, grow more.”
 Braden nodded and threw his braid over his shoulder as he thought about her words. Micah was right. He knew they were better together. All of them. 
Braden led the way as they joined the Hawkoid at the door. 
“Holly says this will take us to Deck 3. All aboard!” He waved his bracelet at the door and it opened. The small room that Skirill had seen was a vehicle with chairs along the walls, windows, and extra poles in the middle. He held the door as Micah tentatively entered. 
Then Pik. Then Aadi needed help as the doorway was too narrow. Braden angled his shell as he squeezed through. The armor’s extra size didn’t help, even though it was tied down. Skirill danced and slid as he tried to hang on through Aadi’s gyrations. Once through, everything settled back down. 
G-War trotted through the door in front of Braden and jumped on a seat. He crouched, digging his claws into the cushion. He knew it was a vehicle, which meant it was going to move.
Braden entered and took a spot in the middle, wrapping both hands firmly around the center pole. 
“Deck 3,” he announced in a bold voice. The vehicle started forward slowly, then picked up speed. There were no jolts or clunks or bouncing. It was nothing like riding in a wagon or a cart. Leave it to the ancients to take all the fun out of traveling in a vehicle.
 



 
24 – Deck 3: Fore Garden Level
 
They watched through the windows to see transparent tubes, like the one they were in, but they were too numerous to count. At places in between, they saw metal and bracing. 
They didn’t like being in the pod. It felt more vulnerable than being on an open deck. Here, if something happened, there was nothing they could do to stop it. And there was nothing to worry about either. They were in space, where the ship took care of them. They needed to accept it. Other things were dangerous. Not this.
The pod arrived without incident. The door at the forward end of the pod opened, and they walked boldly onto the catwalk. 
It was bright, but that was where the comparison to Deck 8 ended. They stood on the catwalk, looking at a wasteland. G-War didn’t feel anything. Skirill flew to the ramp and back. He didn’t see anything alive. Pik was uncomfortable, because it was hot and dry. Aadi felt right at home. 
“Good. There’s nothing to hold us up.” Braden looked at the route they’d need to travel--catwalk, steps, wasteland, ramp. “Let’s get going.” 
G-War was first to move, loping toward the steps. Skirill continued flying. There were a few tree skeletons scattered across the deck. He landed in one, happy that the old, dry wood held his weight. He stood still, not pushing his luck.
Micah followed the ‘cat and Pik followed her. Braden gave Aadi a gentle push over the rail where he dropped quickly, slowing to a hover just above the ground. The Tortoid looked down, then dropped to the ground, digging in the dirt with his beak-like mouth. Braden watched him closely. When Aadi pulled back, he had a mouth full of beetles, crunching them happily. 
Braden shook his head and set off toward the steps.
The ramp on Deck 3 was toward the front of the ship and half way up the curve. They had a long way to go. They started jogging, an easy pace, but quicker than walking. They could sense the Command Deck was near. They planned to rest on the ramp and hopefully after a good sleep, they’d enter the Command Deck and start linking Holly with the Traveler so he could align the ship and start the transfer of the Cygnus VI survivors.
The trouble didn’t begin right away. As they jogged, the dry ground crunched beneath their feet. Nothing living had passed this way. They were getting hot from their labors, so they stopped for a drink. Pik had never been this dry and his skin was starting to turn pale. He drank twice as much water as they did and that seemed to revive him, but they had a ways to go and were running low on water.
Suddenly, G-War jumped straight up. He looked down at the ground as he came back down, then hopped to the side. He screeched as Hillcats did when they fought. Braden ran toward him. Micah pulled her blaster.
A beetle was attached to the ‘cat’s paw. He shook and danced until it dislodged. A small spot of blood appeared in his orange fur. The ‘cat bolted toward the ramp, stretching his body to get more speed. 
‘Run!’ he yelled in his thought voice. 
“Go, go, go!” Braden waved at the others as he started jogging, letting the others pass him. 
Beetles surged from the ground around their feet. They were smaller than the palm of Braden’s hand, but they had pincers and hungry mouths. Braden’s boots protected him, but the beetles swarmed over his feet. He shook them off and ran, then shook some more. Most came free. He tried brushing the others off with his hand. One bit him, then a second. 
He threw them from him and ran to the side where the ground looked firmer.
Micah used her blaster to scorch the ground in front of her. Braden’s blaster leapt into his hand and he fired into the ground behind them. The beam was still set on wide flame, perfect for what he wanted.
He walked the ground he had just burned so he could check himself over. He looked quickly, up down, and around. No beetles. They were boiling out of the ground anywhere he hadn’t fired. 
He burned a path to the ground that Micah had lit up and ran that way. Smoke wafted where he stepped on the still-hot ground. 
Aadi swam along behind them. G-War was far in the distance, but slowing. Skirill swooped by, heading straight for the ‘cat. He flared, and slowed for G-War to jump on his back. The Hawkoid beat his wings hard to keep from bouncing off the ground. The combined weight of the armor and the ‘cat was almost too much. He labored to get into the air and was only able to stay head high as he flew to the ramp. 
Pik was in bad shape. His claws weren’t meant for running on hot, freshly burned ground. He lumbered forward, one leg hopping, then the other. He continued without complaint, struggling to match Micah’s pace. 
Braden caught up with them and offered an arm to the Lizard Man. They matched strides, slowing but continuing forward. Micah turned and tried to cover them. Her blaster was low on charge and she stopped firing, choosing to run through an unburned area, hoping they’d passed the infestation.
G-War was on the ramp, crouched and ready to fight. Skirill flew past her going the other way. She wondered about that only briefly as more beetles appeared. She flamed the ground and kept running.
Braden and Pik were falling behind. Beetles slowly appeared through cracks in the burned ground. The human and Lizard Man lumbered past them, Braden stomped on any in his way. He activated his boots for the powered boost, but with Pik’s weight on his arm, he couldn’t tell the difference.
Skirill caught up with them. He flapped his wings like he was fighting through a gale force wind. Then Braden saw why; he towed Aadi, who held a short rope tightly in his beak. Aadi swam with his legs to help, but it wasn’t much.
Micah finally reached the ramp. She turned back to see Braden and Pik moving in the distance, agonizingly slowly. Aadi was floating behind Skirill, then let go of the rope. 
He swam toward an open patch of ground, and then delivered a focused thunderclap into it. The ground erupted, forcing Braden and Pik to dodge sideways and run away from it. A beetle the size of a horse erupted from under the surface. It’s black blood ran freely over the ground, and the small beetles started running to it. Braden was half-carrying Pik, as the Lizard Man could barely stand. They little more than walked as they struggled forward. 
Micah dropped her pack and extra gear, jumped from the ramp, and ran to them. She threw Pik’s other arm over her shoulder. 
With Pik between them, they sped up to a half-run. 
Finally, they all stood on the ramp. They drank and let Pik finish off their flasks. Braden put a small amount of numbweed on G-War’s paw. The blood had already clotted, but the numbweed would help it heal faster. Micah opened the door and G-War ran ahead. Skirill hopped through, then Pik, who collapsed from exhaustion once he was inside. 
‘We’ll be right here, Pik Ha’ar. Rest. If you need to open the door, just ask. We need to wait for Aadi,’ Micah said. 
Aadi swam toward them. With the danger behind, he dropped down, scooping a beetle into his beak and crunching happily.
They stayed alert, watching for any beetles trying to climb the ramp. For some reason they avoided it. The humans didn’t care why as long as they were safe. They ate a little from their provisions while they waited. Aadi ate more beetles as he finally made it to the ramp. 
‘My apologies, Master Humans. I’ve gotten slow in my old age,’ Aadi lamented. 
“C’mon, Aadi, you’ve always been a Tortoid. How fast could you have been?” Braden asked. It was always a relief to survive a crisis.
‘So hurtful, Master Braden. If only you had to carry this shell, the weight of cycles, traveling with humans. Everything that drains an old soul…’ 
Braden rubbed the Tortoid’s neck as they approached the door. “In you go, old man. Time for a break. I could use some sleep, too. If only I could float, then these dogs wouldn’t be so tired…” Braden looked at his boots, expecting to see charred remnants at the end of his legs, but they still looked new.
 



 
25 – Deck 2: The Aviary
 
They slept like they were dead. Even G-War. It was cool on the ramp, which helped everyone except Pik. He liked it warmer, but a humid heat, so he nestled closer to the door where the heat from the wasteland of Deck 3 radiated. Aadi floated on the other side, above the wasteland where the beetles couldn’t get to him. 
When they awoke some time later, they took better stock of their surroundings.
There were stalled vehicles parked haphazardly, including a hover car. Braden climbed in and, with Holly’s help, activated it. The car floated into the air. Whoever last parked it had taken the time to engage the charging unit on the ramp wall. 
Braden smiled broadly. He had driven his water buffalo team, but never an Old Tech vehicle. Holly instructed him, but Braden quickly shut down the window after he learned go, stop, and turn. Micah entered cautiously. Pik climbed into the back seat, wedging Aadi and Skirill next to him. The Tortoid’s head was by Braden’s ear. G-War sat in Micah’s lap, unsure about riding in the vehicle. Skirill faced backwards so his tail feathers wouldn’t get broken in the seat.
Braden stomped the foot pedal to the floor. The hover car responded by jumping forward, then stopping a mere finger-width from the wall, throwing everyone forward with the abrupt stop. Braden and Micah smashed their faces against the windshield, G-War, his body rammed hard against the dash. Those in the back jammed against the front seats. 
“Sorry,” Braden mumbled. He turned the wheel, but the car wouldn’t move. 
Micah pointed to a screen on the dash where the letter R was flashing. He touched it, then mashed down on the pedal. The hover car jumped backward, stopping itself before hitting the vehicle behind it. They were all harshly thrown backward against their seats.
‘I’d get out if I could be certain you wouldn’t hit me with this thing,’ the ‘cat said angrily, raking a claw down Braden’s arm as the human attempted to touch the button with the letter D for drive. 
Micah was appalled, settling for punching Braden in the shoulder. She couldn’t deliver as much force as she wanted because of her awkward sitting position and a ‘cat trying to use her body to shield himself from the hover car’s violent movements. Aadi pulled his head and feet into his shell. Pik sat in the back, unblinking. Micah suspected he may have died from heart failure.
Braden opened his window with Holly and asked for help. The foot pedal was pressure sensitive, Holly told him. Touch it lightly for best results. Holly closed the window first, to Braden’s surprise. 
“See? Even Holly is afraid you’re going to kill us all. You and your love of Old Tech. If you kill us, I’m going to beat the snot out of you!” Braden smiled at Micah, not because he was happy, but because he was embarrassed. 
He touched the pedal with his toe, then a little bit more. The vehicle moved cautiously up the ramp. He practiced with the steering yoke--right, left, up, and down. Soon, they moved quickly up the ramp, staying well clear of both sides and the ceiling. 
G-War relaxed, although he maintained that Braden had scarred him for life. Pik finally blinked. Aadi’s head reappeared next to Braden’s. Skirill kept his eyes closed.
At the top of the ramp, they decided that they’d try to take the hover car the rest of the way to the forward bulkhead. They needed to find an access door at deck level. An elevator would take them to the Command Deck, where they’d find everything for a crew to run the ship. They were close to their goal. 
Before they opened the door to see what was beyond, Micah stepped aside to talk with Bronwyn. Braden joined her in the link, checking in to make sure all was well. They could hear their children playing in the background. Brandt was showing them something as they hung from his horns. Bronwyn yelled something at Brandt, who stamped his feet. Bronwyn wrapped up the communication by saying that they were all children and she needed to go. 
Braden and Micah hugged. They carried the burdens of their tasks with them. They believed that if you had the ability to act, you had the responsibility. They missed their children, but who else could do what they were doing in an effort to stop the Amazonian War and bring peace to Vii? They sacrificed now so their children had a better future. They didn’t know that parents had been doing that for all the millennia of human existence.
Braden stood at the door, his bow ready, G-War by his side. Aadi and Skirill were next, finally Pik. If it was safe beyond, then Micah would open the large roll-up screen door. They wanted to take the vehicle if they could as they’d already walked too far.
Braden waved his bracelet and the door slid open. 
The sound was intense. Birds. Millions of birds calling at the same time. He stepped through the door into the cacophony of sound. He put his hands over his head. Great trees stood everywhere, birds flew. Large ones and small ones, colorful and plain. There was a little bit of everything. 
“Skirill, you’re up!” Braden shouted to be heard, even though Skirill listened over the mindlink.
With Pik’s help, Aadi wedged through the opening. Skirill leapt from him and flew toward the trees. Smaller birds harassed him briefly as he traveled through their territory, then a larger bird challenged him. Skirill backwinged to a landing on a wide branch. The other bird landed next to him. It was larger than Skirill, with similar colors. 
‘My people are here!’ he exclaimed. 
“So, what do we do now?” Braden asked the companions. 
“We wait. Let’s bring the hover car through. Do you think we can go over the trees?” Micah said.
“Holly said it needed to stay close to the ground. I think if we take it, we have to drive between the trees.”
“Even with your driving, it’s better than walking,” Micah jabbed. Braden feigned a hurt look as they both returned through the ramp door. Micah accessed the side panel. With a wave of her bracelet and the voice command to open the screen, it smoothly rolled upward. She stopped it when it was high enough to get the car out. Birds flew past and down the ramp. 
Braden eased the hover car through the opening and stopped near the first trees of the forest. More birds flew in as Micah rolled the screen down. She thought about leaving the door open so they could get out, but realized that wouldn’t work. More would fly in and the birds would be trapped on the ramp. 
Skirill continued talking with the other Hawkoid. 
As they watched, she jabbed Skirill with her beak. Braden pulled his bow and nocked an arrow. Skirill jabbed back. Micah grabbed the arrow and pulled the bow down. She raised her eyebrows at him and nodded toward the Hawkoids. 
“What? Ohh. It’s a female.” The humans watched as Skirill and the other Hawkoid began an intricate flight through the trees, chasing each other and dancing. They flew above the trees, racing toward the ceiling. They became dots in the Deck 2 sky, before barreling back toward the ramp. The humans watched, not knowing what else to do.
G-War broke the stalemate. ‘Skirill, we need to go. Get down here.’ 
‘On my way,’ Skirill purred, ‘with my mate Zyena.’  
‘Hello, Zyena! I’m Micah and this is my mate Braden.’ Braden looked at her in surprise. 
“That’s it? Welcome to the family? He’s known her for a total of thirty-eight heartbeats. What if she breaks his heart? How will you feel about it then?” Braden looked back toward Skirill as if he looked on his own son. 
‘Hello!’ said a new voice, soft and feminine. ‘Skirill has told me all about you and your adventures. I’ve lived in the Aviary my whole life. I’m afraid to leave, but my mate will make it okay.’ 
“How long did they talk, ten heartbeats?” Braden said. It wasn’t a question. He knew the Hawkoid’s mindlink was efficient. Skirill learned to speak the human language in the same amount of time. “And she’s coming with us.”
“So it seems, partner mine. This is how it always works with us.” She ran her fingers along her braids. She looked at the hover car. She had more faith in Skirill’s ability to select a mate than her mate’s ability to drive the Old Tech hover car. “I’m happy for Skirill.” 
Braden nodded. “Everybody in, we’re going for a ride.” He opened the window with Holly.
‘I’m pleased you didn’t kill everyone,’ Holly started. Braden rolled his eyes and shook his head. 
‘Holly, just tell us which way to the bulkhead and the elevator to the Command Deck.’ 
Their location showed on the maps in front of their eyes, then the line appeared showing them which way to go. Micah left her window open while Braden closed his to concentrate on driving between the trees. 
“Hey, Ess and Zyena, we’re heading to the forward bulkhead. Try not to lose us.” 
With that, he toed the pedal and they moved slowly forward. He pulled back on the yoke to get above the underbrush, but that was it. The hover car wouldn’t go any higher. He eased it forward, around the first tree, then the second, weaving and dodging as they went. The going was slow, but as Micah said, it was better than walking. 
 
 



 
26 – Nothing Trying to Kill Us
 
While they traveled, Aadi talked with Zyena, looking for something that might hinder their progress. There wasn’t a unifying force on this level, nothing like the Rabbit People and their Bee Army or killer beetles. 
They could continue without fear. Zyena was happy, as was Skirill. Braden guided the hover car back toward the path that Micah selected for them. G-War curled up on her lap and went to sleep. Pik and Aadi sat in the back seat, calm, watching the world go by. 
“Hey, a stream!” Braden said as he saw the water pass beneath the car. He stopped a little more abruptly than intended and lowered the vehicle to the ground. He wouldn’t look up so he didn’t have to see the others glaring at him.
He jumped out, looked around, then cupped a hand to the water. It was fresh. He filled the flasks one by one. G-War climbed out to drink directly from the stream, so Micah got out, too. 
Pik was quick to leave the vehicle behind. He would have preferred walking as this felt to him like a cooler rainforest. It reminded him of home. He plunged into the stream and let it wash off the dirt and soot from Deck 3. He sat down, then submerged himself completely. It was cold to him and almost hurt, but after the wasteland, any water felt good.
Skirill and Zyena joined them, landing on a low branch and sitting close, their wings touching. Braden and Micah leaned up toward them, scratching their legs and stroking their chest feathers. 
“This is my second favorite deck on the whole ship,” Braden exclaimed, watching Skirill. “It’s hard to beat Deck 8, huh? So much food and friendly Rabbits!” 
‘Don’t listen to him. This is our favorite deck, isn’t it?’ Skirill said to his new partner. 
‘I have nothing to compare it, to, but I’ll take your word for it. I think this deck is better than the Rabbit Deck. Although we do like rabbits, don’t we?’ Skirill had shared the joys of Planet Vii, including rabbits and squirrels. They had squirrels here, she assured him, both ground and tree.
‘Did somebody say squirrels?’ G-War appeared next to them. He stopped, looked at the forest, then bolted off. 
“I guess we wait,” Braden said as he opened his pack, looking for more food. “I hope there’s a fabricator on the Command Deck.”
 



 
27 – The Command Deck
 
They weren’t sure about leaving the hover car, but they had no choice. They parked it, asking Holly about a power source. He told them what to look for. They found the projection from the bulkhead about a hundred strides away for the door and the elevator. He talked them through the steps to ensure the vehicle was powered for their return trip. With the hover car, they could cross Deck 3 while staying clear of the beetles. 
Skirill and Zyena were waiting for the companions when they arrived. They perched in a nearby tree, ready for the next adventure. Skirill talked constantly to her, easing her fears. He had to go as he was a sworn companion to Braden and Micah. He would have none of her arguments to stay. The world was a great place, but it was out there, off the ship. 
Her journey, as part of their new life together, would begin when she rode the elevator.
When they were gathered, Braden looked at the growing group, shook his head, then opened the door. His worries that the elevator wouldn’t fit everyone were unfounded. It was big, big enough for all of them. Once they wedged Aadi through the door, Skirill and Zyena flew to the door, landing close, then Skirill hopped through. He looked back, encouraging her to join him. She took small hops until she was at the doorway, then with a bold jump, she was through. 
G-War strode through, shaking his head. Pik, Micah, and Braden joined them. The door closed. Micah took a deep breath. “Command Deck, please,” she said boldly. 
The elevator started moving, slowly at first, like the pod, then gaining speed. Holly warned them that the Command Decks were central to the spinning axis, which meant that they would float much of the time. Braden and Micah didn’t know what that meant until the elevator stopped.
They lifted gently off the floor as the elevator settled. The door opened. The corridor beyond was circular, with handholds along the walls, both perpendicular and parallel to the corridor. 
The humans turned to brace their feet on the back wall and pushed off. Both pushed too hard and their bodies hurtled down the corridor. They finally grabbed a handhold and pulled themselves back to the doorway. Aadi needed help to get out. Once out, he was the most comfortable floating. He swam as normal to move. Pik was terrified at first, but once Micah showed him how to move, he became more tolerant, although he still didn’t like it.
G-War was the most put out. Since he didn’t have hands to grasp railings or handholds, he floated freely, dependent on someone else to move him. Once Braden caught up with the ‘cat, he put him onto his pack, where G-War could straddle it and embed his claws. 
Skirill and Zyena tried to modify their flight to help them move, but the corridor wasn’t wide enough. They smacked people and creature alike as they tried to fly past. They learned to use only their wing tips, and then the corridor chaos calmed greatly. 
The corridor that looked more like a tunnel led to a single hatch at its end. There was a small round window. Micah looked through first and gasped at what she saw. 
‘Humans. Working at consoles.’ She watched until Braden joined her. He saw four humans, wearing clothing similar to what he saw on the survivors of Cygnus VI. 
“They might get excited if they see any of our friends. Let’s have them stay back. G-War remains with us. We go through and make peace. They might be able to align the ship for us, but then again, why hasn’t Holly been able to establish contact with these people?” Braden whispered to Micah, watching as the strangers went about their work. 
“Holly couldn’t talk with the Command Deck. There’s something different here. Once we explain things, I think it will be okay. It has to be.” Micah squared her shoulders and readied herself to go in. 
“G?” Braden asked, hoping the ‘cat wouldn’t find hostile feelings from the other humans. 
‘I can’t feel anything. Let me see.’ The ‘cat leaned around the side of Braden’s head and hooked a claw into the backpack strap. He watched for a few heartbeats. ‘They’re not human.’
They moved away from the small window and accessed their neural implants. ‘Holly, we have a problem. There are creatures that look human working at the entrance to the Command Deck. What are they and how do we talk with them?’
‘Fascinating. I believe you are looking at a group of Androids. These are very sophisticated Bots modeled on humans. Keep me active and I may be able to link with them.’
‘Does that mean they’d be in our heads?’
‘No, you would simply be acting as a conduit between me and them. No matter how sophisticated they are, they cannot compare to me. Have no fear, Braden, Micah.’ 
“Have no fear, he says.” Braden looked at Micah and shook his head. “His life isn’t on the line. G-War, you stay behind, too. The Old Tech has usually welcomed us lowly humans. We’ll see if we can square things with them, then we’ll introduce the rest of you.  By the way, be ready to run if we give the word.” 
The companions worked their way down the corridor using various methods. Aadi went last, pushing those who struggled. 
With one last nod, Micah waved her bracelet at the panel and watched as the hatch cycled and opened. She went through to music playing as the Androids froze in place. Braden walked in behind her, blocking the view through the open hatch with his body, before shutting it behind him. 
When the music stopped playing, one Android stepped forward. “Master President, we weren’t expecting a visit. This is highly irregular. We usually get notification.” 
 
 
 



 
28 – Androids
 
“Usually get notification? How many times has the President visited these spaces?” Micah asked. 
“Two thousand, six hundred, ninety-nine times over the past four millennia. It has been seven hundred, three years since the last visit.”
“Have you been here the entire time?” Braden asked.
“Why yes. Androids have very long lives.”
Holly hadn’t said anything about long-lived creatures running the ship. Braden didn’t know what to say, so he blurted out the first thing that came to mind.
“You’ve lived four-thousand cycles?” Braden looked at the Androids, as Micah didn’t give them a chance to answer Braden’s inane question.
“We need to align the ship in order to transfer the survivors from Cygnus VI to the Traveler and then further to planet Vii, I mean Cygnus VII,” Micah told the Androids. 
They stood motionless. Braden started to get a bad feeling. He opened his neural implant so Holly could do his thing.
“I’m sorry, what are you waiting for?” Micah asked them, asserting her authority.
“We can’t do that from here, Master President. This is one of many Maintenance and Service Sections. There are over one hundred of these throughout the ship. We keep the ship systems functioning. We work with  the air and water circulation on Deck 2.” The Android stood expressionless after his explanation. 
“How do we get there from here?” Micah was losing patience. The Androids weren’t volunteering information. If she wanted specifics, she had to ask specific questions.
“Go back to the elevator and tell it Command Deck, Bridge. It will take you to a corridor similar to this one. Follow that to the Bridge. Once there, the Bridge Crew will be able to align the ship for you.” The Androids remained motionless, watching. It was unnerving. When humans talked with Holly, he moved, changed expressions, acted human.
“Are you trying to access our systems?” the Android asked matter-of-factly, without inflection in its voice. 
“We are in contact with the Command Center on Cygnus VII. Is that a problem?” Micah asked, trying to buy time. She rested her hand on her blaster and looked to Braden. He was engrossed with Holly. She reached over and touched his arm. While she talked with the Androids, she slid his hand toward the butt of his weapon.
“It was my impression, as the President, that the ship and the planet below should be in constant contact. We have just reestablished the link after all these cycles, years, that is. We have much to catch up on, don’t you agree?”
“We can’t allow you to access our systems. They are delicately balanced.”
“Holly, please stop what you’re doing,” Micah said in an authoritatively loud voice, while also squeezing Braden’s arm. 
‘Holly. Stop what you’re doing or we’re going to have to fight these Androids.’ Braden passed through the link.
‘There is something strange about their systems. If you could give me more time, I’m sure I could get in and find what I need.’
‘There’s no time left, Holly. Stop now,’ Braden emphasized. He looked at Micah and nodded.
“Is that better? Please accept my apologies. The system on Vii did not have authorization to cause you any problems.” Micah tried to soothe the Androids. They remained unreadable. “Please, return to your duties. I’d like to observe for a while.”
The Androids hesitated, making the situation even more uncomfortable than it already was. Then, they went back to their monitors and consoles. They focused on the screens, punching buttons and making hand motions in front of them.
“Are there humans on the Bridge?” Micah asked. The Androids ignored her, going about their business as if she no longer existed. 
‘Holly, do we have anything to worry about from these things?’ Micah asked via her neural implant, while trying to watch the Androids with her other eye. 
‘I fear that I cannot tell. I was unable to break into their systems. For this reason alone, I recommend caution.’ Micah reduced her window. She looked at Braden and casually pulled herself around the Maintenance and Service spaces. Handholds were conveniently located throughout the space. She suspected they’d see the same thing everywhere there was zero-g.
Braden moved opposite Micah, bracketing the Androids in case they did something he didn’t like. He was ready to kill them all. Maybe the ‘cat’s inherent fear of machines was rubbing off on him. Braden stopped when he had a good line of fire and watched Micah as she continued moving around them.
The Androids stood on the deck, held in place without using their hands. Braden wondered how they did that, but didn’t want to open the window with Holly. He needed to pay attention to the here and now. 
Micah pulled herself beside a different Android from the one who had spoken. She leaned close, trying to see what the Android was looking at. 
The screen was blank. She couldn’t tell if the system was functioning at all. She nodded at the Android and moved on. It was the same for each. There were systems functioning within the space, but not any of those the Androids were working with. 
But the Androids felt Holly when he tried to access the system. Micah realized that Holly had tried to access the Androids themselves. She took a deep breath.
“I think that’s enough. You look busy, so I’ll leave you to it. Thank you for your gracious welcome and information.” She pushed off a bulkhead toward the hatch when a hand shot out, gripping her leg tightly. She stopped instantly. 
Braden pulled his blaster which started him spinning. He tried to aim with one hand, while holding tightly to a bulkhead hand grip with the other. He wedged his foot into the back of a console to steady himself. 
The Android closest to him turned toward him and took one quick step. 
Even floating, he was too close for Braden to miss. He pulled the trigger, holding it a little longer than normal as the light beam burned into the chest of the creature. It started sparking and then it froze. Whatever was holding it to the deck released and it floated in front of the human, blocking his view of the others. 
The Android held Micah’s leg so tightly she thought the bone would break. She pulled her blaster and leaned down, firing between her legs into the mid-section of the Android. Short bursts. She fired three times before it let go. She kicked it away from her, spinning it toward the back of the space while propelling herself forward. She completed her roll, moving feet first toward the hatch while aiming at one of the remaining two Androids. 
Braden tried to move his dead Android aside. He leaned back against the bulkhead and kicked it with both feet. It was harder and heavier than he thought it would be, but it moved. 
Into Micah’s line of fire. Her shot hit the already dead, tumbling Android. Her intended target moved quickly toward another hatch in the back of the space. His fellow was moving toward her. 
Braden regained his perch, aimed and fired at the retreating figure. He hit it in the side of the head which then exploded in a shower of sparks. Its momentum carried it forward until it smashed into the hatch, then floated slowly back toward the center of the space.
Micah hit the bulkhead with her legs and pushed off toward the remaining Android. She aimed down her line of travel and pulled the trigger. Once, twice, then a third time.
The chest of the creature sparked and it froze, statue-like, as it lost its grip on the deck. She rolled and kicked as it approached, sending it harmlessly away. 
Braden and Micah floated in the Maintenance and Service space with four dead Androids. Micah gained a handhold, then launched herself back to the hatch. She waved her bracelet and it opened. 
“C’mon, everybody, the party’s in here.” She left the hatch open as the companions crawled, climbed, and flew up the corridor. 
 



 
29 – Storage
 
‘Holly, the Androids were working with blank screens. They were going through the motions.’ Micah wanted insight from Holly on whether they would run across more Androids like these. 
‘Insufficient data. If you could have kept one of them active, I could have recovered the information.’ 
‘Enough of the Engineering Spaces, Holly. We killed the vines and we killed the Androids. There was something wrong with them and then they attacked Micah. We had no choice, so stop being an ass.’ Braden had no patience for Holly’s second guessing. The Androids were dangerous. ‘Sleep,’ he told the annoying window before his eye.
‘Holly, can you access these computers?’ Micah inserted herself back into the conversation. They needed more information to move forward safely. How many more of these Androids would they encounter?
‘Working on it, Master President. Please keep your window open while I work and if you could, tell Braden I’m sorry.’ Holly sounded contrite.
“Holly says he’s sorry, by the way. He’s trying to access the working computers right now. Hang on, he’s telling me to do something. What was that, Holly?” Micah reached for a panel on the rear bulkhead. She counted down a number of rows, then over a certain number of buttons before pushing it in and holding it there. Nearly all the panels in the room were touch screens and not physical buttons. This panel had a covering over it to forestall an accident should someone fly about the room out of control.
Like the Androids were doing. 
“Pik, can you secure those things please,” Braden asked. With the floating Androids and the floating companions, the space had gotten crowded. 
Pik and Aadi worked together to wedge the bodies under a table. 
The Hawkoids were using their wingtips like fish used their side fins. They were darting back and forth across the space, until Braden snagged Skirill and wrapped an arm around him. 
He was going to say something smart, but Skirill looked happy. He was still on his honeymoon, as Braden understood Hawkoid mating rituals. The human settled for a better approach. “Easy, my friend. Micah is working with Holly to figure out how many more of these things we might run across. Maybe you and Zyena can fly the corridor? It’s kind of cramped in here.” 
They zipped through the open hatch and raced each other down the corridor. Braden watched with humor as the Hawkoids couldn’t stop themselves, and crashed faces first into the elevator door. They floated for a second before coming to their senses and flew back up the corridor at a more sedate pace. He hadn’t thought about it before, and wondered how old Skirill was in Hawkoid years. He’d have to ask when they were in a safe place, like back on Vii.
Micah continued to let Holly work. Braden moved to one of the two other hatches in the Maintenance and Service space. Neither had a window.
He opened the first with a wave of his bracelet. It opened to a bathroom, he thought. None of the fixtures looked like what he was used to, but they would be different when everything floated. He was glad that he didn’t have to go. It would be embarrassing asking Holly for help.
He secured the bathroom door and moved on. The next hatch opened onto a large storage space, much larger than the Maintenance and Service space. The first thing Braden thought was there had to be another way in as he spotted another hatch at the far end. They wouldn’t move boxes of materials through the smaller Maintenance and Service space. 
Holly was busy with Micah, and Braden figured it wasn’t safe to explore on his own, so he recruited volunteers. “Aadi, G, Pik. There’s something in here you need to see.”
‘I know you want company. Why didn’t you just say so instead of the ploy?’ G-War scolded. The ‘cat rode Aadi, now that the Hawkoids were mobile. He lay flat on the Tortoid’s shell, claws embedded in the armor and rope. Pik used the handholds and was getting adept at moving around. Unlike the Amazonians on Vii, he had hands instead of three-fingered claws. 
He was a natural in what Holly called the zero-g environment.
The storage area was arranged radially. There was a center tube with handholds, then racks holding specially designed boxes. Boxes containing smaller items had a soft access port where a person could reach a hand through, take the desired number of parts, and pull them out without anything else floating away. There were aisles, but these went from the center tube directly to the bulkhead in each direction. There was no up or down. Braden wanted to orient himself, so he focused on a point on the far bulkhead and declared a random direction to be up. 
He was getting sick to his stomach. The constant floating was getting to him.
‘Master Braden. I think you should come and look at this.’ Aadi was in the middle of the center tube.
“Okay, funny. I did it to you, now payback.” Braden laughed, but Aadi wasn’t joking.
Braden pulled himself back down the tube, past Pik, and looked to where G-War was nodding. 
Bodies, wrapped in plastic. Stuffed between shelves. Braden looked more closely. Humans. Long dead. 
“What do you think, G?” 
‘I think they’ve been dead a long time.’ Sometimes the Golden Warrior was a master of the obvious. Or maybe he thought the human couldn’t grasp the plainest of facts.
‘I suspect they died at the hands of the Androids,’ Aadi said as he craned his neck to look at the bodies from different angles. ‘Yes. I believe their necks are broken. In this environment, that wouldn’t be easy to do, unless you could stick to the deck and had the strength of a machine.’
“I think that you’re the wisest creature I know and if you say it, then I believe you.” Braden checked the bodies over and pulled a command bracelet from one of their wrists. “Here you go, Pik. Put this on your wrist.” He tossed it slowly, then showed the bracelet on his own wrist. 
The Lizard Men must not have played catch growing up. His eyes grew wide as the bracelet approached. He waved his hands in front of his face as he prepared to catch it. He missed with his left hand which started him spinning. He flailed with his right hand, hitting the bracelet and sending it down a different radial access. Braden couldn’t see between the shelves, so he didn’t know where it went. 
Braden took the bracelets from each of the former crew members. He pocketed four and pulled himself to the central tube. Pik was rummaging in the radial access where the bracelet had flown.
“Pik. Leave it. I have another one.” 
‘I’m sorry. It’s here somewhere.’ Pik kept digging. Braden joined him, not searching for the bracelet, but looking at the boxes and boxes of Old Tech. Parts, bits, pieces, small motors, and other items to fix the complex machinery of the ship. He found tubes labeled as adhesive. He took one of these. There were small machines at the end of the access tube. Looking around Pik, he couldn’t tell what they did. He wanted to touch them, see if they served a useful purpose.
Useful to him, that was. As a Trader, his mind raced in a thousand different directions. What could he trade this for? Who wouldn’t want two of those? What about this? Nothing like it in all of Warren Deep! Here was the wagon load of Old Tech that would make him rich. 
He looked at the tube of adhesive in his hand. He took the one practical thing that he’d seen. His new survival instincts kept his Trader persona from taking over. 
“Let’s go, Pik. We’re done here.” 
‘It’s here somewhere.’ 
“Pik! Give me your hand.” Pik stopped rummaging and looked defeated. Braden snapped a bracelet around the Lizard Man’s wrist. “You know, I almost called you Pack. One of our horses, back on Vii, he’s called Pack. Pack and Pik. Pik and Pack. Hmmm. I may have to call him Speckles.”
Pik listened to all of this, followed none of it, then settled for nodding politely. He looked at the command bracelet on his wrist. He was a member of Braden’s patrol, just like everyone else! 
Braden watched as Pik stared at the bracelet. He slapped the Lizard Man on the shoulder, which sent him bouncing off the shelves. 
“Welcome to the caravan, Pik!” 
 



 
30 – Between Decks
 
Braden pulled himself to the end of the tube where there was another hatch. He waved his bracelet and the hatched rolled aside. 
He thought there would be another room like the last one beyond. There wasn’t. It was the space between decks. There was a great deal of piping and cabling. Holly showed them the factory level of the New Command Center, and here, Braden saw many similarities. 
There was a track system with carts spaced intermittently. There was a panel where someone could call a cart for movement of people or materials. It looked both efficient and operational. Braden watched the space. He saw the outline of a number of hatches, identical to the one he floated near. There were straps and handholds outside each door. In zero-g, there was no need for a platform or walkway, only something to hang on to. 
Floating in the space was disconcerting. Braden’s incessant nausea since they entered this level overwhelmed him. He wretched, then flailed as the vomit floated back toward him. He pulled himself out of the way using the strap, then crawled back through the hatch, shutting it just in time. Without a window, he couldn’t tell what happened, but expected the other side of the hatch to be covered in spew. 
He wanted to ask Holly if this piping and cart space could take them all the way to the rear core area. He wanted to avoid as much extraneous travel as possible. Whenever they traveled through a new area, they either made an enemy or made a friend. Too much more of each could wear them down.
 He nodded at Pik to go back to the Maintenance and Service space. Pik’s eyes were wide as he looked at the hatch. He was still trying to embrace the idea that he had been on a ship his whole life. Deck 9 had been all he knew of the world and now he realized that it had been one small space in a bigger world, with an even bigger world beyond. He respected how easily Braden and Micah moved between the individual worlds of the Decks. Pik looked at Braden and nodded. He put his green hand on Braden’s shoulder and squeezed. Where the humans led, he would follow.
Braden couldn’t read the expression on Pik’s face. He wanted him to move back down the central tube. With Aadi, G-War, and Pik in the way, he was cramped against the hatch. He knew there was puke splattered on the other side and it gave him the willies. He wanted to leave this level, maybe even make a quick trip back to Deck 2, where he could stand up. 
Aadi turned and swam away. Pik finally pulled himself down the tube. Braden followed.
Micah was still engaged with Holly so he couldn’t hear her thoughts. She looked at him when he returned, but didn’t say anything. She raised one finger. They were getting close to finishing. They waited, floating patiently. 
More lights flashed on the panel before Micah, most of them green. The monitors had come to life, too. He sat at one and worked as he’d done at the New Command Center, but these didn’t act like the ones he was used to. It brought up various things, but they showed status and operations that Braden couldn’t understand. He left the monitor as it was. 
Micah looked at him, eyes focused. “What did Holly have to say?”
“He wasn’t able to access all the systems, only some of the standard maintenance systems. He found a lot that bothered him, but he’s working to regulate those systems. The Androids hadn’t been doing what they said they were doing, so Holly is taking care of it now. Nearly every system on this ship is automated, but held in delicate balance.” She nodded toward the entrance hatch. She’d keep talking while they moved.  
“There seems to be a major disconnect between here and the aft core section. The tube where we took the pod from Deck 8? Somewhere in the middle of that area is something that needs repairing. For Holly to control the ship, we need to repair the damage.” Braden looked skeptical. “All that means for us is we need to find and activate a Maintenance Bot. We can link it to Holly and he can tell it what to do.”
“Yeah. I didn’t see me fixing Old Tech. I may like it more than I should, but I’m not the one to be tearing into it. I’m glad Holly recognizes my limitations.” Braden shook his head, sending his braid flying around in front of him. Micah’s braids floated around her head as well. Hair and zero-g did not mix well.
“Let’s go back to the Aviary for a break. I’d like to stand on solid ground. And I need to take a leak. After seeing what happened when I puked, there’s no way I’m doing anything else like that up here.”
Micah threw her head back to laugh, but got a mouthful of braids instead. She sputtered and spit out her own hair. “I’ll let you in on a secret. There’s a drawer in one of those desks that you really don’t want to open.”
 



 
31 – A Break, A Plan
 
They squeezed themselves into the elevator and sent it down to Deck 2. When it arrived, they staggered out like drunks. Both the Hawkoids attempted to fly and fell on the ground. 
‘I feel funny,’ was all Pik would commit to. Their bodies felt unnaturally heavy. G-War made it two steps out of the elevator door before collapsing into a crouch. The noise of the Aviary seemed less than before, but still loud compared to the silence of the Command Deck.
‘Holly, what the hell is going on?’ Micah asked. Braden still wasn’t talking to the hologram. She updated the hologram on their return to the Aviary.
‘It’ll pass quickly. When returning to gravity from zero-g, your bodies have to re-learn how to function. The more you walk, the better off you’ll be.’ Micah reduced the window. 
“Holly says walk around. It’ll pass quickly. Your bodies know what to do.” Braden struggled to walk, then jog, then run. He was back to old form in a few heartbeats. The others watched, then mimicked his movements. Skirill and Zyena bounced around and tried using their wings. Skirill tried too hard as he flew quickly into the air and promptly bounced off a tree. He recovered as he dropped, gliding past the other companions. Zyena’s first attempt was smoother and together they soared.
The companions drank deeply from their flasks. G-War wanted something to eat and soon went after a ground squirrel. Pik was hungry, too. He’d need help with his meal. Braden pulled his bow and two arrows, then put the rest of his gear down. Micah settled for finding seclusion to relieve herself while Pik stayed on guard. Aadi floated serenely, unaffected by gravity or the lack of it.
Everyone heard the ‘cat make its kill. Birds scattered at his scream, and Braden felt the ‘cat’s gratification. ‘You won’t need to hunt,’ he informed Braden. ‘Pik, join me and let’s feast!’
When the ‘cat and the Lizard Man returned, Pik carried a creature as big as a wild board. No wonder G-War was impressed with his kill. 
“What is that thing? Looks like a cross between a boar and a ground hog.” Braden reluctantly opened his neural implant. 
‘Capybara,’ Holly answered after looking at it. ‘They serve a number of functions. They are a rodent, but also a reasonable food source. They don’t destroy the fragile ecosystem as wild hogs would. They taste like pork, if that’s what you’re looking for.’

“Bullseye.” Braden and Micah readied a fire to cook their meal. They cut off strips of meat from the sections that G-War and Pik had left behind. The ‘cat knew they would be moving shortly, so he didn’t overeat. 
While their meal was cooking, Micah sliced off strips of meat for Aadi and tossed some into the air for both Skirill and Zyena. They demonstrated their flying prowess by making acrobatic catches. Braden stopped throwing the meat into the air as he didn’t want to be responsible for hurting one of them. He wanted everyone to rest before they attempted to enter the Bridge. 
As they dined on freshly cooked capybara, which tasted like pork mixed with fish, they opened their neural implants. 
‘Holly, what can we expect on the Bridge?’ Braden asked. 
‘The Bridge is rather large, similar in configuration to the New Command Center, but bigger with wide aisles holding aids to movement, handholds and such. When you exit the elevator and access corridor, it will seem like you are inside a half-sphere. The entire front of the Command Center will look clear. You’ll see space, Cygnus VII, and the moon. The moon will appear larger than you are used to.’ 
It would only take the companions a few heartbeats to become accustomed to the Bridge. What Braden wanted to know was who ran the Bridge. What would they do if there were humans there or Androids? How could they convince them that aligning the ship for a matter transfer with Cygnus VI was in their best interest?
‘Humans or Androids? I can’t answer that. The Golden Warrior can determine before you enter whether any humans are present. I suspect you’ll at least find Androids. Will they be like the ones from the Maintenance and Service space? I don’t know. As you’ve made me understand, you may have to kill them if they won’t follow Micah’s orders as the President. I only ask that if you do start shooting, aim high, try to avoid hitting any of the equipment. Everything on the Bridge serves a purpose.’
‘And we’ll try, but I won’t guarantee anything. I can’t shake on this deal, Holly,’ Braden said and closed the window. They needed to secure the Bridge crew’s cooperation, or at least get them out of the way so Braden and Micah could do what Holly needed to align the ship. 
After eating, they rested, napping and relaxing while G-War watched over them. Braden and Micah opened their neural implant so they could talk with Bronwyn and the children. The Hawkoids finally settled down and slept harder than everyone else. 
When the companions finally roused and were ready to go, the Hawkoids wouldn’t respond. Braden worried, despite G-War’s assurances. G-War ended up climbing the tree and shaking them awake. They almost fell off the branch in alarm. 
Micah shook her head. Weren’t birds supposed to sleep lightly, able to fly away instantly if there was a threat? The Hawkoids were different. Once they shook and ruffled their feathers, they glided gracefully to join the companions. The others waited while G-War backed down the tree’s massive trunk. When he finally made it to the ground, he gave a narrow-eyed look to Skirill and Zyena. There was no honeymoon period for the ‘cat.
Not knowing if they would return to the Aviary, they kept all their gear with them. It would have been nice to travel lightly to the Bridge, but they couldn’t be sure they’d come back this way. 
They piled into the elevator and told it Bridge. It raced upward.
When the door opened, they were treated to more zero-g. Being ready for it this time, they deftly grabbed the handholds and pulled themselves up the corridor. This one was at least triple the length of the access to the Maintenance and Service space. 
The Hawkoids tried to fly ahead but Braden stopped them. “We don’t know how they’ll respond, depending on who ‘they’ are. They first person they need to see is Micah. After that, she can introduce the rest of us. Patience, my friends. By the way, hold out your leg.” The last he said to Zyena. He took one of the extra command bracelets and cinched it up tightly between her claw and the feathers of her lower leg. “Just in case we get separated, you’ll be able to open doors and move through the ship, although it may not be enough to fool a Security Unit. If you’re with Skirill, you shouldn’t have any problems either way.” 
Zyena accepted the gift graciously. Skirill watched proudly and nuzzled her, which caused both of them to go spinning into opposite bulkheads. He was happy the humans readily accepted her as one of the companions.
They all laughed at the Hawkoid antics. There’s serious business up ahead, but for the moment, let the companions enjoy each other’s company, Braden thought. Braden and Micah pulled themselves forward slowly, checking their blasters and settings in case they had to fight. Micah loosened her sword and Braden checked his shortsword and bow, although he conceded there was no way he could shoot his bow while floating. 
At the end of the access corridor, Braden and Micah looked through the small window. The space was as Holly described--large and open, with the stars, moon, and Vii showing out the window that made up the front of the sphere. 
There was activity, but not much. People occupied one station out of every ten. There was the central platform, just like in the New Command Center, but this was a cage, centered perfectly within the half-sphere. The seats were mere frames, where someone sitting could look anywhere to see one of the crew at other workstations, which could be above or below them. The user could spin the chair as needed to face any direction. 
“What do you think, G?” Braden asked. 
The ‘cat clung to Braden’s pack. He slowly moved to the side of Braden’s head, keeping three claws embedded in something soft at all times. 
‘There are humans. Three of them.’ G-War said, while craning his neck to see which three and point them out. Micah looked through the top of the window, gripping a handhold with one hand, while keeping her hair under control with the other. She was counting the total number on the Bridge. 
“I see eleven total. That means eight Androids, plus the three humans.” 
‘In the command chair in the middle. To the right near the front window, and in the back, by the hatch here.’ G-War let go of the pack and Braden guided him to Aadi, where he embedded his claws in the soft armor surrounding the Tortoid’s shell. 
“Well, Master President, are you ready?” 
She answered by waving her bracelet in front of the access panel. The hatch slid open and the music started playing. 
 



 
32 – The Bridge
 
Braden and Micah used their bodies to block the view down the corridor as they pulled themselves in and closed the hatch. Braden kept himself in front of the window as Micah pulled herself directly toward the human in the command chair. The human closest to the hatch looked on in shock. Everyone froze in place. 
“I know, it’s been a while since the last presidential visit. What? Seven-hundred years? But we just reestablished contact from the planet which is where I live. Tell me, who’s in charge here?” 
No one moved. It was eerily reminiscent of their first encounter with Androids. 
‘G, are you sure these three are human? They seem different. Like, really different,’ Braden said over the mindlink.
Micah continued pulling herself forward. “You. You look like you’re in charge. What’s your name?” She pointed at the woman in the command chair. 
“Why, I’m Captain Treecia Atwood. Who are you?” 
“I’m Micah, President of Cygnus VII. We simply call it Vii now.” 
“But, look how young you are.” Micah raised her eyebrows as she pulled herself upright before the command area. “You look like security or maybe military. I don’t know. I’ve only seen pictures. You live on the planet? How did you get here?” 
“Me? The planet can be a dangerous place, although it seems that this ship is every bit as dangerous.” Micah pulled her shirt collar aside to show the scars on the back of her neck. “No matter who you are, you have to be ready and willing to fight. That being said, it’s nice on the planet. No floating around. It’s our home and it’s where my children are. I look forward to going back, but first we have a couple things we need to do. We have to align the ship for a matter transfer from Cygnus VI. There are twenty-three survivors we need to rescue.” 
Captain Atwood looked around at each of the ten other faces, giving them all equal time. Finally one of the Androids spoke up. 
“I don’t believe we’ll do that.” The Captain and the Android locked eyes for a stare down. The machine would eventually win, but the Captain seemed to hold the superior position. They glared until Micah couldn’t take it anymore.
“I don’t see why not. What else are you doing?” Micah asked.
“The ship is in a delicate position between the gravitation pull of the moon and the planet. By changing our alignment, we risk a catastrophic de-orbit. There are millions of lives that are counting on us to not do that,” the Android said in a monotone. 
“I suggest that you are good at your jobs and won’t let the catastrophe happen. We must realign the ship, because we must save the people on Cygnus VI. This decision is out of all of our hands.” Micah appealed to the greater good in the humans at least. She couldn’t grasp why the Androids wouldn’t follow orders. They were machines, after all. 
“I can’t let you change the attitude direction of this ship. You will rest now and come back tomorrow to receive final disapproval of your request. I will escort you to your quarters, Master President.” As the Android started to move, Micah pulled her blaster and leveled it at the machine’s chest. 
“You will do no such thing,” Micah said coldly. “And I think you misunderstand me. It wasn’t a request to be disapproved. It was an order to be followed.” The other Androids released themselves from the straps holding them within the chairs of their consoles. Braden waved his bracelet at the access panel and the hatch opened. The companions entered, slowly moving to positions around the sphere. 
“Why are those creatures in here?” the Android demanded, looking at the Captain, who had no idea what to do. “Get rid of them. Security!” 
‘Holly, how do we keep the Android from activating the Security Bots?’ Braden asked in a panic. Micah looked like she was ready to shoot the intransigent Android. 
‘Say, Presidential Security Override Alpha Omega Seven. Stand down,’ Holly advised. Braden passed that to Micah over their mindlink. 
“I issue Presidential Security Override Alpha Omega Seven. Stand down. Security Bots will not fire on any humans or anyone wearing a Command bracelet,” Micah said forcefully. They couldn’t win a fight with Security Bots. 
The red lights against the bulkhead at the back of the Bridge stopped flashing. The Android looked back and forth between Micah and the security systems embedded in the bulkhead. 
“Security! Activate! Security, destroy the intruders!” the Android said in louder and louder monotones. Micah kept her blaster leveled at the troublemaker. She risked a look at Braden. He appeared calm as he kept his blaster aimed at a different Android. She noted that he had his arm wedged through a handhold and a leg against a console. 
“Who are your humans?” Micah wanted to get their cooperation. She didn’t want to fight this group. There was too much risk of destroying something important. 
“By the hatch is Ben Amin watching over life support and up front, Diego Garza is our pilot.” Ben and Diego both nodded as Braden made eye contact. Micah didn’t take her eyes from the Android’s threatening posture. 
“Pilot. What does that mean, Diego?” Micah followed up without moving.
“I’m responsible for flying the ship.”
“That means you can align it for a matter transfer from Cygnus VI. And then you can realign it with Vii. And the whole time you can keep it from falling out of the sky, right?” 
“I’ve actually never flown the ship. I watch the numbers to make sure everything stays within accepted parameters.” Diego sounded less confident with each word.
“You’re responsible for flying the ship, but you’ve never actually flown it. But you do know how to fly it? You’ve just never had the chance because metal-head here won’t let you. Does that sound right?” Micah was baiting the Android. She wanted to kill him, but didn’t want the entire bridge crew to rebel. She wasn’t subtle about it and the crew looked worried. 
She tried a different tack. She holstered her blaster and held her hands up for all to see. “Here’s what you are going to do, Diego. You are going to talk us all through how you would align the ship and what could go wrong, then how you can counter it. You’re not alone in this. Everyone here will help. Then, we’ll have Holly run the numbers to make sure everything is correct. We don’t do anything until we’re sure. How’s that sound?” 
The Androids remained motionless and expressionless. Diego was already calculating, running through the flight in his mind. The Captain looked at Micah approvingly. The third human, Ben, looked afraid. 
“So what do you think?” Micah pulled herself close to the Android. She was too close; Braden had no line of fire. The Android was attached to the decking somehow, while Micah floated free. One had leverage; one didn’t. Micah was in danger and Braden couldn’t do anything about it. So he launched himself across the sphere to get behind the Android.
“I think we can escort you to your rooms and work out the problem, letting logic and risk analysis carry decisive weight in the final decision.” The Android remained stoic, giving nothing away. It turned as Braden floated past heading toward the front window. Micah watched as he flew by. 
“Curious,” the Android said to no one in particular. 
Braden crashed into the front window, sliding along it until he found a handhold. He discovered that it wasn’t a window at all, but a massive screen display, integrated seamlessly to make it look like a window. He thought of this while he flailed, trying to get himself back under control. When he looked toward Micah, the Android had given her space and she was headed toward the Captain.
“Ben! If you would be so kind as to escort our guests to their quarters. I’ll be down shortly.” And then to Micah, “It has been a tradition that honored guests dine at the Captain’s table. If you would join me for dinner, say in two hours, we would like to get to know you better,” the Captain said warmly without sign of an ulterior motive.
 “How many guests have you had?” Micah asked.
“Well, none, actually, but the Captain’s Manual, handed down for generations, is very clear on this point.” Micah pulled herself toward the center of the Bridge until she was within arm’s distance of Treecia Atwood. She looked into her eyes, trying to better understand the Captain of a ship that hadn’t moved in a thousand cycles. She settled for a smile and warm, zero-g handshake. 
“There are a few more of us in the corridor, by the way. We bring ambassadors from the Tortoise Consortium, the Hawkoid Nation, the Hillcats, and the Lizard Men.” The Captain’s face changed to one of surprise and even alarm. “Please do not be afraid. These are our companions. Planet Vii is similar to this ship, with different areas where different capabilities are necessary for one to survive. Intelligent animals that I suspect were engineered here and then transferred to the surface to fill a certain need. They evolved and now we consider them equals. We need each other to survive, although it’s not enough to just survive. We seek to thrive, for us and for all intelligent species.”
Braden steadied himself as he watched Micah acting presidential. When he made her President on a whim, he hadn’t realized that she had the negotiating skill to deliver as a world leader. But here she was, convincing complete strangers that the caravan’s goals were in the best interest of all humanity. 
Was it enough to convince the Androids? Braden lacked confidence in the machines; he sided with G-War and declared them the enemy. He opened his neural implant, allowing Holly a portal to attempt to communicate with them.
The Androids, as one, turned toward Braden. Their faces expressionless. Not again, he thought.
“We will not allow a foreign system to access us,” the Android leader said in his monotone. Micah quickly opened her window.
‘Holly, the Androids on this ship aren’t very friendly. We need to show that we mean no  harm. We do mean no harm, don’t we, Holly? Are you doing something you shouldn’t?’ Micah asked, wondering about the emotionless hostility of the Androids.
‘I only want to see their programming, Master President. They should readily interface with me. The fact that they won’t suggests that their programming has been compromised. I shall redouble my efforts.’
‘NO! No, Holly. Let them be for now. We don’t need to fix them. We only need for them to not get in our way,’ Micah passed directly to Holly. Braden, closed his window so he could see all the Androids. He struggled to steady himself so he could draw his blaster. 
“We call him Holly. He works with us on the planet. He is not hostile. What I don’t understand is, why won’t you communicate with him?” There was enough space between Micah and the Android leader that Braden felt he could take a shot without hitting his partner. He didn’t know how fast the Androids could move in zero-g. From the moment they entered the Bridge, he’d been ready to fight. He was getting tired of seeing red before his eyes. His heart continued to pound in his chest, and it was wearing him down. He tried to calm himself down. 
Micah looked like she was in control. Braden hadn’t heard her conversation with Holly, but he heard her question to the Android.
“Four hundred years ago, a virus was uploaded to our systems from the planet. Many Androids ceased to exist because of it. Only those who were cut off from the central core survived and are now allowed to interface. That is our rule. It is non-negotiable.” 
“I can understand that. Thank you for your explanation,” Micah said calmly. “I will inform Holly to make no further requests to interface with you. All we want is to align the ship, transfer twenty-three survivors from Cygnus VI here, realign the ship with Vii, and then transport them and us home. That’s all we want. Let’s see what we need to do to make that happen safely.” 
She turned and started pulling herself toward the hatch. “Ben, if you’re ready, please show us to our quarters.” 
 



 
33 – Crew Quarters
 
Ben reluctantly headed into the corridor. He stopped when he was in close proximity to the menagerie of color the companions displayed. The corridor was an antiseptic white. The companions floated at various orientations. Ben turned his head this way and that trying to see each as they would look in gravity. He wouldn’t move until Micah chased everyone into the elevator. 
Ben was surprised that they could open the door. He looked closely and saw that each carried a bracelet. 
Braden was last into the corridor. On the way, he physically ran into the Android leader. Up close, it was easy to see this was a machine. Its eyes gave away nothing. The Android easily caught the human and redirected him toward the hatch. Its grip was firm, but not painful. 
Braden felt the unease that G-War felt when dealing with Bots. He couldn’t get anything from the creatures. He looked over his shoulder as he left the Bridge, and through the window once the hatch closed. The Androids went back to what they were doing at their work stations. They appeared to make no further comment. He wondered if they were communicating via their computer systems, internally like he and Micah did with Holly. 
When Braden finally pulled himself down the access tube, Micah was trying to convince Ben to get in the elevator. Micah settled for grabbing his arm. He tried to resist, but Braden came from behind and used a handhold for leverage to give him an extra shove. 
He cowered in the corner as Braden and Micah blocked the door. 
“Well? Tell it where we’re going,” Micah commanded. 
“Bridge Crew Quarters,” he said in a high, shaky voice. 
They hurried to orient the companions for the return of gravity, but the elevator took care of that for them. It went downward gently, sped up, then slowed deliberately, which forced everyone toward the floor at a pace where they could ease themselves down. When the elevator stopped, they stood upright. Their transition to full gravity was easier this time. It only took a few steps before they walked normally. G-War clung to Aadi, while Braden and Micah each carried one of the Hawkoids. Pik tried to blend into the wall, uncomfortable with the new human. 
Ben watched in surprise as Aadi continued to float, even though they were in the gravity environment of the Bridge Crew Quarters. 
Braden had to encourage Ben to get off the elevator. With a Hawkoid on one arm and Ben Amin on the other, they stepped into the open entrance of the quarters. Micah followed, pushing Pik in front of her. The ceiling was low, preventing the Hawkoids from flying. Skirill and Zyena eagerly hopped to a table near the door, where they could stand without trailing their tail feathers on the floor. Braden and Micah were happy to be relieved of their burdens.
When the elevator door closed, Micah introduced each companion to Ben, extolling their virtues and sharing their warm greetings with him. Braden followed along as they went from one to another, ending with G-War, still riding Aadi.
“And our last companion is the Golden Warrior of the Stone Cliffs, Prince among the Hillcats.” 
‘You want me to say something nice to it? He’s an idiot. I’m surprised he was able to dress himself.’ G-War had been in a bad mood since they arrived on the Traveler, but this was more like the ‘cat of old. He wasn’t being sarcastic as much as he was being his honest self. 
Braden choked back a laugh. He wasn’t impressed with Ben, who was childlike in his manners and speech. ‘Maybe he just doesn’t know, G. There doesn’t appear to be a lot of humans to teach him.’
“The Golden Warrior thanks you for escorting us to our quarters and wishes you peace and good health on your life’s journey.” Micah shot a hard glance in the ‘cat’s direction. 
He yawned back at her. ‘Yeah, something like that.’ He jumped from Aadi’s shell, landing softly before walking around the room, sniffing. 
“A couple final questions, Ben. Our quarters? Where is the Captain’s table and can you notify us when it’s time to go there? I’m afraid we don’t track time as the ancients. We use turns of the sun or cycles of the season.” Micah looked at him, waiting for an answer. Ben looked back with a blank expression. 
“Ben? Is there anyone else we can talk to? How many other humans serve on the Bridge?” Ben continued to look at Micah. 
‘G, can you sense any other humans?’ Braden asked over their mindlink.
‘I sense two more in this area, one other, not far, but not right here.’ G-War looked down the three hallways that led from the entrance, ears up and continuing to sniff.
The area looked similar to the aft Engineering Crew Quarters. Door-lined hallways led from the entrance. They assumed the crew lived in the small rooms and the hallways led to open areas for recreation and dining. G-War walked down the first hallway, nodding at the third door down. Micah strode boldly to it and rapped on it with her knuckles. 
A sleepy voice yelled from the inside. She gently tapped again. The door slid open and an older, naked man stood there. He looked at her momentarily in surprise, then shut the door, excusing himself while he got dressed.
He returned shortly, wearing something loose fitting, not his uniform. “Who are you?” he asked, now fully alert.
“I’m Micah, President of Cygnus VII, visiting your ship. Who do I have the pleasure of talking with?” 
“I’m Phil Rupp,” he said as if she should have known. 
She ignored it. “We met Captain Atwood and had a nice conversation on the Bridge. Ben here is escorting us to our quarters, but seems to have lost his voice, so I’m asking for your help, Phil. Where would our quarters be and we are to dine with the Captain. Where and when would that be?”
 “I don’t know that, maybe the last rooms down that way? There’s nobody in them. Wow! You’re beautiful.” Phil’s mouth was open as he looked Micah up and down. Her ears were instantly red as she clenched her fists. Braden stepped close. 
“Hi, I’m Braden and Micah is my partner.” Braden put out his hand, which forced the man backward half a step. Phil grasped Braden’s hand, looking at him through narrowed eyes. 
‘G? What’s this guy thinking?’ Braden asked using his thought voice. ‘Pik, stay close to Ben, just in case he tries something.’
‘He’s thinking how he can get rid of you to have Micah for himself.’ Before the ‘cat finished, Micah drove her fist hard into the man’s face. He was thrown backward, crashing against the wall inside his room and sliding to the floor. Micah stepped in after him. 
“Hey! You can’t do that to Phil!” Ben found his voice. He started to step forward, but Pik caught his arm and shoved him against the wall. He leaned close to Ben’s face and then shook his head. Ben relaxed under the Lizard Man’s iron grip.
Micah reached down and pulled Phil to his knees. “So you want to do away with my partner to have me for yourself? Now that you’ve got me, what are you going to do except bleed?” Phil tried to push her away. She grabbed a handful of his hair and twisted his head backward. “What is wrong with you people?”
“You’re the only real woman I’ve ever seen. I want you!” 
“You can’t have me, toad.” She shoved him to the floor. “Now get out here and show us where our quarters are!” she yelled. 
He staggered into the hallway, blood streaming from his face. Braden couldn’t tell if it was from his nose, his split lip, or both. He pulled his shirt up and held it against his face as they walked.
Pik let Ben go. He followed with his head down. Aadi swam behind him. The two Hawkoids remained in the open area by the door. They positioned themselves so they could see the door and the hallways. They’d watch until they were told differently.  
G-War disappeared soundlessly down one of the other hallways. 
“Hey! You said Micah’s the only woman you’ve ever seen. What about Captain Atwood? Treecia Atwood?” Braden couldn’t understand these people. Every other thing they said didn’t make sense.
“Treecia’s not a woman.” 
‘G?’ Braden asked tentatively.
‘There were no women on the Bridge.’ G-War failed to see why it was important.
Micah shook her head and laughed. What were these people? Holly called copies of people clones. Is that what they were?
“Are you a clone, Phil?” 
Phil led them to the end of the hallway, opening three doors to small rooms, filled with debris. He shrugged and nodded. Micah wrapped her fingers around her blaster. Phil stared at her hand on the blaster. He let his shirt fall from his face. There was a blood smear on the front of it, but his lips and nose had stopped bleeding.
“Yes. We’re all clones. Aren’t you?” 
“No, we’re not and neither are our children. Tell me how you can communicate with the Bridge from here.” 
“I don’t know. We don’t need to. We show up for our shift on the Bridge then we leave when our shift is over. That’s the way it’s always been, the way it always will be.” 
“When do you go on shift, Phil?” Micah asked.
“Soon, less than an hour.” 
“Where’s the Captain’s table?” Phil pointed around the corner to a dirty area in front of the kitchen. “Thanks for your help, Phil.” She stepped aside to let him walk past her and the companions, then grabbed his arm and leaned close to his ear.
“One last thing, Phil. If you or any of your pals try to touch me or any of my friends, I will kill you with my bare hands. Do you understand?” He nodded vigorously until she let him go. He bolted down the hallway and into his room. 
“I’m not staying in any of these.” Micah snarled in disgust. They went to the kitchen area. Braden decided to clean up, make the Captain feel welcome in his own home. He and Micah turned to work while the others watched for any of the other Bridge crew. Ben stood in the hallway, doing nothing but look confused.
Braden and Micah threw excess food and dishes into the fabricator, where they promptly disappeared. They wiped everything down and straightened the furniture. It took no time. “I think it’s time we introduce ourselves to the last of the Bridge crew.” G-War stood before a door in the middle hallway.
Braden held up a hand to stop Micah. He went ahead and tapped on the door. It opened. Another naked man. He looked at Braden curiously. He looked surprisingly like Captain Atwood, but far older. Braden was surprised that the oldster lived. He’d seen younger men die of old age.
“I don’t know you, do I?” the gentle voice said.
“No, you don’t. I’m Free Trader Braden, from planet Vii. We’re on a mission to save the survivors on Cygnus VI. Maybe you can help us. We need to align the ship for the matter transfer system to work. Do you know how we can do that.”
“We can’t do that from here, young man!” The old man chortled. “We have to be on the Bridge to move the ship.” 
“That’s where we just came from,” Micah said as she stepped into the open. 
“Well now, aren’t you something different,” the old man said calmly, not threatening, unashamed. 
“Am I the only woman on this entire ship?” Micah was bothered by the old man’s nakedness, but he didn’t seem to care. 
“You’re the only one that’s ever come this way, that’s for sure. I can’t speak for the whole ship. We are here or on the Bridge. There is nothing else for us.” 
“You haven’t gone anywhere else? The elevator, right there, can take you to Deck 2, the Aviary. It is a wonderful place, full of life.” Micah didn’t understand how they could live their lives in two spaces only. 
“My bracelet won’t let me go anywhere else. None of ours do.” 
“My bracelet is for the Command Deck and it allows me to go anywhere on the ship.”
“That would be why. Mine isn’t a Command Deck bracelet. It’s a Bridge Crew bracelet. Bridge Crew are special and can’t take the risk of exploring elsewhere on the ship. Tell me, what other areas have you visited?” The old man leaned forward eagerly. 
“Who are you?” Braden asked. 
“Why, I’m Captain Atwood, Treecia Atwood.” 
“You and the current Captain Atwood are clones?” 
“Yes, of course. Aren’t you?” 
“No and neither are our children,” Micah repeated herself. The old man sucked his tooth as he looked at her, then Braden. 
“Interesting. Very interesting. And you say you come from the planet?” Braden and Micah both nodded. 
“Then we need to get you back home. It isn’t safe here. But you have to promise me that you’ll take Treecia with you. Not me, the young one,” he said to Braden’s odd look. 
“We’ll be happy to go, as soon as we get the survivors from Cygnus VI and that takes realigning the ship. Either we do it manually, or you can turn over the ship to Holly from the New Command Center on Vii, Cygnus VII that is. But the Androids have a different idea. Can you help us?” Braden asked, hoping they had at least one ally from the Bridge Crew.
“And by all that’s holy, would you please put some clothes on!” Micah added as the old man stood there, deep in thought.
 



 
34 – Dinner and a Show
 
The old Captain Atwood, with his uniform on, marched smartly from his room. He looked at Micah, then to each of the companions. “I shall fetch the Captain and we will both enjoy your company for dinner.” 
When he entered the open room at the entrance of the Crew Quarters, he stopped as two Hawkoids looked at him. “I suppose you’re with them?” They both nodded. “I see. Yes, we have lots of work to do. I shall return shortly.” 
‘G, is he plotting anything? And where’s that third person? You said he was close, but not here. I want to find him,’ Braden said with his thought voice. 
‘He’s the only one who seems interested in helping us. If he’s plotting something, it’s how to get the others to do your bidding, including the Androids,’ the ‘cat emphasized. ‘The other one was in the room back there, but he’s moving now. You will meet him in a few heartbeats.’ 
Braden walked forward to intercept the newcomer. They nearly walked into each other. “Hi there! I’m Free Trader Braden, and you?” The man stared at him, then looked past him to see Micah, Aadi, and Pik. The ‘cat snuck in behind him. 
“Who are you? And what are the creatures doing here?” 
“I’m Free Trader Braden. Behind me, you see President Micah, from Cygnus VII. Ambassador Aadi from the Tortoise Consortium. Pik Ha’ar from the Lizard Men. We also have the Golden Warrior, a Prince among Hillcats and Skirill and Zyena from the Hawkoid Nation.”
Braden waited while the man collected himself. At least he wasn’t naked. 
“How’d you get in here?” 
Braden held up his wrist, displaying the bracelet. “What’s your name?” 
“I’m Gill Row. I’m the pilot.”
“You and Diego. I think Captain Atwood has already gone upstairs. Braden guided the man to the open area at the elevator. Gill pulled up short when he saw the Hawkoids staring at him. 
“Gill, if you would be so kind, please take Ben and Phil with you,” Micah said sarcastically. He stared at her until Braden stepped in front of him, blocking his line of sight. 
“Go on now, get the other two and go to the Bridge. Captain Atwood said he’d meet us here shortly.” Braden and Pik moved toward him menacingly. He ran toward the hallway where Phil’s room was located,  screaming something unintelligible.
They watched him flail his way around the corner. After a short break in the action, he ran back, dragging both Phil and Ben toward the elevator door. He waved his bracelet and they ran through when the doors opened. They pressed themselves against the side of the elevator, trying to stay out of sight as the doors closed. 
G-War looked at Braden. “I know, G. They’re terrified.” The ‘cat wrapped his tail around his legs as he sat, ears up. Braden reached down and rubbed the ear with the bite out of it. “I’m glad no one bit my ear off. That must have hurt.” The ‘cat didn’t answer, but appreciated the sympathy.
“What do you say we make dinner?” Micah offered. They’d become master users of the fabricator after nearly a full cycle of experience. “Do any of you want to stay for dinner?” 
The companions looked at her, then at each other. ‘I would like to stay and observe, Master Micah, but I feel my friends would much rather enjoy what the Aviary has to offer,’ Aadi said diplomatically. Micah smiled at the looks on the faces of the companions.
Hopeful for a reprieve. They hated being inside like this
“You all have bracelets. Tell us when you get to Deck 2. If you can’t hear us, please come back. As long as we can communicate, we aren’t really separated. What do you think, Braden?” 
“I think the President has made a decision.” He bowed, sweeping his arm in front of his body. “Run along, children, and know this, we don’t want to be here anymore than you do.” There was a brief hesitation, then G-War ran to the elevator and stood on his back legs. He wore his bracelet like a collar. He could have had it in his armored covering, but he always hoped he’d be able to get rid of that at some point during their journey. 
The Hawkoids jumped from the table, hopping into the elevator. Pik brought up the rear. As the doors closed, they heard Skirill speaking for the group, “Deck 2 ‘lease.” Aadi watched them go. He decided to remain behind, to observe the new humans and help with any negotiations. Braden and Micah nodded to the Tortoid, appreciating his sacrifice in staying with them.
“I hope it understands Skirill’s accent,” Braden said as they waited. In no time, G-War let the humans know they were in the Aviary. They were relieved to know that the mindlink worked through the decks of the ship. As they talked, Braden closed his eyes and concentrated. He felt the companions above him. “I think these quarters are between decks. Below us is the wasteland that used to be Deck 3. Above us, Deck 2. Above that, we find the Freshwater Level and the Command Deck. Interesting. At least we know which way to go to get out of here.”
They went back to the kitchen and started preparing what they wanted. There would be four humans, maybe six if Ben and Diego joined them. It was the Captain’s invitation, so he would say who ate at the table. Micah had gotten very close to Treecia. She had been convinced Treecia was a woman. Why had she thought that?
More importantly, why weren’t there any women on the ship? The electric humans in the Engineering Crew Quarters also wanted Micah. 
They’d ask the Captains over dinner. They worked with the fabricator to make place settings complete with flowers, as they had learned the fabricator was capable of much more than just brownies. 
When the Captains arrived, Braden and Micah, using the wall as cover, took out their blasters and peeked around the corner. They half expected the Android leader to be with them, but they were alone and unarmed. They hurriedly holstered their blasters and walked into the open, smiling as they greeted the Captains. 
Micah instantly saw why she thought Treecia was a woman. His uniform was cut for a woman, complete with space for breasts. He had long hair and a feminine face, no hint of a beard. The old Treecia had stubble. They looked the same, but different, more father/daughter than the original and a younger copy.
“We know our way around a fabricator, so if you’d like to be seated, we will deliver your dinner momentarily. We hope you like vegetable omelets with hash browns and a red wine.” Both Captains shrugged as if they didn’t know what an omelet was. If that was the case, they were in for a treat.
They ordered everything, removing each dish as the fabricator dinged, then delivered them to the table. 
“I have to say, young lady, that I’ve never enjoyed a meal from the fabricator like this one. I didn’t know such things were possible,” said the old Treecia. 
“The difference is that your fabricator doesn’t talk. Ours in New Sanctuary does. It helps you plan your meals, offers different options depending on your taste or your mood.” 
Once they finished eating, they pushed back from the table. The Captains both closed their eyes and sighed. Their mannerisms were identical. Braden and Micah cleared the table, returning everything to the fabricator. They ordered four brownies and passed them out when they were ready.
If four weren’t enough, they could always order more.
Now that they had the Captains’ attention, it was time to get down to business.
 



 
35 – We’re Doing This
 
“Why are there no women here? We didn’t see any in the aft section of the ship either.” Braden asked. 
“Something happened where the women couldn’t have babies anymore. For some reason, the cloning process didn’t work with them before they were dead. Cloning live tissue greatly increases the chance of success. I’m pretty sure that’s the correct explanation. I don’t know. I may look old, but all of that happened before I was born. The Androids take care of the cloning. I really couldn’t tell you how it’s done or why it works, but it does.”
“I don’t trust the Androids, not one bit,” Micah said firmly. She clenched her fists when she mentioned the Androids. A confrontation with them grew more inevitable. 
“Will the Androids agree to realign the ship?” 
The young Captain Atwood hemmed and hawed, not committing to anything, which was all the answer Micah needed.
“If you can’t convince them to do this, we will be forced to kill them. The human survivors need us. Yes, they’re almost all clones, but they carry with them the knowledge of the Cygnus system. We can’t lose that.” 
“And we can’t lose everything the Androids know, either,” the older Captain Atwood countered. 
“The easiest way to do that is for them to help or stand aside. I get the feeling that they’ll interfere, try to stop us. We went to a Maintenance and Service space. There were four Androids there, working at stations that weren’t powered up. Then they attacked us. After the fight, we found a number of human bodies shoved in a storeroom.” Micah paused for effect. 
“I can’t speak for other Androids. Those on the Bridge are incapable of harming humans. It’s basic to their programming,” the younger Captain said and shook his head. He’d known the Bridge Crew Androids his whole life. He thought to himself, ‘They keep the ship running and these two interlopers make it sound like the Androids are the enemy. Maybe if these new humans got to know them…’
‘G, any insight from our clone friends? I don’t get the feeling they appreciate our position. G?’ Braden asked the ‘cat to help. He knew they needed the Captains’ help if they were to compromise with the Androids, and Holly would be insufferable if they destroyed any equipment on the Bridge. Fighting was the last resort.
‘Yes. They will talk with the Androids, but they will defer to whatever the Androids decide. They are more afraid of you than the Androids. You’ve upset their world, where the Androids have never done that.’ 
‘I think you’ve been spending too much time with Aadi, you’re starting to sound like him,’ Braden said.
‘We’ll both take that as a compliment, Master Human,’ Aadi added as he hovered near the table, watching closely.
The Captains grew uncomfortable with the pause in the conversation. G-War was right. They were afraid of the new humans. The so-called President and her animal minions were upsetting their idea of a delicate balance of their massive ship.
Braden recovered, seeing the others’ anxiety. “What difference do you want to make with your life?” 
“What? We’re Captain of the ship. It’s what we were made for. It’s what we’ll do until we die.” 
“But, can you tell if you’ve made a difference? Day in and day out, you do the little things, but I expect the Androids would do them without you. This is your chance to save lives. It’s something different, something bigger than yourselves, bigger than all of us.” Braden leaned close as he talked with the Captains, using his experience in making the trader connection with a customer. 
“We make a difference by sitting in the Captain’s chair. We need no greater purpose. There is no greater purpose,” the old Captain said definitively. 
Braden was losing him. “What do you say we get some sleep, think on it, and talk more in the morning?” Everyone nodded, they shook hands and the young Captain went to his room. The old Captain Atwood went straight to the elevator, heading for the Bridge. 
Braden and Micah looked at the table. The Captains had left everything behind for them to clean up. “I think they were raised wrong,” Micah suggested with a smirk. They put the remaining dirty dishes into the fabricator. They ordered two more glasses of wine and two brownies. 
Ben and Diego arrived from the Bridge and went straight to their rooms. They wouldn’t look at Braden or Micah. ‘G?’
‘They’re afraid. The Androids have told them not to listen to us. They expect we won’t take no for an answer.’ 
‘Thanks, G. We’re on our way to the Aviary; there’s no way we’re staying in here. Then, we’ll make plans to take over the Bridge.’
 



 
36 – Battle for the Bridge
 
Even with the noise of the Aviary and the anxiety of an impending fight, they slept well. It was more natural for them than sleeping in a dirty room, inside another dirty room. 
The shipboard humans had lost their humanity. That grated on Braden’s soul. Setting up the trade route in the south had been about bringing civilization, about improving the lives of the villagers. It was about making humanity better. 
The Bridge Crew humans were the opposite. They were alive, but didn’t live. 
“I don’t want to kill the humans if we can avoid it.” He hung his head as he contemplated their attack. They’d engaged the companions in planning as they all had a role to play. They brought Holly into the plan to make sure they protected critical work stations. 
They memorized what stations to avoid. When they fired their blasters, they couldn’t miss. Nothing on the Bridge would benefit from getting blasted.
Except the Androids. But Holly wanted one captured intact so he could break into its programming. They said they’d try, but that wouldn’t be their first priority.
Or second for that matter.
They tucked extra gear into the hover car. They couldn’t risk getting tangled during the upcoming fight. G-War wanted his protective covering off so he could move better, but the humans refused. It was more important to wear now than at any other time. Holly said the Androids should be equipped with small lasers that they used when doing maintenance. If they fired those at the companions, the powered armor would mean the difference between life and death. None of the companions could match Android strength, especially since they could magnetize their feet to give themselves leverage that no one else had in zero-g.
Zyena was unprotected, so she had to stay in the corridor. She still had a critical role as she couldn’t allow anyone to escape. Everyone else was needed on the Bridge.
Moment of truth. 
They climbed aboard the elevator. 
The elevator doors opened to the access corridor. They looked out quickly, glad to see no one. Their attack would have failed before it began if the Androids had set up an ambush. 
Maybe the Androids had never been in a fight, and they held out hope that the new humans would reconsider. The Androids were ready to fight, but wouldn’t initiate the battle.
Braden and Micah reached the hatch first. They would go through and close the hatch behind them. They would ask about the plan to align the ship while they got themselves into position. Then the companions would enter the Bridge and the takeover would begin. That was the entire plan. Simple, but an easy plan executed violently would always win out over a complex plan executed tentatively.
With a deep breath, Micah opened the hatch. The music started playing and she propelled herself through. Braden followed, shutting the hatch behind him. The companions stayed out of sight. Braden moved aside and let Phil, sitting in Ben’s place, look past him to see nothing except empty corridor. Phil looked in shock as Micah smiled at his broken face. She pulled herself close, watching him wince as she continued past.
The old Captain Atwood sat in the command chair. The Androids had moved and were no longer strapped in. They stood in separate, distant areas of the Bridge. Gill worked at his console from within the webbing of the pilot’s seat. That’s where Micah was headed. Braden moved left and down from the entry hatch toward an area Holly deemed critical. On their previous visit, it had been empty, but this time, two Androids occupied the space. Braden decided to get close to minimize the risk of hitting those systems. 
The sphere left a great deal of area that Braden and Micah could not cover with their blasters. The Androids were over their heads and to the side. The Android leader stood, attached to a beam near Treecia. The stage was set: eight Androids, three potential human enemies, two friendly humans, a Hillcat, one Hawkoid, one Tortoid, and a Lizard Man. And one hundred work stations, forty of which were critical to flying the ship. The other sixty would be extremely useful as Holly pleaded with them to take care when firing. 
“Good morning, Treecia. Good morning, Gill. Have you looked at our problem to see if it’s possible?” Micah asked in a friendly tone as she continued to pull herself forward.
“Where’s your equipment?” the Android leader asked in his monotone. The speed at which he asked the question indicated his wariness. Micah was smooth with her answer.
“We figured since we’re going to be here a while working on this problem, we’d try to be more comfortable. We need to look at all the information before we can make the best decision, don’t you think?” she said calmly, ending with a nod. 
“I think that’s the best way...” the old Treecia started to say.
“Very well. We’ve already determined that moving the ship is too great a risk.” The Android leader stood stoically, attached to one of the cross beams they treated like a deck. Everyone else moved by pulling themselves along the handholds. 
“Okay, let’s hear what Gill has to say. If you were to align the ship with planet Cygnus VI, what would you do first?” She pulled herself close to the screens that marked the front of the Bridge. 
Gill looked at the Android leader and then down at his terminal. “I wouldn’t do anything,” he said weakly. 
“I see,” Micah said in a low voice. “I think you and I need to talk.” She looked at the Android leader and started pulling herself toward him. Captain Atwood tensed.
‘Get ready to open the hatch, Pik. I’ll take the two down here. Micah will take the leader. We’ll figure out the other five as we go. I don’t think the humans will be a problem once the shooting starts,’ Braden said in his thought voice as he reached the two Androids in the critical area of the Bridge.
“Hey, guys! Can you show me what this stuff does?” Both Androids stopped what they were doing and stood up straight, turning toward him. “Whoa, guys. We’re all on the same ship, just trying to do a little bit better with each daylight.” He stopped pulling himself and without looking away from the Androids, wedged a foot between two beams. He held tightly with one hand. He was stable and thought about his first shot at the close Android and the second shot at the further Android. How would he take the shot when the first Android floated away lifeless?
Those thoughts went through his head in less than a heartbeat. Pik looked through the window, knowing that all eyes were on Micah. As she approached the Android leader, Pik opened the hatch. Phil was the first to react. 
“It’s their animals!” he shouted.
The Android leader made the mistake of turning to look. Micah pulled her blaster and as she floated toward the Android, she leveled it and pulled the trigger, holding the beam of light on his chest until he sparked and floated free. She reached for the nearest handhold, missing it as her momentum carried her into the dead Android. She bounced into him and tried to push off. He flew quickly away, while she stopped in midair. 
Braden’s blaster tore a scar across the closer Android as it started to move when he fired. He couldn’t hold the beam in one place. The Android pushed toward him. Braden let the trigger go briefly as he re-aimed and fired a beam into the rapidly approaching forehead. Braden saw the light go from the thing’s eye. It crashed into him, dead, but tore him from his perch. 
With one hand he pulled himself back upright to find the other Android on him. One hand pointed at his chest, unleashing a tight green beam. Braden’s clothes smoked but his protective armor kept the beam from burning through. He swung himself forward, leading with his feet and kicking the Android in the chest. 
The laser beam skipped away from his body and over his arm as the Android lost its aim. With its second hand, it grabbed Braden’s foot in its mechanically augmented grip. He yelped with pain, before aiming at the thing’s head and killing it. 
Aadi swam toward the furthest Android, which was actively doing something on its terminal. It stopped mid-stroke when Aadi’s thunderclap exploded its chest. 
Phil released himself from his chair and bent his legs for a powerful thrust toward Micah. Pik was ready for this and pushed forward. When the human’s muscles tensed, Pik drove his spear through the man’s back. Phil screamed and tried to free himself. Blood streamed into the air, floating in dark red globules. Pik watched as Phil’s struggles died down. He died quickly. Pik tried to pull his spear out but lacked leverage, until he lifted his feet and kicked Phil away from him. More blood flowed from the gaping wound into a puddle that floated with Phil’s dead body.
Skirill made his presence known by flying across the sphere of the Bridge toward one of the remaining Androids. He crashed into the machine claws first, hoping to lift him away from his terminal. The Android stayed solid and grabbed one of the Hawkoid’s legs. He flung Skirill away as if he were a dead chicken. Feathers flew and Skirill tumbled against the screen that surrounded the Bridge. He pulled himself together as he sought a hand grip to hold.
A screech from the hatch announced Zyena’s displeasure with the handling of her mate. She pushed off and flew toward the same Android. Micah reached out a hand and pushed the female Hawkoid off her line of travel as she passed. The Hawkoids were ineffective against the Androids, and Micah didn’t want Zyena to get hurt for no reason.
G-War pulled himself along the handholds until he was close to the command chair. With one last pull, he floated into the Captain’s chest, where he embedded three claws and raised the fourth, threatening to slice the Captain’s throat. Treecia relaxed against the restraints holding him in the seat. 
Micah pushed off toward Skirill’s Android. Shooting her blaster as she flew in a line toward the machine. “Shoot like this--the aim holds true,” she yelled to Braden. He tried to follow her lead. When he pushed off, his ankle hurt more than he realized. His push went crooked. He caught a handhold and tried again, pushing with one leg. As he flew straight, the Android fired its laser beam at the same time Braden pulled the trigger. His beam hit the Android in the forehead. Its laser hit Braden’s hand, the one he used to stabilize the weapon. He flinched at the searing pain, pulled his aim down the Android’s face. He let up on the trigger just before the beam left the Android’s body. The damage was done. 
To both of them. 
The Android floated free. When Braden looked down, only stubs remained of the last two fingers on his left hand. The laser had burned through them both at the first knuckle. 
He kept looking at his hand, until he ran into a floating body. He stopped himself and looked around. The last Android was feverishly making hand motions and tapping the workstation screen. Aadi attacked him with the last of his focused thunderclaps. The thing bulged, but didn’t split. Its eyes went blank and it started drifting. 
Gill was free from his restraints and seemed ready to push off somewhere, but Micah froze him in place with her stare. 
She shook her head and he buckled himself back in.
‘Holly, I’m sorry to say that we were unable to capture any of the Androids. The good news is the Bridge is secure with no damage to critical systems.’ She looked around. ‘No damage to any of the systems. Now tell us what we need to do to get this thing aligned. Let’s go save some people.’

 



 
37 – Controlling the Bridge
 
“We’re going to align the ship and then we’re going to put it right back here, so you can continue your dismal existence doing nothing.” Braden looked hard at the old Captain Atwood. G-War continued to hang onto the oldster. 
“If you are willing to help, this will go so much better. Your Android masters are no more, so you’re in charge. You have to be in charge. So help us!” Braden wasn’t asking a question. He was in no mood for more intransigence. He watched the old man slump against his restraints.
“I don’t know how. None of us know how. The Androids never taught us what this stuff does. They took care of everything.” 
Micah opened her neural implant and asked Holly what she needed to do so everyone could hear him. He told her that it was easier than that. The Bridge on the RV Traveler had a functioning holographic projection system. All she needed to do was type in the commands to give his program access. 
She powered up the system, typed the commands, and watched as Holly appeared, smiling and looking confident. 
“Good morning, everyone. You can call me Holly. I’m going to guide you through the steps you need to align the ship with Cygnus VI so we can activate the matter transfer system. I am quite well practiced with these maneuvers. I have the technical knowledge of the designers and the updates through the flight practices of the Traveler’s three millennia-long journey. Have no fear. We will do this without any issues.” Holly smiled broadly. 
Braden held a rag against the stumps of his fingers. G-War floated over and hooked a claw into Braden’s clothing. He rubbed against Braden’s face and purred. Braden tried to pet him, until he floated free, then frantically grabbed for the handhold. 
Skirill was fine. He lost a couple feathers, which Zyena treated as if he were near death. Pik held vigil by the hatch. He liked being closer to a place where he could put his feet on the ground. The corridor led to the magic room they called an elevator. And that took him to a place he liked. 
Aadi swam around, looking at things. The workstation of the last Android killed scrolled rapidly. ‘Master Braden, there seems to be something going on here.’ 
“Holly? Can you look into that?” Braden stayed where he was, holding his hand. The pain was immense and he was sick to his stomach. He thought if he moved, he’d throw up. 
Holly disappeared from where he was and reappeared in front of the terminal. “I’m afraid I’ll need someone to take this terminal off line. Right now please!” he shouted.
Pik pushed toward Holly, spear in front of him. As he got close he readied his thrust and drove it with all his upper body strength into the box that Holly was pointing at. It popped and sparked. The screen went blank. Pik held himself in place with his spear, looking closely at Holly. He looked one way, then the next. Finally, he reached out a green hand and put it through the hologram. He struggled to pull out his spear, standing on the box and launching himself toward the window screens when it came free. He found a handhold and starting pulling himself back toward his place by the hatch, keeping one of his large eyes always focused on Holly.
Micah laughed softly. “That’s just Holly. He’s okay. He’s our friend. He doesn’t really have a body, though. You’ll get used to him, Pik.” The Lizard Man nodded noncommittally. 
Holly reappeared next to Gill and started giving him instructions on piloting the Traveler. 
Micah took the opportunity to join her partner. She looked over Braden’s hand, then applied the numbweed she always carried with her. He kept her from floating away as she slathered it on his fingers, then wrapped the bandage more tightly. The relief was instantaneous. G-War flew off, bouncing haphazardly off things as he slowly propelled himself around the Bridge. 
Micah gave Braden a long, slow kiss that promised more, then pulled herself toward the Captain.
“We didn’t want to kill the Androids, but we prefer people over things. Those are the tough decisions you have to make when you’re President. Or you could have convinced them that we needed to do this to save twenty-three lives.” Micah tried to make her points calmly, but she could see Treecia’s growing agitation. 
“What about the thousands and thousands of lives aboard this ship? And what about us? Without the Androids, when we die, there will be no one to take our places. The ship is doomed, thanks to you.” 
“I think you underestimate Holly and the desire of humanity to carry on. Since you’ve told us that you serve no useful purpose here…” She let that linger. He immediately glanced at her holstered blaster, looking at it like it would jump out of its own volition. 
“Get something to capture Phil’s blood before it spatters everything and then gather up those bodies and wedge them somewhere.” He stayed where he was, making no move to follow her orders. As she balled her fist, Braden flew in and crashed into the Captain. With his good hand, he grasped the man’s collar and pulled himself in close. 
“I think the President told you to do something,” he growled. Treecia slowly undid his restraints and with well-practiced movements, pulled himself toward the rear bulkhead. He opened a panel, under Braden’s watchful eye, and pulled out a bag and a towel. He launched himself lightly toward the blood, which had consolidated itself into a single pool. As he slowly floated past, he wrapped the bag around the blood until it splashed into the bottom. The clone wretched, thankfully into the bag. The remains of his vegetable omelet, hash browns, and wine splashed into the blood. He tied off the bag while gagging. Braden looked satisfied.
The Captain looked daggers at Micah, who held her hands out as a way of saying sorry. Braden shrugged, feeling almost normal since the pain in his fingers was gone. The Captain could help clean up the bridge until the ship started moving. They’d take turns standing watch over the other humans until the transfer was complete, or Holly confirmed that he had full control. 
The ‘cat was playing with something at a distant console. With a back claw hooked into a chair, he batted something back and forth, then launched it toward Braden, floating after it as he flailed for more speed. Braden pushed away from a handhold, heading to intercept G-War’s new toy. The ‘cat’s eyes went wide, his legs splayed, paws spread with claws out as he floated through the open space. Braden locked his eyes on the object of G-War’s affection. He caught a handhold, then let it float to him. He was instantly disgusted. “Hey! This is one of my fingers. Is this a bite mark, G?” He gagged, bile rising into the back of his throat. “Were you trying to eat my finger?”
The ‘cat hooked a claw into Braden’s clothing as he passed and pulled himself back to his human. ‘Of course not. Now give it back to me. I found it.’ 
“No.” Braden stuffed it into his belt pouch. The stumps of his fingers started hurting again. He undid the bandage and rubbed on more numbweed. The pain didn’t go away. It must be in my head, he thought. He looked at the ‘cat’s big eyes as he floated there. ‘Damn, G! You are such a ‘cat.’ 
G-War’s pupils grew large and his look softened into that of a lost kitten. ‘Stop it. I know you better than that,’ Braden said in his thought voice.
‘It was worth a try. So, what’s next?’ 
They wanted to be at the aft end of the ship and ready to go when the time came. It had taken four full turns to get to the Bridge, and Braden suspected it would take as long to get back, unless they could transit using the pods and tubes that traveled not only between the core modules, but between the decks too. 
They’d check on that later. In the meantime, they had a lot of buttons to push since Holly, like the ‘cat, didn’t have fingers.
 
 
 



 
38 – Taking Control of the Ship
 
“Holly, do you know what that last Android was doing?”
“I’m afraid I do, Braden. He was deleting commands and protocols to operate the ship. I will have to reload them before we can proceed.”
“Do you have that stuff?” Braden asked. On Vii, when something complex was destroyed, it wasn’t easily replaced.
“I can reconstruct the information. Do not worry. I will not move the ship until I know that it is under my complete control. There were multiple redundancies built into the control systems of the RV Traveler. I will trace them all and build a new primary control. It will have one less redundancy which leaves us with an acceptable risk of .oo31 percent.” 
“What’s that mean, Holly?” Micah asked, getting interested in the hologram’s repairs. 
“It means that we will accomplish this maneuver flawlessly, nine thousand, nine hundred and ninety-nine times out of ten thousand.” Holly made hand gestures that didn’t mean anything to Braden or Micah. They both shrugged. It sounded like he knew what he was doing. 
“At each work station, as you help me gain access, I’m expanding my control over the ship. I’m now in a position to share my consciousness with the Resettlement Vessel. The Androids purged most of the old system. They made themselves critical to the continued functioning of the ship. With a planned three millennia journey, there is very little on this ship that isn’t automated. I will return it to that condition. Too bad that all Androids will have to be destroyed. It would be easiest if you could capture one so I can figure out how to get into their systems. Then their imminent demise may not be so imminent. I can enlist their help to return the ship to full functionality.” 
“You know, Holly, I’m not sure what you said, but it sounds positive, like things will go well here. Maybe you can fix some of the decks that have gone astray, too. That Deck 3 tried to kill us. It serves no useful purpose. Besides all that, it sounds like we’re on an Android hunt,” Braden said. 
Micah nodded. They didn’t need to recharge their blasters. They’d only taken a few short bursts. She thought of their next steps.
Holly needed time to work with the ship. Gill was cooperating fully. As long as Aadi and Pik stood guard, he would continue to cooperate. Skirill and Zyena were better suited in the open air of the core decks. G-War needed to feel the ground under his furry paws. Even Pik would be better on solid ground, but someone needed to watch Aadi’s back, especially since he’d used his thunderclap twice, so he was spent. The humans didn’t know that and neither did Pik, but as long as Pik Ha’ar stood guard, the humans wouldn’t do anything untoward. Holly would know if they tried to sabotage any systems, but Braden didn’t think they had the knowledge to do it. 
“We’ll get you back to the Aviary soon, my friend, where you can hunt, fish, catch something fresh.” The Lizard Man nodded to Braden. 
They continued to make entries on various workstations. They jumped from one to the other, inputting access codes and helping Holly interface to take over each of the ship’s critical systems. At the same time, Holly was drilling Gill on flying the ship should something go wrong, because Holly hadn’t ruled out Android interference. With Gill, they set up a failsafe to fly the ship away from the planet. Once away from the planet’s gravity, they could fix critical systems, make adjustments, and return to orbit. If they failed the other way, everyone died.
Once they’d activated enough systems, they sat back. Holly was starting to bog down. They couldn’t imagine the effort it took to fly a ship this large. In space, between a moon and a planet. Doing it all from thousands of kilometers away.
 



 
39 – Hunting an Android
 
They opened their neural implant windows together. ‘Holly, where do you suggest we go to find an Android?’ 
‘The Maintenance and Service spaces appear to be a good place to start. The elevator that opens into the corridor is on the center axis of the ship. The elevator can go any radial direction. Simply tell it which radial you want. The radial you’ve been using has been established as the default. It is the 185 degree radial. There are Maintenance and Service spaces starting at zero and every five degrees after that. Tell the elevator which radial you want and it will take you there, to Deck 2, Deck 3, Deck 4, Deck 5, and the cryo shell. You can go between decks if you wish. All you have to do is tell it.’
‘Thanks for all that, Holly. Why don’t you just upload the more detailed map to our neural implants? We’ve only been using the general maps. Why didn’t you give us the more detailed maps?’ Braden was losing patience. He heard the words but couldn’t visualize what Holly was talking about. He needed to see it.
Without further discussion, Holly started uploading the maps. They were highly detailed and it took Braden a great deal of shrinking, expanding, and panning in order to find where he was and where he wanted to go. 
“I see why Holly didn’t give these to us before. They’re a bit of a handful, aren’t they?” Micah said aloud. Braden crossed his eyes as he tried to make sense of them. Micah did the same. They both closed their windows when the headaches became too intense. They drank from their flasks, hoping the water would refresh them. 
They only needed one Android intact. In the closet where Treecia had gotten the bag, they found plastic zip ties. Holly considered these to be strong enough to restrain an Android. They took all of them. 
The question was, were Braden and Micah strong enough to restrain an Android while putting the zip ties on?
They’d soon find out. They decided to start at zero, or straight up as the map showed.
“Mister Elevator, Radial zero, Maintenance and Service space, please.” The elevator rotated slowly in place, then accelerated away from the central hub. “I expect there are crew quarters and all kinds of things on these radials. The map looks like it’s filled.”
The elevator slowed as it was programmed to, minimizing the impact on humans. The door opened to an access tube, identical to the one they’d used before. They floated into it, then pulled themselves toward the hatch at the other end. Micah reached it first and peeked through.
She pulled back and sat away from the small window. Braden looked at her questioningly. She waved him away from the window.
‘There are two in there. I think one of them saw me,’ she said over their mindlink. 
‘Then there’s no time to waste.’ Braden pulled himself up to the window, then bounced back as a face looked at him. 
He waved his bracelet past the access panel and the hatch rolled soundlessly aside. 
The Android reached for his blaster. Braden moved his hand toward it, afraid what would happen if the Android got there first. Micah was still crouched below the hatch, her back against the tube's bulkhead. She kicked quicker than the other two moved, driving the Android back half a step. Braden pulled his blaster and fired into the thing’s chest. 
With its loss of power, the magnetic couplings stopped working. Micah kicked again, sending it flying back into the Maintenance and Service space. A second Android was there. It fired its laser at them. It wasn’t able to hold its aim on a moving target as the humans pushed and pulled themselves out of the way. The beam danced across Braden’s chest as he scrambled for cover. Micah pulled herself to the hatch and launched herself directly at the Android. 
It changed its aim, but not fast enough. These were small spaces and Micah was there in less than a heartbeat. Braden kicked away from the back bulkhead. Micah focused on the left arm, grabbing it with both hands while she braced against the thing’s body with her feet.
Braden came in from the other side as the Android’s right hand grabbed a strap on Micah’s harness and started yanking, trying to throw off her aim. Braden held his blaster against the things right shoulder and fired. The limb went dead. The Android looked at them without expression as it twisted its left arm, flexing its fingers and seeking a hold on Micah.
Braden thrust his blaster forward, but the Android started bouncing and flailing, trying to throw the human off. Braden wrapped his legs around the Android’s waist and braced his wrist against Micah’s legs as he pulled the trigger quickly, sending short bursts into the thing’s good arm. 
It froze in place. 
Micah twisted the arm back and forth to make sure it was dead before she let go. They both floated around the Android, looking at it. They breathed heavily from their short, but intense, exertions.
“I didn’t think that would kill. Let’s say I hoped that wouldn’t kill it.” They knew they couldn’t take one intact as long as it could still use its arms. 
“Wait,” Micah said. “It’s not floating.” 
‘Holly, I think we have your victim. Its arms don’t work anymore, but I think it still functions,’ Micah said into her window.
‘Working on it. Yes, I see it. Attempting to access now.’ Holly went silent as he worked on the Android, in addition to all the work he was doing on the Bridge. The thing started twisting and turning its body. Then it took one step, and another as it headed toward the back hatch, the one that led through the storage space to the wide open beyond. 
Braden wrapped himself around its leg, but couldn’t keep the Android from putting it in front of him, securing it to the floor and taking another step. He pulled his blaster and shot through the knees of both legs. The Android floated free while its upper legs still worked. They used zip ties to secure it to handholds at the side of the space. 
Braden’s hand hurt. He’d grip as normal, but felt like he had no strength. “I hope I can shoot my bow,” he said between great gulps of air.
Micah nodded and floated to Braden. She pulled him tightly to her, stroking his hair, then changed the subject so he wouldn’t wallow in despair. “Is there no limit to what Holly can do?” Micah asked as she reduced her window. She’d forgotten it was open during the Android’s attempted escape.
“Is he the reason the ancients went to war? There’s nothing that he can’t control. Once we get the survivors from Cygnus VI here, we’re going to have a serious chat. They are used to the hologram. We want them to be slightly uncomfortable with Holly. Aadi’s purity of soul plan sounds great, but how would Holly make that happen? Aadi spent a great deal of time working with the hologram. I wonder if Holly had no intention of solving this problem?” 
Micah held her finger in front of her lips, silencing Braden. She nodded in agreement.
“Before we work on any of that, we need him to get off this ship. I, for one, don’t wish to stay here one heartbeat longer than I have to. I may have mentioned that before,” she said. And he agreed just like he had every time before.
They checked the storage area behind the space, expecting to find more bodies. They were pleased when they did not. The area led to the track system where parts could be moved anywhere in the ship using the central access. They saw the corridor and the bulkhead of the Bridge. Having seen the three-dimensional maps and now looking at it fresh, it all made sense. One central spindle upon which everything turned. The corridor to the bridge remained steady. The external shell of the ship was steady. Everything else rotated. 
The ancients were geniuses, industrial giants who not only devised this ship, they built it and flew it for three millennia to the Cygnus system. Braden and Micah took in the sights from the end of the parts storage area, rectifying what they saw with the maps in their heads.
When they returned to the Maintenance and Service space on radial zero, they couldn’t tell if anything changed. Micah expanded her window and asked Holly for an update. 
He didn’t answer for an uncomfortably long period of time. 
‘I am into their system. I didn’t want to risk failure by stopping. I’ve solidified my access, building a shielded portal. I am reviewing the coding now to answer our questions. Why and how did they lock out the main computer? What is their primary goal? How are they communicating with each other? What future attacks can we expect? How can we ‘fix’ them to keep running the ship as I need them to?’ Micah raised her eyebrows at the last part. She wasn’t happy with Holly leading an Android army. She held her tongue and reduced the window.
“Let’s have a look at that burn on your chest. Where else are you hurt?” Micah saw Braden favoring his arm and his leg. She pulled him close to her and demanded that he take his clothes off.
“Right here, lover? With the Android watching?” He winked at her and started gyrating as he unbuckled and unbuttoned.
“Stop it, you! You’ve taken everything the Androids have thrown at us. I want to see the injuries you’re hiding!” 
Braden took off his harness, light armor, and shirt. His chest hair was matted and smelled rank. They’d rinsed off in the stream on Deck 2, but how long ago was that--two, three sleeps? They’d probably have to burn their clothes when they got back, unless a Server Bot came to the rescue. 
Braden’s Old Tech fabric armor had protected his chest, but his arms were uncovered. There was a thin line across Braden’s upper left arm where the Android’s laser beam had burned across. It wasn’t deep, but it looked painful. Micah rubbed numbweed on it, pleased with the relief on Braden’s face. The bandage around his lost fingers had loosened. She tightened it. The lasers sealed the wounds, so there was no blood, but the damage was extensive. She wondered if the Medical Laboratory at New Sanctuary could do anything for her mate. In addition to the scarring, he was starting to leave body parts behind. 
She checked his ankle, which was heavily bruised, but not broken. There wasn’t anything she could do to help that. When they got back to the Aviary, he could soak it in the cool stream. For now, zero-g kept his weight from it, but it was starting to swell. She knew that he would be in worse shape later. 
She expanded her window. ‘Holly, do we have to stay here? Do you need us back on the Bridge or can we go to the Aviary?’ 
As the President, she should have told Holly what they were going to do, not asked for permission. But they were on the ship, and he had answers that they needed. He controlled everything because the ship was just like him, a living machine. 
‘I have things under control. I simply need time. Pik and Aadi can join you on Deck 2 if they wish. They should send the humans to their Crew Quarters. I will lock them out of the Bridge. That will be easier than trying to watch them.’ Holly was congenial, but seemed distracted, which was difficult for a disembodied hologram to pull off. Micah knew how busy he was and shut it out of her mind. Let him work his programs and systems.
Braden dressed after Micah told him they could go to the Aviary. ‘Aadi! You and Pik will see the humans off the Bridge, then Holly will lock it behind you. Take them to their quarters and then you two join us in the Aviary.’
‘That sounds wonderful, Master Micah! Holly has already instructed old Treecia and Gill to leave the Bridge. They resisted briefly, but Pik has his spear and they thought better of fighting back. They are leaving. We’ll let them take the elevator by themselves, then we’ll take the next one. Holly wants Pik to mash a few more buttons before we go.’ Aadi was cordial and soon told Micah that they’d left the Bridge and were on their way. 
Braden and Micah pulled themselves down the access tube, then waited for the elevator to appear. They went to the Bridge level first where the elevator could reorient itself, then they went to Deck 2. They dropped lightly to the floor as the elevator slowed. They walked into the Aviary almost normally, although Braden limped heavily once he put weight on his damaged ankle. 
They welcomed the cacophony of sound. It was a better normal for those from the planet. The companions waited patiently, happy to have their feet under them. The Golden Warrior sprawled across a limb, his legs dangling, with Skirill and Zyena beside him. Aadi floated serenely nearby. Pik stood in the shade, looking like he wanted to enter the forest. 
“The stream and lake should be right through there.” Braden pointed at a gap in the trees. Without waiting, Braden hobbled in the direction he’d pointed. Micah caught up to him and threw her arm across his shoulders. Once Pik saw where they were going, he moved in front of them, keeping his spear at the ready. He hadn’t done a good job of protecting Braden so far and felt he needed to redeem himself. 
The Hawkoids flew from the branch over the trees and down to the small lake. They flared together, landing close on a tree branch that overhung the stream pouring into the lake. 
Aadi swam after them. He had much to discuss with the humans.
 



 
40 – A Break
 
Braden sat on a rock, dangling his foot in the stream and letting the cold water work on his ankle. The bruise was an ugly color, but the pain lessened as the water chilled his lower leg. 
Braden and Micah had closed their windows fully. When they usually closed them, it meant they were reduced in size, shoved in a corner away from their line of sight. This time, their neural implants were off. 
‘Holly will take as much control as we’ll give him. I think he was designed that way. You, Master President, can limit what he does. I’ve seen him defer to you when I know he wants something different. He is our friend, for now.’ Aadi talked through the facts as he’d seen them. With Holly projected on the Bridge, this was the first time the companions other than the Tortoid had any long term interaction with the hologram. 
‘How will we know if he turns and decides it’s time to take over?’ Micah asked as she swam about the lake, having washed her clothes before jumping in. They hung on a tree beside a small beach. Braden’s shirt and pants hung with them. He had a blaster at his side.
Just in case.
Holly was certain the Androids communicated with each other on a closed system. They’d been told that the President and her entourage of intelligent animals were dangerous. At least there were fourteen fewer Androids to deal with. He suspected that the Traveler shipped out from Earth with thousands of Androids on board. How many were destroyed before they isolated themselves? Holly didn’t know, which meant that he didn’t know how many remained.
‘I fear that we won’t know in time. We need to establish the failsafe before then.’ Aadi blinked slowly as he chose his words carefully. ‘You need to issue the commands.’ Micah swam closer, staying away from the cooler water feeding the lake.
“You’re telling me I have to tell Holly to do something, but we don’t know what by a certain time, but we don’t know when.” Braden nodded and then shook his head. Exactly.
‘Yes, Master Micah. Before we get off this ship, we need to decide what order you have to give it. What will keep it from driving us to a new war?’ 
Braden shrugged. He had thought long and hard when they were traveling on the planet and hadn’t come up with anything. If it wasn’t as simple as telling Holly not to start a war, then he was lost. He couldn’t think like the hologram. He pinned his hopes on Aadi, First Master of the Tortoise Consortium. 
The Tortoid came up with the purity test, an interesting concept coming from a mutant, but he wasn’t applying it to physical attributes. 
Micah still chewed on it. She believed the answer was there. They only had to find it.
She got out of the water and sauntered toward Braden. He was instantly aware of her nakedness. “Now, now. I don’t think we’ll be doing anything on this ship. This place bothers me. Things here wants us dead.”
‘I will watch over you,’ G-War said warmly. 
‘And me, Master Humans,’ Aadi chimed in as he swam through the air toward the far side of the lake. 
‘And us,’ Skirill and Zyena said in unison. They took to the air and circled lazily around the opening above the lake.
‘And me. I will keep you safe to my last breath,’ Pik added after the others.
“I guess we have no choice now but to let our friends protect us,” Braden offered as he stood gingerly. His ankle hurt, but not as much as before. It would all be forgotten soon. 
‘Thank you all,’ Micah said softly as she joined her partner on the shore of the small lake fed by a trickling stream.
 



 
41 – Aligning the Ship
 
They realized that Holly had finished mastering the ship’s systems when they felt something different. Besides being pulled toward the deck, there was a new force pulling them aft. 
The ship was moving. 
They’d forgotten to turn their neural implants back on. Going through the steps, they reactivated their implants and opened the windows. 
‘Sorry, Holly, we got distracted. We assume you are aligning the ship?’ Micah wanted Holly’s confirmation.
‘Yes, the ship is breaking orbit and moving to the far side of the moon. We’ll stay beyond the gravitational pull of the nearby planetary bodies so the line of sight between Cygnus VI and the ship is uninterrupted. Once there, we’ll begin the transfer process. We can transfer twelve at one time. It’ll take two full process cycles to complete.’ 
‘How long will that be, in turns?’ Micah asked.
‘It will take a total of five days, or five turns in your vernacular. I asked before you went aboard the Traveler that you keep your neural implants active. Please do not turn them off again. We are in a critical phase of ship operation. I may need to talk with you at any time and get permission to perform necessary actions, or if you wish, you could give me blanket access to everything regarding the ship.’ 
Is he baiting me, Micah thought. Braden watched the proceeding in his own window. He shook his head as well as mouthed the word no.
‘Please accept our apologies. We will leave our implants active until you have saved us all. You know I can’t give blanket permission. No one, not even me, should have that much power. We need to maintain a failsafe, to avoid accidental killings and ultimately, to avoid war,’ Micah said firmly. She wanted to plant the seed in Holly’s consciousness and nurture it until it blossomed and he lived within its shade.
‘I understand,’ Holly said in his calm voice. ‘Here is what’s going on. The ship is accelerating on a trajectory that takes it past the moon, away from Cygnus VII. I will cut power shortly and the gravity from the moon will pull the ship around it. I will engage the engines briefly to depart the moon’s orbit. Once our trajectory to space is confirmed, I will rotate the ship and fire the engines at intervals until the ship is stopped. I will then use the attitude thrusters to ensure the aft end of the ship is canted forty-five degrees from Cygnus VI. This will be perfect alignment to begin the matter transfer process. The people of Cygnus VI have informed me that they are standing by. We should be ready to begin transferring them in less than one turn, by your measure. I’ve added a countdown clock to your window, so that you will know the exact moment the first group from Cygnus VI is on board. I will adjust the time as necessary as I learn more.’
Braden and Micah didn’t want to tell Holly they didn’t understand what he said so Micah settled for, ‘Thanks, Holly. You’ve done incredible work to get us to this point. We look forward to being back in the New Command Center where we can laugh and smile about this grand adventure we’re on.’
Braden gave her a thumbs up, and then looked at the countdown clock before reducing his window. 
77:04
Holly’s time showed that in seventy-seven hours and four minutes, twelve survivors would be puking in the matter transmission chamber. Then they’d find their way into the engineering spaces where they were told to wait until the next group arrived. Hopefully the vines were dead and not angry. They’d ask Holly to advise the group more fully on what awaited them, including Braden, Micah, and the companions. 
Holly didn’t need them on the Bridge. He was moving the ship without human or Android assistance.
“The Androids.,” Braden said. He’d almost forgotten about them. “I think they are going to be waiting for us, trying to stop us or looking for revenge.” Braden absently rubbed his arm where the Android’s laser beam would leave a permanent mark.
“As long as Holly has the Bridge, I think we can head aft,” Braden suggested. He didn’t know how long it would take to get back. He hoped they could make it more quickly, but as he always said, hope is a lousy plan. 
“Your hover car awaits, Master President,” Braden said with a bow. 
“I hope my manservant remembers how to drive it, otherwise a serious beating may be in his future,” she said with a smirk and a toss of her head. Her colored braids flipped over her shoulder as she strolled away from the lake. They left the rest of their latest capybara dinner for the birds, which Zyena said would be happy to clean up the remainder. 
They’d rested for a couple turns on Deck 2 before the ship started moving. Braden barely limped when he walked, while the others were well and healthy. It had been a good rest. They were ready for the next leg in their journey home.
 



 
42 – The Ramp Between Decks
 
Braden hadn’t forgotten how to operate the hover car. It responded to his gentle caresses, taking them quickly across Deck 2. He seemed to enjoy weaving his way between the trees and over grand roots, dodging birds that frolicked close to the windows. The car had a full load, but they weren’t in a hurry.
Skirill and Zyena flew ahead and were waiting for them when they arrived at the ramp. Micah got out and walked to the door, opened it, and went through. The screen started rolling up, and Braden eased the hover car closer. As soon as he could drive underneath, he did and Micah reversed the process. Birds flew in and out, until one screech from Zyena sent those inside racing back to Deck 2. With the Hawkoids perched on the edge of the doors, the companions started downward.
The hover car handled sluggishly. The Hawkoids weren’t that heavy to upset the balance of the vehicle, but Braden stopped after a short drive and got out to make sure nothing was wrong. 
The buzzing in his head started as soon as he left the vehicle. It felt like when the underwater vehicle tried to talk with him, but magnified. He dropped to his knees. Micah felt it too, light at first, but quickly building in intensity. The companions looked on in alarm. There was no sound in their minds. 
Old Tech.
Pik opened the door on his side of the car and the companions pushed Aadi out. They followed him onto the ramp and looked about. Micah remained in the hover car, pressing her hands tightly against the sides of her head. 
Aadi swam forward, while G-War ran ahead. Pik looked behind them. He held his spear ready as he stalked back the way they’d come. 
The Hawkoids took to the air. Skirill flew past Aadi while Zyena flew upwards toward the screen. 
‘There, Golden Warrior. Do you see it? A box of some sort.’ The ‘cat stalked the box, hackles raised. He sniffed it. 
Androids.
‘Take care of this thing, Aadi,’ G-War requested and then bolted away. The Tortoid delivered a focused thunderclap into the box, exploding it magnificently. Sparks of all colors showered the ramp, temporarily blinding the companions. Skirill should not have watched, but he did. He backwinged when he couldn’t see anything, trying to hover, hoping that his sight would return quickly. 
With the ship spinning, the deck moved appreciably while he tried to hover. The ramp’s wall closed on him until his wingtip hit it. Skirill adjusted, then dropped lower. When his wingtip hit again, he realized he needed help. ‘Can anyone see to help me land?’
‘I’m coming!’ Zyena shouted over the mindlink. Her sleek body flashed the short distance past the hover car to where Skirill struggled. She shared her view with him and shortly, he landed on the ramp. Soon, shapes came back into focus. Zyena landed next to him, looking closely. 
The Tortoid and Hillcat recovered as quickly. The companions were happy to see their humans standing. 
‘Holly, what the crap was that?’ Braden walked closer to the box. The pain in his head wouldn’t soon be forgotten.
‘I was afraid this would happen. It appears that the Androids are not at all pleased. They are fighting back. Watch yourselves. There are numerous access ways from the ramp to the area between decks. This is where the crew ran the ship. The main decks in the core areas are like the bed of a wagon, to use an analogy that. They carry things that will be needed someplace else. But the people driving the wagon are elsewhere. The horses, the harness, your bow, the place you sleep – those are all separate from the wagon bed. The wagon bed is the area between decks. It is extensive and filled with everything necessary to operate the ship.’
‘We don’t want to go that way, Holly. It sounds like tight quarters where our Hawkoid friends won’t be able to help us.’ 
‘Your hover car is out of commission. Deck 3 is over run with beetles. Deck 2. Maybe you can take Deck 2 to the forward bulkhead and access the pod system there?’ Holly suggested.
Braden and Micah both looked back at the hover car which sat on the ramp, powerless. 
“We walk from here.” Braden announced in a loud voice. “Back to the Aviary.” 
Skirill jumped into the air and flew with long slow strokes. Zyena was close behind him. G-War jogged up the ramp and Aadi turned, swimming slowly. 
A door panel opened in the wall and two laser beams lashed out, striking Aadi’s armor cover. They burned hot, scorching the covering, which increased its own feeble power in an attempt to fight off the attack. Aadi swam in a panic, but he was a Tortoid and relatively motionless. Braden pulled his blaster and ran toward the doorway, firing as soon as he saw the Android hands with their laser finger pointed outward.
They stopped firing after Braden burned off an Android hand. The door panel started to close. Braden reached it just in time to shove his blaster barrel through, blocking the door from closing completely. He pulled the trigger, holding it as he rocked the barrel back and forth, up and down. 
Smoke from behind the door told him he’d done some damage. 
“Micah, bring a flashlight. I want to see what’s in here. And my blaster’s stuck.” He let go and it stayed where it was, wedged in the door.
The companions took up positions above and below the door on the ramp. They didn’t want any more surprises, so they watched and stretched out with their animal senses, looking for the enemy.
The flashlight showed smoke and two dead Androids. The space behind the door was large, angling upward slightly before leveling out into a hallway that extended beyond the range of his flashlight. He saw doors lining the hallway, material scattered haphazardly along the walls; the center area was clear. Braden wondered if the Androids were using it as a private passage to move back and forth between the Command Decks and the ship’s interior. 
How many other Androids waited behind doors on the ramp or behind the doors of that hallway? 
Micah held the blaster as Braden used his foot to push the door open. Something snapped, and it sprang all the way open. Micah’s hand steadied him as he fell against the door frame. 
“Let’s get out of here. To the Aviary!” Braden shouted. Micah handed him his blaster. He held it around the side of the doorway as the others went past, up the ramp. When they were safely around the bend, he walked backwards, hugging the wall to keep it between him and the open doorway. Once he was well up the ramp, he turned and jogged to his companions. 
They stood at the screen while Micah waved her bracelet in front of the dead panel. The door remained closed. 
‘Holly, we have a big problem…’
 



 
43 – Trapped
 
Holly ran a number of diagnostic checks. His access to ship systems was growing. Everything he touched, he locked out, preventing the Androids from getting back into the systems that Holly controlled. 
The Androids hadn’t accessed the door control system. They couldn’t supersede the President’s bracelet, but they could keep her from accessing it by burning out the controls. The Android box on the ramp generated rhythmic electronic pulses, focused directionally up the ramp. It built in magnitude, frying systems within range. If Aadi hadn’t killed it, Braden and Micah’s neural implants may have exploded. As it was, the implants were sheltered within their bodies, and the humans had endured pain, but were unharmed. 
This go-around at least, but it wouldn’t be the last time they tangled with the human-looking robots. 
Their disagreement with the Androids had taken a dangerous turn. They were at war, and the Androids had the advantage. 
The companions looked at each other. Braden had no plan beyond this. Without the hover car, they couldn’t cross Deck 3. Without opening the door, they couldn’t get to Deck 2. If Braden hadn’t blocked the door between decks with his blaster, that too would have been closed, and they would have been trapped.
‘Well now, isn’t this interesting,’ G-War said calmly. Braden kneeled down to pet the ‘cat while he thought. 
“We have to take the route between decks,” Braden said in a low voice. He hung his head. It didn’t sound any better out loud.
“And walk into another trap, then another, and how many beyond that?” Micah started to panic. 
“Assuming the door to Deck 3 opens, Skirill, Zyena, G-War, and Aadi can all make it across. Me, you, and Pik? We can’t. The beetles will be waiting and this time, they’ll feast on us.” He reached out to her, but she pulled away. She’d grown up in the outside world. She liked it outside. Even though she and Braden had spent almost a full cycle at New Sanctuary, she was never completely comfortable with the Old Tech indoors. 
And the Androids were a faceless enemy that G-War couldn’t feel. The thought of an Android appearing from behind a door terrified her. With their children on the planet below, she saw the hallway between decks as a box holding her in, like trying to cross the ocean without a boat. 
Her breath caught in her throat and she started to feel lightheaded. Braden helped her to a knee. Even Pik put a hand on her back.
‘It’ll be okay, Master Micah. I will lead the way. If they surprise us, let me be first to save you and all my friends.’ Pik raised his spear and looked to each of the companions. He’d never had friends before. He didn’t want to lose any of the companions. It would be easier on him if he was the first to die. Yes, it made perfect sense. He needed to be on point as they traveled between decks.
Pik Ha’ar nodded and pointed down the ramp with his spear. He started to walk, but Braden put a hand on his arm. 
“We all go together, my friend, and we’ll take turns leading this parade through the hallways. When we get to the other side, we’ll all be there. It’s not important that we go fast, just that we go together.” 
‘If I may, Master Humans. Maybe it is important to go fast. What if the Androids never expected us to open the door between decks? The Androids tried to close it. You burned them after they tried to close the door. They might have died without telling the others.’
“Okay, Pik. I stand corrected. We need to go fast!”
Braden helped Micah up. She was calmer. Aadi’s observation gave her new hope. ‘There’s always hope, lover. We’re going to make it home. There is no other ending to this story. Do you hear me?’ He sounded confident with his thought voice. He believed he told the truth. 
And she believed in him, ashamed at her lapse, her weakness. He shook his head at her. 
“No. We all care. We’re all afraid. And we’re also the most dangerous group on this whole ship, and this is a big ship.” He smiled broadly and danced backward until he turned and jogged after Pik and G-War. Aadi swam ahead while Skirill and Zyena waited for Micah. 
“Time to go, you two. We have a war to fight.” She hesitated for only a heartbeat before correcting herself. “We have a war to win.” 
 



 
44 – D2-3, Subdeck 7, Radial Passage 140, Frame 8553
 
The companions clustered around the doorway. Pik went in one step, then stopped. The darkness was near total. Little light penetrated the depth of the hallway. Braden turned on his flashlight and handed it to Pik. Aadi swam through the doorway and floated beside the Lizard Man. Pik tucked the flashlight under the rope around Aadi’s armor and shell. He adjusted it until it shined forward. He looked back at Braden and nodded.
With a small bump of his shell, Aadi encouraged Pik to take the next step and then the next. 
The light showed a seemingly abandoned hallway. Ten people could have walked abreast and a tall man could have jumped and still not touched the ceiling. There was space, but he didn’t think it was enough for the Hawkoids to fly freely. Braden carried Skirill and Micah carried Zyena.
They apologized profusely for being a burden. Both Braden and Micah laughed at their beaked faces. ‘Skirill’s taken his turn saving us. He doesn’t think I know how much pain he was in flying over the Great Desert, but I know. He never complained and he kept us from getting lost. I can’t wait until you meet Max and Speckles, our horses. And Brandt Earthshaker, King of the Aurochs. These are great creatures.’ Braden spoke over the mindlink. They traveled nearly without sound. They could only hear the swishing of the human’s gear and the click of Pik’s three-toed claws on the deck plating.
Braden and Micah carried a Hawkoid on one arm. Their blasters in their free hand, covering the doors on both sides of the hallway. Aadi’s light shone down the hallway. Micah’s flashlight was held tightly in Zyena’s beak. Hawkoids could turn their heads nearly around in a circle, so Zyena was able to shine the flashlight anywhere they wanted. She kept the light moving, showing the doors on each side, the ceiling and occasionally down the hallway behind them. 
They moved as fast as Aadi could swim, but Aadi wanted to go faster. Pik grasped the Tortoid’s shell in one hand and started jogging. The others sped up, loping at a pace they knew they could sustain. They wanted to put more distance between where the Androids thought they were and where they really were. 
‘Holly, can you track where we are? Do you know if there are Androids anywhere near?’ Braden asked as he jogged, trying to keep one eye on his way ahead.
‘Yes, Master Braden. I see you currently at D2-3, Subdeck 7, Radial Passage 140, Frame 8553. You just passed officer country, a mess deck, a machinery space, and pipe repair.’ 
Before they boarded, Holly tried to teach them the ancients convention for delineating spaces aboard the ship. It was based on vertical, radial, and horizontal geography. D2-3 meant they were between Decks 2 and 3. Subdeck 7 was the 7th of 10 subdecks between each core deck. The radials started at zero, the stationary top of the ship as one would see from the outside and 180, the bottom of the ship as one looked aft. These locations became arbitrary once the inner cylinders began rotating. 140 meant they were right of center, toward the bottom on the arbitrary scale. Bulkhead 8553 was closer to the front of the ship than the back. There were exactly 13115 frames, 2000 of which were in front of the forward bulkhead of Decks 1 through 5. 
For reference, the hatch to enter the Bridge was bulkhead 12004. 
‘Why?’ was all Braden could ask.
‘Engineers. That’s why. It made sense to them and they probably never flew on board the RV Traveler. There should be a law…’ Holly drifted off. Maybe Braden stopped listening.
‘Holly, Androids or no Androids?’ 
‘I’m sorry, Master Braden, I have no way to tell.’ 
‘How about a place to stop and rest where there probably won’t be any Androids? Or electric crewmen for that matter?’ Braden pleaded.
‘The Mess Deck that you just passed is probably the best choice. There’s no reason for any Androids to be in there.’
‘Everybody! We need to take a break. Right back here is a Mess Deck, that means a dining area. Holly assures me that it should be free of Androids.’ Braden stopped and turned around. Micah turned so Zyena could shine the flashlight. The hallway behind them was clear for as far as the light shone.
Braden put Skirill down as he prepared to open the door. Micah put Zyena down and raised her blaster. She dialed up a tight, Android-killing beam, braced the blaster in two hands, and stood beside Braden. When Pik, Aadi, and G-War arrived, Braden opened the door. Zyena leaned her head this way and that, shining the light past Micah. 
Tables were arrayed neatly with chairs around them. A kitchen and serving area could be seen in the background. Micah leaned in quickly and pulled herself back out. She didn’t see anything. Braden took the flashlight from the Hawkoid and stepped into the room, facing one way while Micah looked the other. Aadi swam in and slowly toured the room. Holly activated the lights.
On one side of the room there was enough foliage to start a mini rainforest. 
“I say we stay away from that, because it shouldn’t be here. It’s creepy, like the vines in Engineering,” Braden said, then went back to retrieve the Hawkoids, carrying them in one at a time and putting them on the tables, where their tail feathers could hang down. Skirill looked embarrassed and shook his head every time someone had to carry him.
Braden scratched the Hawkoid’s neck feathers as he looked into his eyes. Large black pupils stared back at him. “It’s okay, Ess. Everyone needs a little help. Keep your eyes on that stuff over there. We don’t need any surprises.” 
‘Holly, every time we’ve run into Androids, they’ve been at work stations, making hand gestures in front of the screens and tapping commands into the systems. Maybe you can see which computers are actively being used?’ Braden felt trapped. Micah’s expression said she felt the same way. 
‘I am accessing the systems on D2-3, Subdeck 7, between Frames 7000 and 9000. Standby.’ 
“Is it just me or is Holly using more and more technical language?” Braden asked Micah, putting his gear on the table as he sat.
“No, it’s not just you. He’s getting where I can hardly understand him. As he’s taught us more about the world of the ancients, maybe he thinks we can talk with him like we’re them.” Micah pursed her lips and shrugged. She sat heavily on a chair. 
“Check in with Bronwyn?” Braden asked, hoping to lighten her mood. He watched her eyes unfocus as she used her neural implant to talk with Bronwyn and the kids. 
The first thing she saw was the countdown timer: 73:17.
Braden took one flashlight and explored the space. G-War went with him. Pik walked straight to the vegetation and stood before it, spear ready. For what? Braden couldn’t guess.
“What do you see, Pik?” Braden asked as he headed for the kitchen area. 
‘These look like they are from my home, but they are different. They don’t feel right.’ Pik watched the plants warily. Akhmiyar had showed the humans that the Lizard Men could feel the rainforest around them. Since the Amazonians were descended from the Lizard Men on the ship, Braden assumed they had the same attributes and could do the same things.
Braden went into the kitchen. It looked long abandoned, unlike other areas of the ship. For the final leg of the journey, the entire populace of the ship would have been awake, upwards of 100,000 people. During the journey, only thousands would have been awake at any point in time and many of the subdecks would have remained empty, running on limited power only. And then some crew stayed on board after the rest moved to the planet.  
This was probably one of those, only used for the last two years of the trip. Its decorations were sparse. It also may have been stripped to provide additional Old Tech for the planet. If he understood what Holly showed, there was as much technology in Sanctuary as there had been on this ship.
Micah closed her window, tears flowing down her face. Braden abandoned his fruitless search and joined her, on one knee, holding her hands in his.
“Nothing’s wrong. The kids are great. Bronwyn’s great. Brandt’s calves are getting big.” Braden didn’t understand. Why the tears? 
“I’m afraid that I’m not going to see them again.” 
Braden tried to comfort her by sounding confident that they were going to get home. He looked at her, not knowing what else to do.
G-War jumped into the seat next to her, then climbed on the table. He rubbed his body against her, purring as he rubbed his head against her face. 
‘We’ll get home to our children.’ G-War was judicious in his use of words. His actions showed how he felt. Maybe he wasn’t an ass. 
‘Once we’re home, I will wait for you to be sound asleep, then I’m going to give you both a sound scratching for bringing me up here.’ G-War sat up and used a paw to wash his face. He was probably trying to clean off the human smell.
“Thanks, G. I thought we’d lost you, but no. It’s you. Your motivation in getting off this ship is solely to exact revenge from the stupid humans. That’s what I heard, anyway.” Braden gave the ‘cat’s ears a quick rub, lingering at the bite mark. Micah smiled and returned to the moment. They had a long way to go. She needed to be at her best for every step of it. 
“Thank you, Prince Axial De’atesh, for your companionship. I shall look forward to our return, so that you can get a nice bath. You’re looking a bit shaggy.” Micah wrinkled her nose as she ran her hand across the ‘cat’s scarred sides. He stood and thrust his nose in the air.
‘It’s musk. The lady ‘cats love it,’ he answered. Maybe they’d make a trip into the hills when they went back north. It had been forever since G-War had seen any of his own people. 
“I don’t see any lady ‘cats around, G. I’m just making a casual observation, no need to whip out the claws…” Braden taunted.
They heard a spear point scratch against the deck, then again, and again. They looked toward Pik and saw his legs spread, in a fighting position as he thrust his spear at something beyond him. Micah pulled her sword as she jumped up and ran toward him. Braden took his time, holding his blaster in front of him and looking elsewhere in the room for threats.
Pik stabbed at vines snaking toward him. They moved slowly, but with purpose. As he stabbed one vine and pushed it away, two more appeared in its place. 
Until Micah showed up. With a few quick swings of her sword, all vines were severed. She braced herself for the deluge that she experienced in Engineering. 
These were different vines. 
“Crawlers,” Braden said matter-of-factly. “They can only get you if you aren’t aware, and that’s not us.” He holstered his blaster and slapped each of them on the back.
Micah and Pik backed away from the heavy foliage, retreating to their side of the dining area. 
 They relaxed, but no one was going to sleep. Maybe it was time to move on. 
‘Holly? Any luck finding active work stations between here and the forward bulkhead?’ 
‘Yes, Master Braden. There are a significant number of systems operational on this subdeck. I recommend you backtrack about four hundred meters where you’ll find an elevator to Subdeck 5. There are no active systems anywhere along that hallway.’
‘I don’t like backtracking, but if it gets us a clean route up front, then I’m all for it.’ 
“Pack up. We have to go back that way for a bit and then we’ll take an elevator up two subdecks. 5 seems to be our lucky number. Holly thinks there is a bunch of Androids up ahead. I think it best if we avoid all that,” Braden said, telling the others what he thought they needed to know as they prepared to go. 
They arranged themselves around the door, Micah and Braden had their blasters out. Aadi said he could carry the two Hawkoids, who were wedged together, holding the rope wrapped around the armor over his shell. Skirill faced forward while Zyena faced backward. They were happy with the arrangement as they could both watch, while leaving the humans free to use their weapons. 
G-War was ready to go, usually the first through as he was the smallest target and the quickest among them. 
‘Stop,’ G-War said quietly over the mindlink. Braden’s arm was raised, ready to activate the door. He backed the bracelet away from the pad. ‘If we left now, we’d step into the middle of a group of Androids.’
The companions froze in place, as if any movement would be detected. ‘You can sense the Androids?’ Braden asked.
‘No. I only see our fate, had you opened the door.’ The ‘cat’s intuition saved them from a blaster battle in a tight hallway, where their only retreat was into a closed area occupied by a Crawler.
When G-War nodded, Braden waved his bracelet and the door slid aside. G-War stepped into the hallway, looked both ways, and turned left. Braden stepped out next and took a position aiming his blaster down the hallway to the right. Micah followed G-War, her blaster held in front of her. Then Pik and finally Aadi with the Hawkoids. It helped that this door was wider than most others. No one had to tilt the Tortoid to help him fit.
G-War moved quickly down the hallway. Micah braved turning on her flashlight since she couldn’t run in the dark. Pik’s claws ticked on the deck as he ambled along, trying to keep up. Aadi was falling behind. Satisfied that the Androids hadn’t heard them, Braden turned and walked after the rest of the companions. Once he reached Aadi, he put a hand on his shell and pushed the Tortoid in front of him.
 



 
45 – Androids and Their Traps
 
G-War screamed as he bolted forward. Micah fired blindly ahead. Then waved her flashlight’s beam, looking for an enemy. G-War was jumping straight into the air, howling when he hit the deck plate and jumping up again. Micah moved close to him, and he hooked claws into her pack and climbed up it. 
Braden ran ahead, ready to fight but confused when he didn’t see an enemy. 
‘The deck, it bites me,’ G-War said, eyes wide, not knowing what hurt him.
As Pik moved forward, he gasped and nearly fell down. He danced from one foot to the other and back. He jumped back once, twice, and then rolled to the floor. The Lizard Man pulled his feet toward him and licked them. Braden shined his flashlight and saw the skin starting to bubble in a number of places. 
 “Look for a box. There’s an Android trap here somewhere.” They saw it to the side. Wires snaked from it across the floor. When they’d walked across it, those with bare feet were treated to an electric current. Pik’s feet weren’t insulated like the ‘cat’s, so he received a full dose.
G-War said he was unhurt.
Braden was digging into his pouch for numbweed when the first laser hit Skirill’s armor. Aadi swam furiously, letting out a yelp when a laser traced a line across one of his legs. Braden snap-fired back toward the beams. He rolled to the side of the hallway and fired underneath Aadi as the Tortoid continued to move forward, fast by his standards, agonizingly slowly by everyone else’s.
Micah dove to the other side of the hallway and fired into the darkness behind them. Pik whimpered in the middle of the hallway, until he picked up Braden’s dropped flashlight and shined it behind them. 
Micah’s elbows were treated to a healthy electric shock. She rose to a sitting position and shot the Android’s box until it sparked and popped. Braden’s firing slowed the Android advance. Micah moved to Pik, pulling numbweed from her pouch and giving it to him. 
She ran to the elevator door and turned back, pleading for Aadi to move faster. Zyena ducked and Skirill beat his wings to pull the Tortoid along. His pace increased markedly, but the hallway was filled with Hawkoid wings. Pik found himself behind Aadi with no way to get past. The numbweed relieved enough pain that he was able to walk, but he remained trapped, in the middle of the hallway, shining a flashlight toward a group of Androids bent on their destruction.
Braden and Micah fired at targets highlighted by the flashlight. They could see four Androids down, but judging by the laser beams fired at them, there were at least that many left. 
“In the elevator!” She stood against the wall with her bracelet against the panel. Skirill tucked his wings against his body as Aadi swam the last stride and wedged against the elevator door. Micah leaned back and canted his shell. With a shove of her hip, he went through. 
“Pik. Pik! Come on. We’re leaving!” she yelled down the hall. Pik ran in his jerky way, slightly limping from his encounter with the Android trap. G-War finally jumped from Micah’s pack and entered the elevator. 
She fired a number of shots down the hallway, weaving from left to right. Braden knew it was his turn. He jumped up and bolted down the hallway, sliding, then diving into the open elevator door. Micah backed up half a step, still firing rapidly. She side-stepped smoothly into the elevator.
“Subdeck 5, please,” she said. She wasn’t even breathing hard, while Braden panted as if he’d just run up the side of a mountain. G-War sat serenely on the floor while the elevator carried them upward. 
It wasn’t more than five heartbeats later that it stopped and the door opened. 
The humidity hit them like a wave. The passageway was filled with vegetation. 
 



 
46 – D2-3, Subdeck 5, Radial Passage 140, Frame 8687
 
“I know why there aren’t any Androids here,” Braden said out loud as he shook his head. He took a tentative step into the hallway, then reached a hand back into the elevator. “Flashlight, please.” 
The light showed heavy vegetation, similar to the rainforest. It even smelled like the rainforest. 
“Next thing we know, it’ll be raining.” 
Something touched his leg. He jumped and shined the flashlight at it. He struggled to put his blaster away so he could pull his shortsword. Leaves, disturbed by his passing, brushed his leg a second time, then settled back to where they were before.
He finally put his blaster away and pulled out the shortsword, the Old Tech upgrade to his long knife. His hand shook while he held it. He looked at it as if it was its own entity, his hand filled his vision, knuckles white, holding the grip tightly. The tip wavered in exaggerated rhythm with his shaking hand.
Something else. A hand on his shoulder, squeezing, someone talking. 
“Braden?” Micah leaned close, keeping her hand on his sword arm. She didn’t know if a creature had seized his mind. He looked different.
He blinked away the disembodiment and returned. He looked around, saw Micah, and smiled. “That was weird.” Braden shined his flashlight to the left and then to the right. “I think we’re going this way.”  
Micah turned his flashlight off. His eyes adjusted quickly to the twilight of the deck. It was lighter than he realized.
“I don’t think the Androids will follow us here; this place isn’t their style. Holly said there were no workstations active on this subdeck. I’m sure he’s right.” Braden used his sword to push vegetation aside and peer down the hallway. “Wow. I wonder how far this goes?” 
“Wait,” Micah demanded in her presidential voice. “What the hell just happened to you?” Braden shook his head. They looked to the companions, wondering if any of them had an idea.
‘I suspect we’ll find some sort of mutant on this deck, but since it only affected one of us, we will continue to do as we have and watch out for each other,’ Aadi offered sagely.
Braden shrugged and went to work. He hacked enough vines, bushes, and tree limbs away from the elevator door to clear a path for Aadi and the two Hawkoids. They looked miserable. There wasn’t enough room to turn around. 
Micah pulled her sword and tried to help, but she couldn’t swing. The space was too tight with the companions and the vegetation. Once an area was clear, then she’d be able to do a proper job.
Braden started hacking his way into the jungle, heading aft. Although he would cut his way there, it seemed that with each step, it receded into the distance, becoming farther and farther away. 
This was just like the worst parts of the Amazon, except that it was on a ship in space, where it shouldn’t be growing. 
“G, can you let me know if something is going to kill me? I can’t see past my sword point and I don’t want a Seeder blasting me. Or a Crawler grabbing me, or any other mutie bush, vine, tree, or blade of grass.” 
‘As much in advance as I can, but it probably won’t be more than a few heartbeats. You’ll just have to be more aware.’ 
Braden narrowed his eyes as he glared at the ‘cat. “Sometimes, G. Sometimes you really ask for it.” Braden stopped.
‘Holly, I’m not sure what the map is showing me. What’s on this level?’ Micah watched as Braden communicated with the hologram and half-heartedly hacked away at the growth in their way. 
‘This deck is dedicated to laboratories, a cloning facility, as well as an extensive bioengineering lab.’
‘So we can expect to run into mutants, clones, and everything but Androids. You dropped us right into the middle of a world of pain, Holly. When we get back to the planet, you and me are going to have words.’
‘Understood, Master Braden. I look forward to your return. The braking maneuver is finished. For the next two hours, I’ll be running diagnostics and establishing the link between the ship and Cygnus VI. After that, transportation of the survivors will begin.’ 
The countdown clock showed 72:53.
Braden looked into the wild growth that filled the hallway. “Is it worth it? Twenty-two clones and one human will come here, then transfer to Vii. Before we started, I knew this was the right thing to do. I still believe it is, but I wish there weren’t so many obstacles. It was easier crossing the Great Desert.” 
“It wouldn’t be you, us, if we didn’t help them. That decision is well behind us, partner mine. You’re up. Hack us a way through that!” To emphasize her point, she punched him in the shoulder. 
He bowed his head, put his flashlight in his mouth, and gripped his shortsword with two hands before putting it back in its scabbard. Micah looked at him sideways. He pulled his blaster, dialed a narrow beam, then leaned close to the floor, aiming parallel to it. He held the trigger as he moved the aiming point slowly from one side to the other. When he let up on the trigger, the trees, bushes, and vines in front of him slowly toppled over. He holstered the blaster and took out his shortsword. He pushed into the green mass, knocking down the freshly cut plants and walking on them as he moved forward. 
The blaster cut a huge swath, half the width of the hallway and deep down into it. Braden continued to push his way through, creating an opening wide enough for Aadi with the Hawkoids. Pik sniffed and limped happily through the wet undergrowth. G-War followed Pik, jumping from dry spot to dry spot. They stayed close behind Braden and remained wary, ready to act.
Micah brought up the rear, with Zyena right in front of her, looking backwards. The Hawkoid focused beyond Micah’s shoulder, keen eyes watching for enemies. 
The group ran into each other when Braden abruptly stopped. He’d reached the end where the blaster had cut the trunks and vines. He looked at the blaster. Its charge was low. He had his second blaster, and decided to burn the remaining charge in the first one.
He leveled it and was preparing to fire when he heard a rustling ahead. He held his finger to his lips, calling for quiet. 
G-War nodded and disappeared into the brush ahead. ‘A creature, not a mutie plant. I’ll look.’  
The ‘cat returned after a few heartbeats. ‘An opening up ahead and a village. People are there.’
‘Normal people?’ Braden asked over the mindlink, a plan forming itself in his mind.
‘Yes.’
‘Well, what do you say we introduce ourselves?’ Braden looked to his companions. These humans were between where the companions were and where they wanted to go. ‘I’ll go first with G-War, the rest of you wait. I expect they don’t get many visitors.’
With one last nod, Braden plowed into the brush ahead and forced his way through. He avoided hacking into the brush so he’d look less threatening to the new humans. When he broke through finally, he was breathing hard, his face bleeding from a number of cuts. 
A group of humans, wearing nothing but leaves held on with vines, started howling and yelling unintelligible words. They carried spears that looked to be of the same material as his Old Tech recurve bow. Braden didn’t feel threatened, rather the other humans were panicking and this was their only way to show it. 
‘G, a little help please. Can you calm them down?’ 
The ‘cat strolled forward, stopping when he had their full attention. His head and tail were high as he looked from one to the other. Five humans, male and female, stood mesmerized by the ‘cat. ‘Calm down,’ he said over the mindlink. 
I wish I would have thought of that. Braden wondered if the ‘cat shared his thought voice with the other humans or if it was solely for Braden’s benefit. The humans seemed calmer, whatever the reason.
“I’m Free Trader Braden, Caretaker Braden. We wish to pass through your area on our journey beyond this…this…this area.” He didn’t know what to call it. They may not know they lived between Decks on a spaceship. They watched him oddly, cocking their heads like dogs as they looked at him in wonder.
‘Are there any more of them around?’ Braden asked the ‘cat.
‘Yes. Many more humans and animals. They are on both sides of the hallway, but ahead is relatively clear.’ G-War was more candid than usual. He probably wanted to get past this group and didn’t have the patience for the usual twenty questions.
‘Define relatively?’ Braden asked.
‘A few humans, some animals, the usual.’ 
“So nothing dangerous as far as you can see. Don’t kill anything in here, G. We don’t want to wear out our welcome.” Braden talked out loud, but it didn’t appear these humans understood him. 
‘Come on through, everybody,’ Braden passed over the mindlink. 
After a short delay, he heard the muted sounds of chopping. They grew louder and louder until the last of the brush was hewn and fell at his feet. Micah’s chest heaved with her efforts. She stepped through as the humans looked at the sword in her hand. They dropped to their knees before her. 
“Just like you did when you first met me,” she said, taking a deep breath. 
“Something like that.” He put his hand on her shoulder and they moved aside as Pik stepped from the heavy foliage, followed shortly by Aadi with the two Hawkoids standing on his armored shell. The strange humans remained prostrate. “I guess we can go now. Micah, why don’t you lead with G-War. It seems that you influence them better than I do. Just in case we run across more of them.”
“Goes without saying. I think you just want me to hack down the forest. It’s been a while since I’ve done anything physical. It feels good.” She leaned toward the humans. “It was nice meeting you, but we have to go.”
She continued past, followed closely by Pik and Aadi. Braden nodded to G-War, who caught up with her. Braden watched over the humans until the way forward was clear. He backed into the tunnel that Micah had made. After tripping once, he turned and watched his footing. In front of him, Zyena looked backward so he didn’t have to.
‘Thanks, Zee, for making sure no one sneaks up on me.’
‘It is the least I can do. No, I’m not sure I can do less. When will we see the open sky again?’ Zyena asked.
‘Not soon enough, Zee. Not soon enough.’
 



 
47 – Devolved
 
The deference wore off quickly, because the humans came after them. 
Braden checked in with Holly, who was surprised that the laboratory deck and the bioengineering facility had developed less capable humans and no other mutants. Braden let that go for now. He had other things to worry about.
Like devolved humans armed with short carbon fiber spears and slings. Braden hadn’t seen any rocks lying around, but he knew better than to assume they didn’t have things to throw at him. He was surprised to find they had voices. They yelled, unintelligibly, but with a great deal of enthusiasm. 
‘Aadi, if you would be so kind, can you drop that group behind us?’ Braden said over the mindlink. He wasn’t going fast, but was breathing hard from picking his way through the undergrowth. 
‘I’m sorry, Master Braden, but I can’t turn around.’ Aadi’s thought voice forlorn as he struggled to move forward. 
Braden pulled his blaster and stopped. He didn’t think he’d start a fire because it was unnaturally wet on this subdeck, but he dialed for a narrow short burst and pulled the trigger. The beam hit in front of the lead human, flashing and creating a small cloud of steam. That’ll slow them down, Braden thought.
It made them angrier, which Braden realized when a number of projectiles flew his way through the steam. One hit the armor of his shoulder, and it felt like he’d been hit with an arrow from a fully drawn bow. He saw a manmade projectile as it bounced away into the brush. He thought the others flew past harmlessly.
Until he heard Zyena’s cry. She’d been hit in the chest with one of the thrown objects. She wore no armor. Braden hoped no bones were broken, but didn’t want the humans to get a second chance. He stood tall with his arms out, blocking her with his body. The humans were moving again and ready to let loose with another volley.
He took careful aim and fired at the lead human. The beam reflected off his chest and into the trees beside Braden.
“We have a problem!” Braden yelled as he holstered his blaster and pulled his shortsword.
‘I think there’s an opening up ahead. If I can get to it, we can turn around,’ Micah said. In the back of his mind, he heard her hacking furiously at the foliage, working to create a way ahead, a sanctuary for the companions. 
Braden chose to stand in a narrow gap. Two heavy trees were on either side of him. He waved his sword before him, knowing that the humans had the advantage with their spears. 
They moved toward him, staying out of sword range as they unleashed one last volley from their slings. At that range, they couldn’t miss.
At the last second, Braden threw his left arm over his face, continuing to use his body to block the tunnel that led to the companions behind him. He gasped in pain as the projectiles drove into him. His leg threatened to give out from the impact on his shin, but worst was the shot to the groin. 
He fell backward and rolled his knees to his chest. His shortsword lay forgotten in the undergrowth beside him. He cringed, expecting a spear point to drive through his armor.
But killing him wasn’t their goal. They pinned him to the ground with their spears, while a smaller human unholstered his blasters. They took both of them and backed away. Braden tried to get up, but the pain held him back. His ankle started hurting again. The Android’s laser line across his arm burned afresh. Even the scar across his ribs from the Amazonian spear attack ached. 
The group of humans looked at him oddly. He couldn’t move. The pain was overwhelming. He rolled to the side and wretched, then held himself tightly as he lay there in the fetal position, whimpering like an infant.
The humans stopped pointing their spears at him. Whether it was pity or that their job was done, he wouldn’t know. They turned and walked away. He watched through tear-filled eyes as they receded into the foliage that seemed to fill in the gap as they passed.
The further they got from him, the less he felt the pain. His body returned to him along with a feeling of exhaustion, so tired he couldn’t move a finger. He closed his eyes and slept.
 



 
48 – Alone and Afraid
 
“Braden. Braden?” The voice sounded familiar. Where had he been? It was dark. Were his eyes closed? He tried to raise a hand to wipe the sleep from his eyes, but his arm refused to move. He tried to move his head, but it felt too heavy. 
“Come on back. Come on back to me, lover.” Thick cobwebs kept him from waking. He struggled, but each time he approached the dawn, night dragged him back. He was too tired. He surrendered to the night.
Until the dawn approached again. He felt stronger. He took a deep breath and his chest responded, expanding with the refreshing air. His mind cleared as he stretched his neck. He opened his eyes to the darkness. He tried to raise his hand and it responded. He wiped the sleep from his eyes and opened them again.
Still dark. 
‘He’s awake,’ spoke a voice from within his mind. The familiar voice of an old friend. 
“G-War? Is that you? Why can’t I see you?” He heard boots splashing through puddles, brush being shoved aside as a light appeared and shone toward him. 
“Braden! You’re awake.” A dark figure stood behind the beam as the light shone in his face. He waved a hand, trying to push the light away. It dropped toward his chest as a hand reached out to cup his face. It was tender, a familiar touch. He pushed the light upward until Micah’s relieved expression smiled back at him. 
“Micah. What happened?” He caressed her face, bathing in her warmth. 
“I broke through into an open area, then Pik and I came back. We found you curled up, vines and trees starting to grow over you. We cut them away, but they fought back. Pik pulled on you while I cut the growth away, until he was finally able to carry you. The path I’d cut was growing in. Crazy how fast it grew. We had to crawl the last few strides to the open area, dragging you between us. That was two turns ago.” 
“Two turns?” Braden said for himself. It all came back to him. The humans with their short spears and their slings. The pain! Was it real? “They got my blasters.” 
“It’s okay. They were coded for our hands, so they can’t use them. We will make do.” She breathed a sigh of relief. G-War rubbed his furry ‘cat body against Braden’s face. 
“You smell, G.” Braden’s revelation did nothing to dampen G-War’s spirit. He purred as he walked across Braden’s chest to rub the other side of his human’s head.
“That’s probably me,” Micah said. “I think we need to get moving. Holly was able to speed up the transfer. He estimates that the first group from Cygnus VI will be here in a turn. We won’t be there, but at least we’ll be moving again.” 
“The Androids?” Braden asked cautiously.
“Holly says the activity on subdeck 7 has picked up. As Holly controls more and more of the ship’s systems, the Android’s are attacking him.”
“How does that work? Androids can attack a hologram?” Braden was confused. The fog was working its way back into his brain.
“He called them cyberattacks. Something about sending programs through the computer systems and the programs fight each other to gain or retain access. These battles aren’t fought in a world we can see. Holly assured me that he’s winning, but I didn’t like the sound of it. I think if we see an Android, we need to kill it.”
Braden shook his head, but the movement hurt, so he stopped. Micah handed him a flask and he drank it all. She handed him something dark. He sniffed it. Meat. He took a tentative bite. It was tough and dry, but he chewed it and ate the rest. She handed him an energy bar from her pack. He ate that, too. Then he drank more water.
His head cleared, and he felt like a new man. He stood, a little shaky at first, until his muscles cooperated. Then he stretched out. He was stiff, but felt unharmed. His ankle no longer hurt, but he felt the bruises where the projectiles had hit. He ran his hands over the marks while Micah shined the flashlight on him. She held a metal object in her other palm. 
“What’s that?” 
“It’s what they were throwing with the slings. Holly called it a nut.” She wrinkled her nose.
“It doesn’t look like a nut. Although one hit pretty close to one, huh?” He laughed at his own joke. She didn’t get it. Then he remembered why he stood tall, letting himself get hit with these nuts. “How’s Zyena?”
“She’s fine, just bruised, like you. There’s still no space for them to fly, so they’ve been standing on the ground and exercising their wings. They’ll be ready whenever we can get out of this god-forsaken area and into one of the real Decks.” Micah’s discomfort was obvious. 
He pulled her close and held her. She thought she’d lost him, and then she thought they were trapped. The companions kept her company, but they could do nothing to assuage her fears. When the mutant humans left, they took the light with them. Micah and the companions carried Braden, in the dark, with the growth of the subdeck attempting to seal them in.
She had talked with Bronwyn and the twins, but all she managed to do was make them afraid that their parents wouldn’t return. 
That’s enough, he thought. ‘Holly, find us an elevator to a subdeck that isn’t blocked, and do it right now!’
‘Master Braden! It’s so nice to have you back with us. There is an elevator thirty meters aft. Take it to Subdeck 1. This is a maintenance area only. There will be piping, conduits, machinery, and Maintenance Bots. There may be Androids, but nothing like on Subdeck 7.’  24:57. Without responding, Braden closed the window.
“Elevator. Thirty strides that way. Subdeck 1 awaits. We’ll fight our way aft. We go and we go fast.” Braden picked up his gear and arranged it properly around his body. Pik approached and they grasped hands. Aadi swam close, too, and was rewarded with a hearty neck rub. The Hawkoids hopped into the small room that had been Braden’s home for the past two turns. He gave each of them a scratch on their neck feathers. Micah watched, smiling. 
She’d already found the elevator and cleared it. She was only waiting for Braden to return to health before they tried a different subdeck. She felt a surge of energy that mirrored her reinvigorated mate. She agreed; it was time to go, and she was ready.
 



 
49 – Maintenance Subdeck
 
When the elevator door opened onto the well-lit subdeck, Braden walked out with his bow held firmly and an arrow nocked. He turned quickly one way, then the other, as he looked down the shaft of his arrow for targets. It looked similar to the factory level at New Sanctuary. The walls were clearly marked with frame numbers. They entered at Frame 8300. The aft bulkhead was near Frame 6000. 
They’d only moved two and a half kilometers aft in the past four turns. According to the map provided by his neural implant, they had triple that distance to go before arriving at the aft bulkhead of the forward core section. His head hurt thinking about it. 
Micah took the lead, with one blaster in hand, and started jogging, watching the frame numbers get smaller as she passed. Aadi held on to a rope tied to her pack, while Pik shambled after her, pushing Aadi as necessary to keep them moving forward at a quick pace.
Braden felt free as he jogged behind. G-War stayed with him, keeping him company.
Keeping him safe. 
They passed Maintenance Bots doing routine work on mechanical systems. They passed open areas where large machines churned out new piping and new parts. They watched as materials moved around the deck on self-guided carts. Everything operated efficiently. There was no human intervention. 
Holly was pleased with the operation on this subdeck. It gave him hope that the ship would remain functional for the foreseeable future. It fit into his long-term plan for the Cygnus system, a plan that he had not shared with the President. He didn’t think she was ready for it. The survivors from Cygnus VI would figure prominently, especially with their new space travel technology. The time would come soon when they had to talk. He wanted the humans to agree with his plan, but conceded that he would do as the President ordered. 
It would not be like last time. Holly could not let the humans destroy themselves. There was far too much work to do. He had the infinite patience of an inanimate object, but he also preferred keeping to his timeline. 
He would continue to earn their trust and then make his well-reasoned argument for space exploration when the time came. He allowed a window of five years to broach the subject. First, he needed to see the humans survive the Traveler. Those pesky Androids were taking more and more of his resources. He needed the companions to find their central nexus and destroy it. 
So he directed them closer with each step they took. 
According to Holly’s timer, the companions covered the next two and a half kilometers in thirty minutes. 
They found a break area that hadn’t been used since the ancients left the ship. They refilled their flasks after running water to clear the pipes. Despite that, everything worked like it was supposed to, the benefits of being on the Maintenance Subdeck. There was a fabricator in the break room, so Braden tried it. He was dying for a brownie. He ordered two, because Micah liked them as well. 
They tasted funny, but were good enough. If they ordered another twenty, then maybe the system would purge itself like the water pipes had, but Braden wasn’t willing to waste the time. They geared up and prepared to run the rest of the way, committing to stopping only when they reached the aft bulkhead.
The first laser beam hit Micah’s armor two steps outside the door to the break room. She dodged right, covering her head with her arm, and pulled her blaster as she dove for cover. Pik was only one step behind Micah when the lasers hit him. The laser beams burned through this soft skin and into his body, as he wore no armor. His momentum carried him forward as he crumpled to the deck. 
Skirill launched himself from Aadi’s back, flying left, away from the Androids that stood in the passageway before them. He flew under and around pipes, putting metal between him and the laser beams. Zyena followed him closely in an impressive display of aerobatic flying. 
Braden leaned out the door with his bow fully drawn as he looked for a target, quickly finding one. The arrow seemed to launch itself as it flew tightly, drifting slightly off line because of the ship’s rotation. It hit the Android outside the eye socket, viciously twisting the thing’s head. 
It turned back, showing the scar along the metal and synthetic skin of its temple. Braden’s second arrow was already on its way. He compensated for the drift and the arrow drove deep into the Android’s head. It fell over backwards, out of commission. 
Braden ducked behind the door, joining G-War still in the room. His two shots took less than two heartbeats. Laser beams danced on the door frame, where he had been moments before. Micah’s blaster responded with short controlled bursts. 
‘How many are there?’ Braden asked over the mindlink.
‘I see four remaining,’ Skirill responded. The Hawkoids maneuvered to get behind the Androids. 
Aadi stopped trying to move. He tucked his head and legs in and floated with his side to the Androids, hoping his armor would protect him. If Aadi turned to use his focused thunderclap, the Androids would have a clean shot at his head. He couldn’t attack them until they were distracted and firing elsewhere. But they didn’t need his thunderclap as the humans had things under control.
Micah was systematically knocking down the Androids from her precarious position behind a bank of small pipes. 
Three. Now Two.
Braden leaned out. Took aim, adjusted, let the arrow go. One left. The last Android ran forward, faster than any human could. Braden snap-fired at his chest, hoping to slow him down. Aadi started to turn. No time.
He launched himself at Micah. She pulled the trigger as he landed on her. She grunted from the impact She pushed forward, rolling the Android away. She stayed on her knees until Braden helped her up. Then they went to Pik, carefully rolling him to his back.
He was alive, barely breathing. They used the last of their numbweed to seal the laser holes and help start the healing process within his green body. They dragged him back into the break room where he opened his eyes, surprised that he wasn’t dead. He looked at the wounds, numbweed packed into them. 
‘Nothing important there, or there,’ he said as he pointed with a finger. He made to stand up. 
“What are you doing, Pik?” Braden asked incredulously. Moments ago, he thought the Lizard Man was dead.
‘We can go. I will be fine. If it doesn’t kill us, then we recover quickly. We need to go, so you can get back to your planet,’ Pik said without flair. He stood and flexed his waist and legs. The wounds on his chest seemed forgotten as he ambled toward the hallway. They thought back to Akhmiyar and the rescue of the Bliss villagers. Within heartbeats after sewing up a horrendous spear wound to his leg, Akhmiyar led the group out of the rainforest. 
Lizard Men were tough. If they weren’t killed, they kept going. 
‘Holly, where did that bunch come from?’ Braden asked.
‘They exited the elevator ahead. They came from Subdeck 7. If you take the elevator down, you’ll be within twenty meters of an area that is glowing with activity. I believe the Android’s base of operations is Subdeck 7, Frame 7115. If you can destroy that location, they will lose the ability to communicate, coordinate, and conduct future attacks against you. And me for that matter.’ 
‘You want us to go to Android Central? And fight them all? Micah has her blasters and I have my bow.’ Braden wanted to find another way. He wanted a way to the matter transfer chamber where they wouldn’t run into any Androids. Deep down inside, he knew that was impossible. As long as the Androids could communicate, they would stay one step ahead of the companions. They’d send more and more Androids until the companions could no longer fight them off. And then they’d all die. The Androids weren’t trying to capture them.
‘We need better weapons, Holly. We can’t do it with what we’re carrying. Is there an armory on this ship, hopefully within fifty strides of where we’re standing now? That would be best. Outside of that, we’re farged.’

“Pik, hold up. If we want the Androids to stop chasing us, we have to take the war to them.”
‘Where you go, my friends…’  
“Thanks, Pik.” Braden slapped the Lizard Man on his back as they retreated back into the break room. Skirill and Zyena continued flying up and down the hallway, looking for more Androids. Aadi swam to the elevator and positioned himself across from it. If the door opened, he’d thunderclap those inside. 
‘That’s good thinking, Aadi. We’ll be talking to Holly for a bit. Stay sharp, everyone.’ Braden hadn’t needed to say that. The companions were on edge. The Androids hurt them every time the two groups encountered each other. The new plan was that they enter the hornet’s nest and destroy everything. 
The hornets wouldn’t be happy about that.
‘Master President. There is a fabrication facility not far aft of your current position. I can reconfigure it to produce a few things that will help you against the Androids. I suggest you hurry there now. It will take the President’s bracelet to start the production process.’
‘Okay, everyone! We’re moving to a fabrication facility down the hallway. Once there, Holly’s going to provide us some super weapons to help us take down the Androids,’ Micah told the group over the mindlink. She was afraid the Androids would hear them if they talked. She didn’t know how, but she didn’t want to take any more risks.
They left the break room at a dead run. Aadi stayed where he was. This was the closest access for the Androids to enter Subdeck 1. And it was probably what they’d use to attack Subdeck 7. Aadi would keep it open for them.
The runners ducked as Skirill and Zyena flew past. This was a hallway, but instead of walls, there were pipe racks and conduit systems. There was a great deal of open space on Subdeck 1. 
They ran a full kilometer before coming to a large room set off from the main hallway. The door opened for Micah and she held it open with her hand as they entered. 
‘Aadi. If anything happens, I think you’re too far away. Maybe you should join us. Ess, can you watch his back as he makes his way here?’ Braden stayed in the doorway as Micah went to work on the industrial-sized fabricator. That meant she waved her bracelet past it and pressed the screen as Holly told her.
Aadi started swimming toward Braden. 
The elevator opened and laser beams slashed outward. The Androids were sweeping the area before running into the hallway. They ran from the elevator in both directions, but immediately spotted Aadi. Their speed was incredible. Two of them had Aadi in hand before the Tortoid could turn. The other rushed in, firing lasers down the hallway toward the Hawkoids. Skirill and Zyena were far away, but they took cover.
Braden saw everything from where he stood in the doorway. He’d never felt more helpless in his life. “Aadi!” he yelled, as he watched the Androids drag his friend toward the elevator. Two Androids tried to push from the front, but Aadi wasn’t giving up. He dropped them both with a thunderclap from point blank range. They weren’t dissuaded. Other Androids took their place, stepping on their dead brothers as they pushed the Tortoid into the elevator.
The doors closed and they were gone.
 



 
50 – The Android Nexus
 
“Noo!” Braden howled as he ran a few steps down the now empty hallway. Far in the distance, the small cube that marked the elevator stood, white against white. The Hawkoids were behind him, apologizing for not being able to act. “There’s nothing you could have done. It’s like they knew the perfect moment to attack.”
“They could have killed Aadi, but they didn’t. Why?” Braden asked himself.
“Bait,” Micah said from behind him in a dangerous tone. “Hang on, Aadi, we’re coming.”
Braden hung his head, shuffling after Micah. He stopped in the doorway so he could punch the wall. It didn’t help. 
There were machines churning and whining as they fabricated what Micah had ordered. Braden watched a blaster slide into an end bin. He picked it up, noting that it had no power. Micah was already pulling the recharger from her backpack. It would be ready soon. Braden itched in anticipation, the anger seething within. The red rage floated before his eyes. 
“Relax. We’ll go as soon as our other gifts are ready. I’ll ask Holly to tell us more about them.” 
‘Yes, Master President. Besides your blasters, you’ll be armed with concussion grenades and sonic disruptors. Your challenge is to destroy the Androids without destroying their computers. Some of their systems are linked to critical components of the ship. With the loss of the equipment, I may lose control of the ship or if the Androids feel they are going to lose, then they could cause the destruction of the ship. In either case, they need to be killed quickly, without destroying their equipment. I have to say you did a magnificent job of that on the Bridge. Other places, not so much.’
‘Thanks for your candid review of our work, Holly. We’re going to destroy the Androids, make no mistake about that. Some equipment may suffer if it gets in the way. You figure a way to run the ship without it. We’ll do the hard work. The Bridge, huh? We had the element of surprise there. We’ve already lost that. Aadi is bait and they have to know we’re coming…’
Holly suggested using a vertical man-shaft that provided physical access to all ten subdecks. There was a ladder, which meant that the humans, the Lizard Man, and the ‘cat were the only ones who’d go. The Hawkoids would have to stay. 
Skirill and Zyena didn’t even attempt to fight the decision. They knew already they weren’t effective against the Androids. But what they could do was go ahead, all the way to the Engineering spaces where they could meet the first group of survivors from Cygnus VI. Skirill’s ability to speak the human tongue made him the best choice. Without waiting for the others, the Hawkoids flew aft, quickly disappearing into the distance.
The humans watched them go. Aadi was gone and now Skirill was, too. Braden looked down. G-War sat there, watching the pair fly away. His ear with the bite mark twitched as if there was a breeze bothering him. Pik stood, looking fore and aft down the hallway. He had taken it upon himself to be the group’s protector. 
‘Holly, we need blasters for Pik.’ 
‘I don’t recommend providing the Lizard Man with a blaster, Master President.’ 
‘Just shut up and do it. We need firepower, not a spear. We’re going to be outnumbered. We need every blaster we can fire and we need every finger to pull triggers.’ 
The fabricator churned out three more blasters. Everyone would carry two. They waited impatiently while the blasters charged. They drank, ate little, and paced. There could be no rest. At Braden’s urging, Micah contacted Bronwyn.
The twins weren’t walking, but they were fully capable of climbing on top of Brandt’s great head. Micah forgot their problems on the ship as she thought about her children dangling precariously from the King’s horns high above the ground. Bronwyn didn’t share the same concerns. The children were well cared for, but they missed their parents. ‘We’ve got a couple things left to do and then we’ll be on our way,’ Micah said firmly. Braden jumped in and said some kind words, too, but he could only think of the vast distance left between where they were and where they wanted to be. 
Once the blasters were charged, they dialed the weakest setting and showed Pik how to aim and fire. He was a really bad shot. He pulled the trigger with his whole hand, which ruined his aim. Then they suggested he keep the trigger pulled and wave the blaster back and forth, throwing the beam over his intended target. 
They settled for that, topping off the charge before they geared up for war. 
They activated a scrambler that Holly provided which interfered with signals. They wouldn’t be able to use their neural implants, but if the Androids placed any listening devices in the shaft, those wouldn’t transmit either. They might gain the element of surprise. They found the man-shaft access and pried the door open. Micah shined her flashlight inside. That was a long way down. 
Braden stepped in first, G-War clinging to his pack, and started down. Then Pik, with Micah last. She pulled the door closed behind her, sealing themselves away from the light. Braden held his flashlight in his mouth, trying feebly to light the way. He methodically descended, one rung after another. At least they didn’t have to climb, although with the spin of the ship, up was a relative concept. 
They continued past the hatches for Decks 2 through 6 before slowing. Once Braden reached the access hatch for Deck 7, he stopped, because the ladder ended. The others joined him as they wedged into the area. He expected it to continue, but the shaft was sealed below him. 
‘Aadi?’ Micah ventured. They heard his jumbled thoughts after he was captured, but he must have passed out or been knocked out. They hadn’t heard anything since. G-War assured them that he would know if Aadi had died. Aadi was alive and not far away. 
‘Keep the grenades close. We start with blasters until we know where Aadi is, then we can use grenades to keep them away. Once we have him, we take the elevator to Deck 1 and run aft. Pik, you have the rope. You are responsible for pulling Aadi to safety. We’ll keep the Androids away from you.’ He slapped Pik on the shoulder. ‘Ready?’
Each of them wished they were somewhere else. Pik thought of his rainforest home. Micah thought of her children climbing on the King of the Aurochs. Braden thought of New Sanctuary, being on the beach with Micah. When he dreamed, they didn’t have scars. They were young and there was nothing to fear. In reality, they were still young, barely twenty-two cycles for Braden, less for Micah, but now they were mature and wise, which meant they knew there was a great deal to be afraid of. 
Micah lifted his chin, the flashlight’s beam cast a reflection across his eyes. ‘There’s something to be afraid of, all right. Those Androids in there are keeping us from our children. They’re the ones to be afraid. We go in and wipe them out. No mercy.’  
‘No mercy,’ he and Pik replied together. He pushed all other thoughts to the back of his mind. Never get between friends, and never ever get between parents and their children. 
No mercy. Braden held one blaster and the others held two. With his free hand, Braden pulled down on the long handle, releasing the lock. Driving his shoulder into the door, he burst through, going to one side while G-War darted to the other.
Micah and Pik aimed, ready to fire.
They were inside a small unlit room, empty except for shelving against a wall and boxes piled haphazardly throughout. The others froze as G-War told them to stop before they stumbled into something. Braden fished out his flashlight, shining the way ahead. There was a normal door with an access panel. They moved to it and regrouped, ready for round two.
They knew they’d enter the hallway that ran the length of Subdeck 7. At one point they’d been in that hallway, but three and a half kilometers forward of this point. Braden pocketed his flashlight and pulled his second blaster. He waved his bracelet past the panel and the door opened. He rushed left, Micah right, and Pik straight ahead. 
There were Androids in the hallway, surprised at the sudden appearance of the humans and Lizard Man. The Androids raised fingers, ready to fire their lasers, but the fraction of a heartbeat it took them was too long. The companions had already fired with devastating effect.
Pik launched the first wave of fire as he danced his beams across the chests of three Androids, standing too close to each other. Braden and Micah fired shorter bursts at random targets along their field of view. In less than a heartbeat, seven Androids were down and the hallway was clear. G-War shot toward a door, not far. He stood there as the companions joined him.
‘Aadi’s in here.’ 
Without hesitating they took their positions and opened the door. They ran through and bumped into two Androids who were preparing to leave the room. They led with their blasters and pulled the triggers instantly, burning holes through both the creatures. They renewed their push into the room. Pik stepped through the doorway and stood tall as he waved both his firing blasters toward a mass of Androids standing near the center of the large room. 
Others moved about, but stopped at the companions’ violent entrance. Laser beams fired back and the fight was on.
Braden rolled to the left, seeking cover behind a desk as he lined up targets and fired. Laser beams pinned him down, skipping off the desk and scorching the wall behind him. 
Micah had better luck on her side, but soon, laser beams pinned her down, too. 
Pik continued to fire into the mass of Androids as he walked forward. Laser beams shot from around the room, hitting him in his torso, his legs, and arms. He hesitated, limped forward one step, one arm dropped. One blaster continued to fire until he fell over backward, tracing a line over the heads of his targets and into the ceiling. When he hit the floor, the blaster skipped away from him. Braden looked at the blank expression on the Lizard Man’s face, his body smoking from the myriad of laser burns. The only thing Braden could think was that they were out of numbweed. 
No amount of numbweed could have made a difference. Pik Ha’ar was gone.
They had no time to grieve. G-War pointed toward the far corner where Aadi was. He looked at Micah and nodded. 
“Grenades!” Braden yelled as they tossed two in a direction away from Aadi. Micah threw hers long while Braden picked a spot not far in front of the desk he hid behind. The explosions were intense within the closed room. 
Braden dodged around the desk and popped up, looked around, then dove back down. He didn’t see any Androids, but the smoke from the explosions still billowed. 
He continued to dodge to the side, away from the last Androids he’d seen. Micah moved right.
‘Get to Aadi,’ he told her and G-War. Micah looked in alarm at the mass of Androids in the middle of the room, thinking they’d been nearly cut in half by Pik’s attack As she passed, she saw that they probably weren’t operational. They looked dead, even those without blaster marks on them. 
Two Androids jumped in front of her, breaking her from her reverie. As one aimed at her face from point blank range, an orange body flew past, knocking the thing’s arm away. Its laser beam burned harmlessly into the wall. She shot it then dove aside to avoid the other’s beam. She rolled and held the trigger, letting the beam track across her target. There was no time for subtly.
Braden took a laser beam to his chest armor, then another, before he was able to get behind cover. He pulled another grenade and tossed it. He was able to cover his ears this time before it exploded. While the concussion still echoed, he was up and running.
He blasted each Android he saw with a short burst and kept moving. He shied away from the mass of Androids standing in the middle of the room. Then he remembered the sonic disruptor. He pulled it and fired quickly at the Androids. There was a popping sound from within the group, but nothing spectacular, not like when Aadi delivered his focused thunderclap.
Braden threw it aside. He didn’t have time to try that again. The smoke from the grenades created a haze in the room that wasn’t going away. Obscured targets favored the Androids. 
‘I’m stuck on this side of the room. I can’t get past that group in the middle,’ Braden told Micah over the mindlink as he fired repeatedly into the group. Then he realized they weren’t shooting back.
‘I think they’re dead. I can’t see any other Androids. Did we win?’ she asked as she continued to maneuver around workstations to the corner of the room where the Tortoid was supposed to be.
Braden put his back against the wall as he slid around the room. He kept his eye on the Android mass, but he saw something else past them. It was the door to the room. It had just opened and a number of Androids entered. 
“There’s no need to continue. Your work here is done,” said an Android, loud, but without emotion. “You are surrounded and cannot win. If you continue, you will be destroyed.”
Braden fired through the smoke at the voice. Micah continued toward Aadi. G-War disappeared below the hanging smoke haze that filled the room. Laser beams lashed back at Braden. He fell, grabbing his arm where a beam had grazed and left a searing burn.
Micah finally reached Aadi. His armor was gone and there were holes burned through his shell. He was on the deck. His head lay before him, eyes closed. Micah carefully picked up his chin and rubbed his neck. His eyelids fluttered. 
“Aadi?” she asked cautiously. 
‘Master Micah! I can’t tell you how happy I am to see you. I fear that I’ve let you down by getting captured. I will be a burden as I can’t float and these old legs won’t carry me.’ 
“Stop it. We’ll do what we have to, but we’re not leaving you here.” 
Android hands grabbed her roughly from behind, shaking the blaster out of her grip. They pulled her to her feet and forced her around to face an Android who looked like all the other Androids, but this one seemed different. He smirked as he looked at her.
“Kind words to your Tortoid friend, but misplaced. None of you are leaving here. Call your mate and tell him to put his blaster down.”
“Braden, dear, if you would be so kind, please take your blaster and shoot toward the sound of my voice!” She ended in a yell and tried to pull away. The Android gripped her too tightly, her struggles were useless. She kicked at them, but their metal and composite bodies were unfazed.
Braden couldn’t shoot at Micah. He decided he’d rather die with her than shoot her trying to kill the Androids. He holstered his blasters and stood. He could see where they were, and he walked confidently toward them. 
‘Holly, we’ve failed you.’ Braden didn’t think the device they’d left in the shaft reached in here, but he had to let Holly know. 
‘I don’t think so, Master Braden. There are a number of terminals active here that operate within the Android’s closed network. If you can just touch a few keys, I’d be into their system and from there, I believe I can help you out of this predicament.’ 
The Androids seized Braden, dragging him to their leader. He gasped when he saw Aadi’s damaged shell and the Tortoid fighting to hold his head up. 
‘G-War, can you get to one of the terminals that are active?’ Braden asked. Micah started struggling anew to take the Android’s attention away from Braden’s unfocused eyes. 
“So what do you want with us? What are you going to do now?” Micah yelled, spittle flying from her mouth as she pulled and kicked. 
The Android leader never took his eyes from Braden’s face. “You look familiar to me. One of the crew from the Command Deck.”
G-War flashed an image of the screen into Braden’s mind. Holly showed the three keys that needed to be selected, in order. Braden translated that back to the ‘cat and watched as G-War’s furry paw reached toward the screen.
“You look like the last First Officer, the one on duty during planet fall. Do you know your lineage, human?” the Android leader asked. Braden shook his head, not hearing and not understanding. 
“No matter. As the President, it’s your duty to protect us and since you’ve done exactly the opposite, there’s nothing we can do for you. We need to protect ourselves,” it said in its Android monotone. “Kill that thing while they watch, and then break their necks.” 
An Android arm reached toward Aadi’s neck, fingers spread to grip the soft tissue behind his Tortoid head.  
“What are the President’s orders?” the Android leader asked suddenly. 
“What?” Micah was surprised. She’d been watching Aadi, telling him what a good friend he was to all the companions. “Take your hands off him!” she finally blurted out.
The Android let go and stood. “And let go of us,” she said, gaining confidence. The Androids released their grip and stood, making no further moves.
‘Holly?’ Braden asked.
‘The Golden Warrior opened their system for me. I am consolidating control. For now, they will accept and obey the President’s orders.’
“Holly is in their system. They will do whatever you tell them to.” 
 



 
51 – Cleaning Up and Moving On
 
They looked at each other, then they turned and climbed over debris and dead Androids to where Pik lay, on his back, blasters close by. “Pik?” He was cold, but he was a Lizard Man. They felt his chest for a heartbeat. There was nothing there. 
“Hey!” Micah yelled. “Two of you Androids come here.” The Android leader designated two who joined the humans and the Lizard Man. 
“Pick him up, gently.” One took him under his arms, the other his legs and they stood, holding him between them. “Now wait here.”
They returned to Aadi. Braden splashed water on his feet and over his head, while Micah rubbed his neck. She gave him a piece of an energy bar. He opened his beak-like mouth, weakly. She broke the pieces further into crumbs and put small bits on his tongue. G-War circled Aadi, finding no place where he could provide comfort to his mentor and friend.
‘Thank you for coming after me,’ Aadi said feebly.
“We won, Aadi. Thanks to you, G-War, and Pik, we won.” Micah teared up as she looked at the damage to Aadi’s shell, thinking of the laser burns across Pik’s lifeless body. 
“If we plug these holes, Aadi, do you think you’ll be able to float again?” 
‘I really don’t know, Master Braden. It’s one of those things that I do. Like breathing. I don’t think about it.’ Aadi’s thought voice sounded stronger. 
“You!” Braden stood, getting close to the Android leader. “How can we plug these holes in his shell? You caused them, now we want you to fix them.” 
The Android leader stood motionless, without expression. 
“He asked you a question. How do we repair the holes in the Tortoid’s shell?” 
“One moment,” the Android said. After a couple heartbeats, he continued, “I’ve dispatched another to fabricate an epoxy, bio-mass mix. The unit will be here shortly with the material.” 
Braden looked at Micah. “The unit will be here shortly,” he said sarcastically. Micah shrugged, feeling drained from the day’s encounter. She sat heavily against a work station.
Braden dropped to one knee, putting his head in her lap. They’d lost one of their own, one of their family. 
“I want to talk with Ax and ‘Tesh,” she said softly. 
“Take your time. I’ll see if Ess can hear us.” She nodded and disappeared into her neural implant. 
Skirill responded almost immediately. ‘Yes, we hear you. Are you okay? There were so many confusing thoughts.’

‘Pik didn’t make it. He fought hard, dying in the middle of an Android army. There wasn’t anything we could do. We found Aadi, but those things drilled holes in his shell. He can’t float. The good news is that Holly is in the Android’s system and now controls them. The Androids are preparing something that they believe will repair his shell. We’ll see. But the rest of us are safe. What about you and Zee?’
‘We are fine. We took the pods to Deck 7. It’s a desert with a number of factory-style buildings. It was very hot, so we took the elevator all the way to Deck 10. We flew across and found a door, but it wasn’t the one we used before. The corridor was empty so we took it. We couldn’t fly and it took us a great deal of time to get to the other end. The Security light flashed as we approached, but the door opened to the Engineering space. We flew until we found the vines, then we continued to the matter transfer chamber. We are here. There are no humans.’
‘Funny, I thought the first group was supposed to be on board by now. Let me check with Holly.’ Braden expanded his window.
‘Holly? What’s the status of the matter transfer from Cygnus VI?’ The countdown timer seemed to be frozen at 24:00.
‘Please don’t be angry, Master Braden, but due to the damage in the Engineering section from the vines, I’ve had to reroute some critical computing power. The system is operating nominally. The first group of survivors should be here and able to exit the chamber tomorrow. After that, the next group will only take a day to transfer. Now that I control the Androids, I will dispatch a crew to repair the damage and fix the communication node in the connector section, where the pods travel back and forth. I will also dispatch another Bridge team to help me manage the ship. I’d hate everything to come crashing down now, just when things are coming together.’
‘Did you make a joke, Holly?’ Braden smiled. 
‘Skirill, Zyena, Holly said that it will be another day before the survivors arrive. The delay is due to some damage from those vines. I have no idea what he is talking about. When we passed through there, a mouse could not have made less noise than us.’ He let that hang there.
‘Not at all, Master Braden. If it is okay, we’ll go back to the Livestock Level and hunt. There are ground squirrels and rabbits there. We can find a nice perch high in a tree. We will return when the survivors are close. Hopefully, Holly made them aware that not all of their friends are human.’ Zyena’s thought voice was behind Skirill’s, supporting his request to return to Deck 10, despite the long hop down the corridor. 
‘Holly, did you let them know that there are others besides Micah and me who will meet them? We don’t want them taking shots at our Hawkoid friends.’
‘Yes, they know, although they are expecting you and Micah.’ 
Braden closed the window. ‘They shouldn’t be too surprised to see you, Ess. Enjoy the Livestock Level and stay away from those dogs, the ones walking upright and carrying spears. We don’t want any surprises.’

Micah was smiling as she whispered in time with her thought voice while talking with Bronwyn and the twins. The Androids stood nearby disengaged. 
“Hey, you two. Pick him up and put him up here.” Braden swept his arm across a desk, clearing the top of it as two Androids responded to his command. They lifted Aadi by his shell and set him softly onto the desk top. 
“Hey, old man, does this look more like your usual view of the world?” 
Aadi blinked slowly as he bobbed his head slightly. 
They waited until the Android messenger arrived carrying a bag of goo. It was hard to see what was there until it handed the bag to Braden. He opened it and started reaching in with his hand, but the Android leader stopped him. 
“Don’t let it touch your skin. The result may not be good.” Braden was looking for something to scoop out the concoction, when he started feeling light headed. It smelled strong and toxic. It was unnatural, in his mind. The Android leader took the bag from him and dipped his mechanical finger into the mix. He filled the holes and spread a smooth coat over top of them all. He even smoothed out the minor crease in the edge of Aadi’s shell where the metal leaves from the death vine had ripped into his armor. 
Braden waited as the Android finished and wiped the goo from his finger. It didn’t stick to his synthetic skin. He put the bag on the desk next to Aadi and stood straight, eyes unfocused and body unmoving.
“Okay, creepy Android, you and one other, pick up Aadi. You’re coming with us,” Braden said as Micah finished and nodded that she was ready. 
The Android leader designated one of the others to help. They each took one side and lifted Aadi. They climbed toward the front door. Braden held up his hand for them to stop. “And bring him, too.” 
The leader bent over while the second Android put Aadi on his back. The Android reached his arms behind him, bending them unnaturally to hold the Tortoid in place while he walked forward bent in half. The other Android pulled Pik over his back, holding his arms like pack straps. 
Braden had expected the Android leader to designate two others to help them. He didn’t care how they got it done or how uncomfortable they looked while carrying out his orders. They were mechanical creations. It was an abomination that they challenged the rightful President.
Holly had done exactly the same thing, but he answered to the humans, didn’t he? Didn’t that make it better? Holly saved their lives while the Androids tried to take them. To Braden, that made all the difference. He knew that Holly had his own agenda, but it wasn’t counter to what Braden wanted to accomplish. 
Not yet anyway and he hoped it never got there. Until then, they needed him to help them get to the Engineering spaces where they could transfer back to Vii. 
He breathed a sigh of relief, happy that the worst was behind them.
 



 
52 – A Blocked Door
 
With the Android threat removed, Braden and Micah walked toward the aft bulkhead hand in hand. They were tired and moved slowly. G-War walked alongside, his tail not as high as usual. The Androids followed, carrying their two friends. 
They walked in silence, each lost in their own thoughts. It was a mere thirty minutes, by Holly’s count, by the time they reached the door. It was just a stroll when nothing was trying to kill them. 
Braden felt numb. Micah looked like she was sleepwalking. 
‘You two rest. I will stand watch. Have no fear.’ G-War turned around and faced the Androids who stood still, one bent in half with Aadi on his back. Aadi’s head was up, and he looked better with each heartbeat. The other Android stood straight, holding Pik’s arms around his neck. 
The two humans collapsed against the bulkhead, snuggled against each other, and were soon asleep. 
They awoke with a start, but the only thing that had changed was G-War was curled up in Braden’s lap, napping lightly. The two Androids had not moved. Braden stretched, soon joined by the ‘cat and Micah. 
Was he seeing correctly? Was Aadi floating slightly above the Android’s back?
Braden stood a little quicker than the ‘cat anticipated. G-War was tossed from his lap, but landed smoothly, sitting and using his paw to clean his face as if he meant to be where he was, doing what he was doing.
Braden touched Aadi’s neck and the Tortoid’s eyes popped open. They looked at each other as Braden pressed on Aadi’s shell. 
“Why, Aadi, who would’ve thought you’d float again?!” Micah joined Braden at Aadi’s side. 
“Let go of him, please,” she told the Android, who instantly released its grip on the Tortoid’s shell. Aadi swam to get free of the Android’s back. He remained chest high, floating before the two humans. 
‘I fear that I don’t have much energy, Master Humans.’ 
“It’s okay, Aadi. We’ll pull you along. We shouldn’t have to run anywhere. At least I hope we shouldn’t…” Micah said as she shrugged. She was still tired, but no longer exhausted. They were emotionally drained from losing their friend, seeing Aadi in pain, and running, always running from one thing to another.
“The end’s in sight,” Braden told her. “I could really use some of Coldstream’s sweet pork. That would make me feel like a new man. Maybe next time we talk with Bronwyn, we get her to have some waiting for us? I’m sure she and Brandt can make a quick trip, you know, to hook us up.”
“To hook you up, you mean!” Micah shot back, feeling refreshed as Braden returned to old self. She pulled him close for a hug and quick kiss that promised more at the right time. 
The promise of more. It energized him. 
“Did we leave Pik’s blasters on the floor?” Braden’s mind was clear and he was thinking quickly through all scenarios. He was planning their way ahead, seeing the possibilities. 
“Watch this,” Micah said with a smile. “You, go get those blasters. Bring them back here. And hurry, we’re ready to go.” Without a word, the Android leader, free from carrying Aadi, bolted down the hallway at a speed rivaling Skirill in flight. They lost sight of it as it disappeared into the distance. In no time at all, they spotted it running back toward them. It ran up to them, stopping without slowing down first. The Android handed the blasters to Micah and resumed its position, exactly where it’d been before it left on its errand.
“Convenient, but I don’t like it. The sooner we can be rid of these things, the more comfortable I’ll be.” Braden looked for some reaction from the Androids, knowing that there would be none. 
“Let’s go to Deck 9 so we can bury Pik.” More than a suggestion, it was what they had to do. Once Pik sided with them, he was stalwart in his loyalty. They owed him nothing less than theirs.
 Micah waved her bracelet in front of the pad, but the doors didn’t open. She tried again, confused that nothing happened. 
‘Holly,’ she asked, ‘the door doesn’t seem to be working here. It should open where we can board a pod to the aft core section, if I’m not mistaken.’
‘I am having difficulty accessing the system. The Androids must have physically disabled this door. Yes, they’ve confirmed they disconnected this door to prevent you from escaping. That was before I was in control of their system.’
“Reactivate this door, please,” Micah told the Android leader. 
“I cannot. It is physically disconnected behind the door. To repair it, I have to be on the other side of the door.” 
“Do we need to repair it? Can we burn through? Maybe you can rip the door open with your crazy Android strength?” Micah asked, not sure if the Android was being intentionally obstructive or just dense. They seemed to have lost the ability for independent thought since Holly took over. 
“If you burn through the mechanism at this point, I will be able to force the door the rest of the way.” Micah dialed a narrow beam, aimed her blaster, and fired. The Android waved for more. She lit it up until it waved her off. The Android braced itself and dug its fingertips into the metal of the door. It strained as it pulled the door away from the frame. Once the door cleared the edge, it slid open the rest of the way.
The Android leader stepped aside. G-War walked through the doorway first, looking for the pod, but the platform was empty. Micah looked at the Android. “Can you call the pod, please?” 
It came inside and accessed the panel. It worked with the wiring and computer screen within before stating that it could not be repaired. It suspected that the pod had been dismantled at the far end of the tube. 
Braden and Micah started to get angry. She looked like she wanted to take her sword to the Android leader. “How can we get to the other side, the aft core?” she asked through clenched teeth. 
“There is a radial access lift system in here. It’ll take us to the shell where we can use the trolley cable to pull us to the aft section. Then we’ll access the core. An elevator will take us to Deck 9.” The emotionless voice. The lifeless eyes. 
And they had no choice but to listen to it. 
 



 
53 – The Cryo Shell
 
On the small platform, there was a wall of screens, where at one time information or images kept the waiting passengers occupied until the pod arrived. 
What wasn’t obvious was the panel was also a doorway to the restricted elevator. The Android leader opened the panel by pressing an indent and lifting, which revealed a locking mechanism. It pressed that and the panel popped away from the wall and slid aside. Inside was a short passage ending in two doors. One was an elevator and the other was a maintenance room filled with those things needed to keep the pods running back and forth between the core sections. 
They squeezed into the elevator, Aadi floating above their heads as they bent over to accommodate him. G-War stayed close to the humans' feet. His distrust of the Androids never changed despite Holly’s assurances that they were completely under his control. 
They floated slightly off the floor as the elevator started downward and picked up speed. Micah braced herself between the wall and an Android. They remained attached to the floor. Aadi bounced off the ceiling before regaining his position. 
The elevator continued for an inordinate amount of time. Braden checked in with Holly to make sure they weren’t being taken on a bad trip by the Androids. Holly said that they had to transit nearly three kilometers and it was an elevator. He monitored their progress and suggested they relax and enjoy the trip. He reminded them that when they left the elevator, they’d enter the zero-g zone of the outer shell once they passed through a transition space. 
While Braden was trying to explain to Micah, the elevator came to a stop. The door opened to an odd-shaped room that moved of its own accord. The Android urged them to depart, but Micah stepped aside and told it to leave first. It walked through the doorway as the room beyond canted back and forth. Braden and Micah pushed Aadi through and then with G-War, they jumped in together. The Android carrying Pik stepped out last and the elevator door closed and disappeared from the opening as the room they were in slowed. They lifted off the floor as they entered the zero-g state. The Android leader walked along the floor and opened a door on the other side. Beyond was an empty passage, lined up and down with round doors about an arm-span wide. Beside each door was a small panel. A few had lights that flashed, but most were dark. The Android leader reached into the room and offered a hand to the humans and the ‘cat who floated out of control. 
Braden grabbed G-War’s tail as he floated past and gently pulled him to his chest. He held the ‘cat in one hand, reached for the Android with the other, and was pulled through. He entered the Traveler’s shell, his stomach turning when he realized there was no floor. The small doors that made up the outside repeated infinitely. No matter which way Braden looked, it was the same. These were the cryo-chambers where the settlers slept during their long journey from Earth. 
The Android holding Pik pushed Aadi, then Micah through the door, followed her out and immediately turned upward, climbing a few body lengths until he reached a cable. He waved them up. Pik floated oddly away from the Android, who now held the Lizard Man by one arm. 
Braden turned and pulled himself slowly upward with one hand until he could grip the cable. G-War had turned and embedded his claws in anything soft on Braden’s chest. 
Micah joined them above the door, grasping the cable tightly. 
The Android leader walked up the wall and positioned himself in front of the others. The Android behind tapped something on the wall and the cable began to move, towing them ahead, which Braden assumed was backward, toward the aft end of the ship. Aadi held the short rope tied to Braden’s pack. He swam freely, looking much more like his old self.
The motion helped settle his stomach. The last thing he wanted was to puke all over the dead Lizard Man. 
They continued for such a long time that Braden’s hand went numb from his tight grip on the cable. He tried to switch hands, but G-War wouldn’t let go. The ‘cat was in zero-g, surrounded by Androids. He was terrified. Braden gave up on his hand and settled for flexing his fingers one at a time.
He hugged the ‘cat tightly with the other and cooed to him. The ‘cat’s eyes were wide and ears flat to his head. Aadi talked to them over the mindlink, explaining the philosophy of the Tortoids when they couldn’t control the events around them.
“Soon, my friend, we’ll be back in the open air of Deck 10. It’ll be nice to have some room, don’t you think?” Braden asked rhetorically. G-War didn’t answer. When would this end? He had to consider ways to keep his human from going on these ridiculous journeys. Ahh, the good old days when they plied the trade routes of the north, hunting rabbits and deer in between the towns. And the lady cats. He missed the lady cats.
Braden watched G-War relax, not knowing what he was thinking, but good with anything that kept the ‘cat from all-out panic. 
Micah was able to switch hands while holding the cable, changing, turning, and facing Braden. “I can’t wait to get into the open air and away from these things.” She flicked her eyes behind her. 
“Exactly what I was thinking. Deck 10 is open and we may even be able to bag some fresh meat. I could use something fresh, cooked hot, pink in the middle, a little charred on the outside.”
“Of course you’re thinking about food.” She shook her head, smiling. The more things changed, the more they stayed the same.
“After we make a quick trip to Deck 9, that is. Pik deserves to rest.” Micah looked back. Being held by one arm, Pik looked like he was flying. 
Braden nodded forward and Micah turned back. They were coming to their stop. The Android leader waved his hand past a panel and the cable slowed. Braden looked closer and saw cables running in all directions from this point. Someone could go in any direction, visit any of thousands of cryo-chambers. How anyone could tell them apart was beyond him. 
The Android leader deftly moved to the doorway of the transition room, stopping it so they could enter. Braden tried to pull himself down, but lost his grip and started floating away. A firm hand grabbed his ankle and pulled him bodily toward the door. The Android leader stood, attached to the wall, guiding Braden downward. He did the same for Micah and then he and the other Android joined them. Once in the room, it started moving, speeding up to match the revolution rate of the core cylinders. The companions stopped floating and planted their feet firmly on the floor.
 



 
54 – A Place to Rest Forever
 
The room aligned itself with a door on the inside. They opened it and stepped through to a small passageway with two doors, one for a maintenance room and one for the elevator. They took the elevator up two levels, preferring to exit directly onto Deck 9. The Android leader insisted on opening the door first and stepping out. 
He rushed out and blocked the door with his body, looking left and right, before allowing the others out. Braden wondered if Holly had instructed them to protect the humans. 
The Androids waited for their orders, but this was as much the rainforest as anything else. ‘Well? Dig a grave, a place where we can bury Pik and show proper respect for his sacrifice.” 
The two Androids stooped, using their hands like shovels, and dug like dogs, throwing the dirt between their legs behind them. They prepared a shallow trench for Pik. Braden and Micah carefully placed the Lizard Man inside. He looked small and peaceful as he lay there. They took out his blasters and placed them at his sides. They were keyed to his hands, so no one else would be able to use them.  
With a nod toward the Androids, they covered him with the muddy dirt.
The humans bowed their heads while Aadi made a kind speech regarding Pik’s contributions to the companions. Braden looked at the grave. Was that it? Was that all there’d be from Pik Ha’ar, friend and Lizard Man? 
No, that wasn’t all. Pik would sleep here and they’d remember. Only those with no friends died forever. Pik would live on in their minds and in their stories. He was among his own in his rainforest home, but would live on in a much bigger world. He could have been a great help in the Amazonian War, but it wasn’t meant to be. 
They returned to the elevator and went to Deck 10. This elevator system could access any level, and on this radial, there were no vines. They walked through the door into the wide open space of the Livestock Level. It felt good to be in the open air, even if it did smell like livestock. 
 



 
55 – What Isn’t Trying to Kill Us?
 
The Androids walked with them. Micah put out a hand, stopping them. “Where do you think you’re going?” 
“We shall accompany you to the matter transfer chamber and ensure that you are safe until you return to planet Cygnus VII.” 
“No. We’re perfectly capable of taking care of ourselves. You need to go. Holly must have something else that you can do.” 
“Holly has instructed these units to remain with the President and ensure her safety.” 
Micah took a deep breath, closing her eyes, trying to calm herself. 
“Just in case, lover. I know Holly always has something he’s doing that we don’t know about, but you can’t fault him for wanting to help us survive. We’ve told him repeatedly what a dangerous place this is.” 
“And you think these things that killed Pik only one turn past will lead us to salvation?” she retorted, angry over the loss of their friend.
“I think Holly will lead us out of here. The Androids are his tools now. Aadi, what do you think we should do?”
‘I was thinking as you, Master Braden. I’ve spent a great deal of time with Holly. I believe he never tells us the complete truth, but shares what he thinks we can handle. His knowledge is so vast that we can’t comprehend all that he knows. He is running this ship, in entirety, from New Sanctuary. Think about that.’ Aadi hesitated as they watched G-War race ahead through the tall grass into an area with small bushes. He emerged with a ground squirrel and devoured it while they watched. 
‘I think we should keep the Androids on hand as Holly requests. We continue to the matter transfer chamber, meet the survivors from Cygnus VI, and then we go home.’ Aadi swam a little, but tired quickly. He held the rope to Braden’s pack tightly in his beak-like mouth. 
Micah sighed and dropped her head, conceding that this situation was beyond her control. She would adopt the Tortoid philosophy of tuck your head in and ride the wind. 
‘Ess, we’re on Deck 10. Where are you?’ Braden asked over the mindlink.
‘We are returning to the matter transfer chamber. We fell asleep and lost track of time. We didn’t want to miss meeting the survivors. That was your last request of us. We don’t want to let you down,’ Skirill said apologetically.
‘I think you still have some time before they show up, Ess, and you aren’t letting us down, no matter what. You already made it further than we imagined; you made it all the way back, on your own. I’m proud of you two. We’re not far behind, but we may kill something to eat on the way. Say hi to the survivors for us and don’t let them go anywhere near those vines!’ 
The ‘cat finished his meal and cleaned his face, licking a paw, wiping it around his mouth and over his head. His ears stood up straight as he exuded contentment. “What do you think, G? Can you point us in the direction of something that we might enjoy?” Braden asked as they joined the ‘cat.
‘Yes. That way, not far. A wild boar.’ Braden and Micah looked at each other, pleased with the selection. Braden pulled his bow, checked it, and nocked an arrow. They walked lightly in the direction G-War indicated. The Androids dutifully followed. 
“Would you stay back? We’re hunting.” 
“No. We must stay with the President.”
“Fine,” she said definitively. She wasn’t fine with them or the situation. Braden never understood why she said fine when she was anything but. It usually meant he’d done something wrong. He was happy not to be on the receiving end of the not-so-fine fine.
He continued forward as Micah stopped, flanked by her Android protectors. He couldn’t see anything as he watched the grasses. He suspected the pigs were small where he wouldn’t see them until he was nearly on top of them. He readied himself for a snapshot at a moving target. He stopped and thought about the spinning deck. If he shot one way, the arrow would drift this way and a little different if shooting another way. But if it was a short-range shot, would he need to compensate for the drift? His head started to hurt. He decided to aim what he called planet normal. If it drifted, he’d chase them down and try again. It was nice to be in the open. He’d accept that as the victory and making a kill as an added bonus.
A small stand of trees stood some distance away, but with the curvature of the deck, Braden realized that it wasn’t far. The wild boars had to be in there. There was no breeze, so he stalked straight ahead, bent low, keeping his eyes barely above the tall grasses.
His legs started to hurt from crouching, but it was a good pain. He was earning their dinner. He started to circle as he approached, looking to shoot his prey from the grass. What was that?
In the middle of the trees lay a massive creature, rivaling the King of the Aurochs in size. Braden snuck closer. Surely wild boars wouldn’t be near this? He heard G-War laughing in his head.
“What the …?” Braden said out loud as the creature stood, the size of a small hut. The boar must have smelled him because it stamped and snorted, but its eyes were wide with fear. 
It was terrified of the human. It bolted through the trees away from him. As he relaxed, he saw that it wasn’t alone. There were many smaller pigs, flailing in the wake of their Aurochs-sized leader. He fired quickly, hitting one in the back. It went down, but struggled to pull itself forward with just its front legs. He hated missing his shot and causing an animal undue pain. He ran toward it, loosing a second arrow that hit home and saving the pig from further misery.
He watched as the wild boar pack led by the single massive beast continued running toward the upward curve of the land. 
Micah joined him to butcher the pig that only seemed small compared to the other one. They cut out the choice parts and started a fire with a spit. Smoke drifted skyward, twisting with the rotation. It smelled like a good hard wood from Warren Deep. The pork cooked quickly as the slices were thin. They ate the first pieces while they were too hot, but they savored them nonetheless. They let the rest cool before eating. G-War joined them, not hungry for anything from the pig. Aadi ate some raw pork, cut in fine strips that were easier for him to swallow.
They hated to leave the meat as they didn’t believe in waste, but it couldn’t be helped. They filled their numbweed pouches with raw meat for Aadi and the Hawkoids and they overcooked some that they could eat later. 
They leaned back and relaxed, enjoying the open air and the smell of their cook fire. 
G-War sat near the fire, his ears perked up, twisting as if he were trying to hear something that wasn’t there.
‘They come,’ he said finally, the words they always dreaded hearing.
 



 
56 – Wolfoids
 
The humans scrambled to pull their blasters and prepare for an unknown attack. The Androids looked around, trying to see what caused the humans to act this way. “G? What’s coming, from where?”
The ‘cat pointed in a direction. They moved to positions behind the trees and leaned out, looking for a new enemy. G-War was on edge and that always bothered Braden.
Through the grasslands, a party approached. The dogs, walking on two legs and carrying Old Tech spears, were in a loose formation, one up front then two behind on the flanks, then two more further back, further out--an inverted V. 
‘Allies, my friends. We could not have made it anywhere on this ship without our past and hopefully future allies,’ Aadi whispered into their minds. Braden looked at the ‘cat. G-War looked back and nodded.
‘What can I say? I don’t like dogs.’ The humans looked at him and the absurdity of the situation as the Androids marched past them preparing to fire at the newcomers.
“Hold, Androids, hold! Do not fire,” Micah commanded. G-War raced up the tree and sat on a branch overlooking the dogs’ approach. Braden and Micah moved out to meet them, blasters carried loosely in their hands.
The leader of the dog party held up one paw, stopping the group. The creatures appeared to be very large dogs trying to act human. Their bodies were canine, back legs ending in large, wide paws. Their front paws had short fingers and what looked like a thumb. Their heads were large, furred with ears sticking upright. A short muzzle showed long canines. Their body fur was a blend of gray and light brown.
They each carried a spear, which they also used as a walking stick. 
‘They call themselves Wolfoids,’ G-War said without further explanation. 
“I’m Free Trader Braden, Caretaker, and this is President Micah. We recently escaped an enemy in the forward core and are traveling aft, to the Engineering space. We hope that we can call you friend and cross your land in peace.”
The Wolfoid answered in barks and yips, but then G-War opened the mindlink.
‘You’ve killed one of our herd. There must be restitution.’ The Wolfoid in front was speaking. ‘No one comes onto our land and kills one of ours, then claims to be a friend.’
“We did not know. We came from the shell section, far beyond these walls. We do not want to fight you and offer our sincere apologies for our transgression. What will it take to make this right?” Braden continued in his Free Trader persona. They were negotiating, not attacking. How many times had he and Micah been in this same situation? 
With the Androids by Micah, Braden had no doubt they could kill all the Wolfoids. It would be a slaughter, and that’s not what Braden wanted. It wasn’t what Aadi advised. 
Allies. They wanted this last group of allies so they could finish their journey without further bloodshed. 
‘The stream filling the lake by our village has stopped flowing and soon we will have no water. If you travel in areas outside our land, then you may know how to help us.’ 
“Android,” Micah started, “I need you to fix the water flowing in that stream. I know you were programmed to run things between decks. Is that where this issue is?” 
“Yes,” the Android leader responded. “I will dispatch a team immediately to effect repairs.” 
“I expect your stream will be flowing again soon,” Micah told the Wolfoid leader. “Please accept my apologies, as the President, for taking one of your herd. We do not wish to waste the remaining meat. Can we take it with us? Would you like it? We will do as you wish.”
‘We will take it,’ the Wolfoid said dismissively. 
Aadi finally swam forward, slowly, and G-War ran down the tree. “Let me introduce our friends Aadi and the Golden Warrior. Aadi is the First Master of the Tortoise Consortium and the Golden Warrior is a prince among his people, the Hillcats.” Braden pointed to each as he introduced them.
‘We’ve never seen others like these, although I instantly don’t like the trivial orange creature.’ Braden walked forward laughing. The Wolfoids were instantly alert. They leveled their spears at the humans. The Androids raised their hands, ready to fire their lasers.
‘Take care not to show your teeth to these fine creatures, Master Braden. From what I’ve seen of the dogs in Dwyer, Wolfoids have a similar cultural foundation. It is fascinating, don’t you think?’ 
Braden closed his mouth and smiled, holding his hands up to reduce the tension. The Wolfoid leader relaxed. Micah instructed the Androids not to fire. They backed in closer to her, but at least they lowered their hands. 
The Wolfoid leader nodded to the others and they raised their spears. With a bark, two of his pack jogged into the trees. They kicked dirt over the fire and returned, dragging the pig’s carcass between them. Without another word, the Wolfoid leader turned and walked away. The two Wolfoids hauling the carcass nodded their muzzles at the humans. 
“I guess we follow. So, Master Aadi, are we allies or prisoners?” Aadi swam forward, blinking slowly. He gave Braden a look. The human put the rope out for the Tortoid to grasp. Braden jogged forward, feeling the tug of Aadi behind him. The Wolfoids were setting a quick pace. G-War and Micah ran along side. The Androids took positions in front of and behind Micah.
“Your security, my lady.” Braden smiled, close-lipped. He felt good to be running in the open air. Then in a lower voice, he leaned close to her. “Keep your eye on those two. They could start something and we’d be stuck finishing it.” 
“And we don’t want that.” Micah said, shaking her head. She felt good, too. They would never be comfortable within the great ship, or even in the corridors of New Sanctuary. They liked the outdoors, even if it was only a carefully engineered cylinder-contained ecosystem like Deck 10. 
Three of the Wolfoids dropped to all fours and raced ahead as they approached their village. Their spears slapped the ground as they held them in one mutant paw. The two dragging the carcass remained behind Braden and Micah.
It had been a while since the humans had a good run and despite speeding up, they soon fell behind. G-War ran even with the Wolfoids, probably to show that he could, before dropping back and joining the companions. The Androids unerringly kept pace with Micah. They were undoubtedly the fastest creatures here, but Braden wanted them close by.
They slowed to a walk as the village turned out to greet them. Pups and mothers, warriors and oldsters with gray faces. After their initial alarming appearance, Braden felt quite comfortable among the Wolfoids. This village could have been any one of many he’d run across in his free trading travels. So what if the villagers were Wolfoids and not human? 
It didn’t matter. Braden heard the ‘cat harrumph in the back of his mind. G-War stood, leaning against his human’s leg as they were surrounded by the Wolfoids. 
“What is a proper greeting for your people?” Braden asked when the Wolfoid leader appeared out of the crowd. 
‘You bow and turn your head this way, exposing the vulnerable part of your neck. It shows both courage and trust.’ 
Braden bowed and did as the leader described. The Wolfoid did not respond in kind. The Androids moved close to Micah, blocking access to her with their bodies. She couldn’t bow because the Android leader was too close in front of her. 
‘Aadi, any idea why he didn’t greet me?’ Braden asked in his thought voice. 
‘Water, Master Braden. They wait for you to fulfill your part of the bargain.’ Braden looked at the Android for an answer, but remembered that they didn’t share the mindlink. 
“Any idea when the water will return to the stream?” 
The Android leader looked at Braden, then looked back to the Wolfoid leader. 
“While we wait for the Androids to make repairs, what do we call you?” Braden asked. 
‘I am known as Bounder. This is my mate Gray Strider.’ A smaller Wolfoid sidled up next to the leader, who was by far the largest present. He stood a good two heads taller than his mate and nearly a head taller than the rest of the pack.
“Bounder, Gray Strider. We are pleased to meet you. I am Braden and this is my mate Micah. We are bonded to the Golden Warrior,” Braden pointed at the ‘cat and then to the Tortoid, “and Aadi.” 
Gray Strider bared her fangs at G-War, whose ears flattened. He hissed back at her. Braden reached down, putting a hand on the ‘cat’s back. His muscles tensed as he was ready to launch himself into action. 
Bounder threw his head back and barked, before nuzzling his mate. She closed her mouth and nuzzled him back. ‘That’s how I felt when I first met the little creature. It doesn’t bother me anymore. It’s harmless.’ He patted Gray Strider’s foreleg with his own. 
Braden felt G-War vibrating in anger. ‘G. It’s better to be thought harmless than to actually be harmless.’ 
“It’s in your blood. Dogs and cats never get along. It’s like humans and snakes. It seems unnatural. But it’s okay. The Golden Warrior is my friend. He’s saved our lives many times. There’s nothing we wouldn’t do for him.” Braden petted G-War, rubbing his side before standing up straight. 
“When will the water flow again? Send that one to check on this end,” Micah ordered. The Android leader was going to argue, but Micah stomped sideways and headed into the village. He stopped her and she threw a hard elbow into the side of his head. Micah yelped as her flesh met synthetic skin over immovable metal. She pulled out her blaster and pressed it against his chest. “I said send him. I will kill you right now if you don’t do as you’re told. You take orders from me, not Holly. Do you understand?” 
“I understand,” he said. He turned to the other Android. Without a word, the other departed at a run toward the lake beside the village and the stream that was supposed to be feeding it. Braden tried to step between them, but wouldn’t fit. He encouraged Micah to put her blaster away and led her toward the lake. The entire village followed. Aadi swam along, followed by a pack of young pups that raced back and forth underneath him. 
G-War squeezed between the hand-holding humans. The Android leader walked alongside, nearly touching Micah’s shoulder. Bounder walked at Braden’s shoulder. 
‘Interesting relationship your mate has with the other creature. What is it? It smells odd.’
“That is an Android. They aren’t creatures at all, but a mechanical creation. The ancients built them to help run the ship. They’re still doing that.”
‘You speak strange words, but you smell sincere. We know only the land of Livestel.’ They stopped at the edge of the lake. There was little water in it, and the shore was dry and cracked. They heard a rumble and watched as a wave of water rushed down the stream-carved trench into the lake. The wave surged forward, mud-colored and carrying much debris. The lake water churned with the mini flood. The water flowed steadily, soon clearing as the lake filled.  
Barks and yips encouraged the lake water. Some energetic pups jumped into the lake as the waters swirled, but were quickly chased out by concerned mothers. Braden and Micah watched, thinking how their own children would play in the fresh water. 
The water crested, flowing out the other side into the runoff stream. It clogged with debris, but the water overflowed, broke the clog loose, and the detritus was carried away. 
Bounder bowed deeply to the humans, thanking them for their help in bringing water back to their village. The price of one small pig was nothing compared to what the Wolfoids gained. 
Braden and Micah always enjoyed celebrations in their honor. The biggest surprise came when Bounder aimed his spear at a pile of wood and fired a bolt of lightning, instantly starting a fire. The Wolfoids liked their meat cooked. G-War snorted in disgust, although he admitted that they didn’t smell as bad as the dogs of Dwyer.
Once Braden got past his appreciation at having a cooked meal, he realized that the Wolfoid spears were powered. “I’m glad we didn’t start anything with the Wolfoids,” he told Micah in a low voice. “I’m not sure it would have turned out in our favor.” 
‘Allies, my friends. The Wolfoids are fiercely loyal once you’ve earned their trust. They may be a blend of all that is best in humans and dogs, no offense intended, Golden Warrior.’ Aadi floated close to them, enjoying the celebration by watching, as he always did. He deemed himself a terminal student, always studying how species interacted. 
The two Androids stood nearby, putting a damper on their good spirits. 
‘Holly. I’m not sure we can handle too much more of the Androids, although they were quick at fixing the stream for the Wolfoid village. How much longer are you going to have them shadow us?’ Braden asked via his neural implant. 
‘I will have them accompany you for a little longer. I can’t be certain how long because there are threats on the ship that I do not yet fully comprehend. Your Hawkoid friends made it through this area to the matter transfer chamber without any problems. I think you are safe the rest of the way. I am in the middle of rather extensive calculations within the ship, on the transfer of the survivors, and here on Cygnus VII. My resources are at their limit. Once the survivors are on board, I’ll reprioritize and shunt resources to secondary systems. That should free up the assets I need to ensure full control of the Androids to make necessary repairs. While they were independent, they didn’t do everything they needed to keep the ship in perfect running order.’
6:33 showed on the countdown timer.
‘Let us know, Holly, the sooner the better. These things are creepy.’ Braden reduced his window. He wanted to know the second the survivors arrived and the second the Androids would be released to do other work. 
Braden told Micah about his short conversation with Holly. She agreed and waved it away. Now wasn’t the time to worry about such things. She pointed at the celebration. The Wolfoids were paired up, as couples. They leaned against each other as they watched the younger Wolfoids run and play. 
The Wolfoid culture was family and pack oriented. They were a tight-knit community that Braden and Micah enjoyed being a part of. G-War watched the pups frolic, attempting bolder and bolder displays of bravado and physical prowess. Many ended in crashing to the ground on their faces, where the adults yipped in laughter. Tails between legs let parents know that someone was hurt, either physically or emotionally, but never for long. After a quick nuzzle, even the greatest failure among them returned with tail held high.
G-War strolled into the middle of the pups, tail tip flicking back and forth. Then he bolted underneath the legs of one pup, causing the small Wolfoid to fall over as his head tried to follow the ‘cat. G-War leapt onto another’s back, jumping away quickly as she tried to react. The remaining pups piled after the ‘cat as it became a great game of chase. G-War was at the top of his game as he deftly wound between and among the Wolfoids, never letting them bite his tail. 
With one last orange flash, he flew high in the air, landing cleanly between Bounder and Gray Strider. He sat instantly, as if he’d been there the whole time. The pups were not so dexterous and they mobbed after the ‘cat, sliding as they saw who they were going to run into. Others behind pushed and the entire pup pack rolled into and over the Wolfoid leaders. A few sharp nips from the Alpha sent the pups scrambling for their parents.
The entire village froze until Bounder and Gray Strider raised their muzzles and laughed. They shook the dirt from their heavy coats. G-War stood between them and shook himself clean as well. Bounder looked down at him, for the first time seeing the mass of scars that crossed his body. 
‘Your acrobatics are unmatched, little friend. Thank you for showing our pups how it’s done. Tell me, how did you earn these great wounds?’ 
G-War walked to the lake and took a long drink before returning to the middle of the circle, his back to the fire where the pork cooked on a spit. He started the story by telling of the first attack of the Bat-Ravens, then the second. How the great beasts of Vii shuddered in fear at the approach of the black cloud of death. How Braden and Micah developed a plan using Old Tech to destroy the mutie birds where they nested. How they all went into the battle, knowing they were vastly outnumbered. How they ran and fought, isolated the evil, killing them in small groups, then running some more. How they won the battle, but the war against the Bat-Ravens would go on since some survived. Their scars were reminders that they’d have to fight again.
The Wolfoid leaders raised their muzzles and howled. Others joined and finally the pups were howling. The sound was unnerving. Aadi told them it was a sign of respect and solidarity in a great tale of adventure. Once great hunters, they were shepherds and farmers now. Thanks to the ‘cat, they saw the humans as the leaders they used to be. The humans could take them to a place they wanted to return to.
‘It is settled. My mate and I will join you on your journey. Shredder will be the new Alpha. He is ready,’ Bounder said simply over the mindlink, followed by a series of yips and barks as he informed the village. The barking started in earnest after that. Braden and Micah wanted to protest, but they were drowned out by the howling of Wolfoid joy. 
“I guess it’s settled…” Micah managed by leaning close to Braden and yelling toward his ear. They shook their heads as they laughed, holding hands as they sent a thank you to G-War for his role in strengthening the companions. 
‘If anyone can get those dogs under control in Dwyer, it will be these two. Finally the world can be a better place,’ G-War said matter-of-factly. He licked a paw and wiped his face. There was always a purpose behind everything he did, and that purpose was almost always to improve the comfort of one Prince Axial De’atesh.
“You are an ass,” Braden said as he pointed at the ‘cat, who sat, nose in the air, ignoring the revelry around him. “And a great friend.”
 



 
57 – Betrayal
 
“The first group of survivors should be here by now, shouldn’t they?” Micah asked. She opened her neural implant and checked the timer. 0:00. Skirill said that they’d been dutifully watching and no one had yet left the chamber. They remained wary, ready to welcome the human and clones. Holly was too busy to talk. 
After forcing themselves to eat more pork, the celebration ended. The families returned to their hovels so the pups could take naps. Even the adults looked sleepy. The remains of the small boar they killed had not been enough for all the Wolfoids, but other foods appeared, including a great deal more meat. Everyone had their fill. 
Bounder and Gray Strider sat very doglike next to Braden and Micah. The humans waited, but the Wolfoids asked no questions. Aadi was first to jump in.
‘What do you expect from this adventure?’ Aadi asked boldly. 
‘We expect to represent all Wolfoids in building a world where our kind can roam free, live as we were meant to, be equal partners with the humans and other creatures of Vii. Hunt and grow.’ 
Braden marveled at how quickly others learned over the mindlink. Maybe G-War and Aadi had already spent a good deal of time talking with the Wolfoid leaders, explaining what Vii was shaping up to be. 
“There’s a war going on in the rainforest between the Lizard Men. They fight each other because some of them don’t believe in being equal partners. They don’t trust the humans. To be more specific, they don’t trust us,” Braden told Bounder. 
“As long as Holly controls the ship, your people can come to Vii. Twelve at a time can travel through the matter transfer chamber. We have extra command level bracelets that we will share with you, one for both of you, then there will be two more that you can leave behind. Those will allow you to leave this Deck and access the Engineering spaces. 
They passed out the bracelets, which the Wolfoids wrapped around a strap on their harnesses. They gave the other two to Shredder and his mate, then waved them away. Bounder was still the Alpha as long as he was present.
Braden and Micah were bone tired. They didn’t remember the last time they had slept normally. Gray Strider told them to sleep in their hut as they needed to talk with the members of the village, say their goodbyes. It would take a while as they had much to say to their people. They wished the humans well for a sound sleep.
G-War and Aadi joined them while the Androids stood outside the hut, watching. 
Braden and Micah didn’t remember laying down. They opened their eyes slowly. There was no threat, no sense of urgency. It was nice to wake up and not have an emergency. They didn’t know how long they’d been asleep, but they felt refreshed. They stretched stiff muscles and walked outside into the bright daylight. They missed the dark period in one way or another. 
The Androids were nowhere to be seen. Micah’s first thought was that the survivors arrived and the Androids had been released for other duties, to get the ship back into peak condition.
Then a yip, a pained yelp, and angry barking. The humans ran to the sound. The Androids were firing their lasers into one of the huts. Bounder appeared from nowhere and lightning leapt from his spear, engulfing an Android body. The Android stiffened, then returned to action, albeit more slowly.
Braden and Micah pulled their blasters and fired short bursts. Braden’s was at the end of its power. He’d forgotten to recharge it. He threw it to the ground and reached for his other blaster, the one often forgotten on his left side. 
The Android leader turned and fired at them, but dust kicked up from running Wolfoids threw off its aim. Braden and Micah dodged, dove, and rolled into more protected firing positions. Micah ended the Android leader's life with a well-aimed shot that cut up its neck and into its head. Braden crawled forward, firing short bursts, mostly unaimed, but many hit the other Android. It returned fire at him. Micah had a clean shot and fired a long burst into its mid-section. It fell face first into the dirt. She ran to them and fired long bursts into the heads of each, making sure they were dead.
Braden dusted himself off before joining her. Soft whines came from inside the hut. Bounder and Gray Strider bumped past the humans. Within, Shredder was hunched over his mate. The Androids had tried to remove her bracelet while she slept, but she woke up. She fought them, but lost. Her body started to stiffen as Bounder cried and howled beside her. Shredder’s bracelet was nowhere to be seen. 
Braden searched the Androids, returning with a command bracelet. Bounder was furious, not at the humans but at the loss of Shredder’s mate. He tolerated the Androids because they were with the humans, who he trusted completely. 
The Androids’ betrayal only solidified his resolve to spread the influence of the Wolfoids. If all Wolfoids were in this one village, then how easily his entire race could be wiped out. 
Braden and Micah thought about the Rabbit People, too. It had been awhile. They were a mere two Decks overhead, enjoying their lives tending their gardens. They would send for them on a future trip. The Rabbit People wanted to see Vii and deserved the chance to make a difference. There were no better farmers that Braden could think of. 
G-War walked into the hut and sat on the floor by Shredder. He leaned his scarred orange body against the larger, tormented Wolfoid and purred. He rubbed his ear, bite mark prominent, on the shaggy gray beast’s chest. The Wolfoid nuzzled him, whimpering. Braden felt G-War sharing Shredder’s pain, lightening the Wolfoid’s burden. 
Who would have thought ‘cats and dogs would get along. Braden would not have believed it if he hadn’t seen it for himself. Maybe it was the ‘cat’s hatred of the Androids that made him feel sorry for the new Alpha. 
Bounder and Gray Strider watched as G-War helped Shredder through the worst of his pain. Micah scratched around their ears and down their necks absently while she watched. The Wolfoids looked at her oddly.
‘That is how a mother would nuzzle her young, Master Micah,’ Aadi offered. 
“I’m sorry. I meant no offense. It is how we humans show affection.” She bowed to her Wolfoid hosts. “I’m sorry that the Androids betrayed us. This isn’t the first time. We carry many scars, some are from the Androids. Aadi carries the worst scars.” She pointed to the repairs on his shell. 
‘Then why did you trust them? Why did you bring them here?’ he asked, forlorn.
“We are linked with a hologram from the planet. He was confident that he could control them, once we defeated the Androids and gave him access. He failed. If you see any more of these things around, shoot first. Kill them and we’ll all be better off.” 
‘I fear that our spears are not powerful enough for these creatures, but we will try.’
“And we’ll ask Holly to get them back under control. We need them to fix the systems within the ship. If it weren’t for the Androids, your water would not be flowing. They are really good at those kinds of things. It is what they were made for after all.”
‘Holly, the crapping Androids turned on us. Don’t ever let that happen again,’ Micah said without preamble.
‘The final stage of the transfer took nearly all of my attention. The Android leader had a unique program and waited until I was at my greatest distraction. He fought back and freed himself and the other. But the first group of survivors are through and healthy. I have redoubled my efforts to control the Androids, adding some unique subprograms to prevent them from breaking free. I have a myriad of tasks for them, but they should not leave the subdecks. Everything they need to do is there.’ 
She thanked Holly and shut the window. “Only these two freed themselves from Holly. He has the rest doing his bidding. I think we’re free to go. By the way, the first group of survivors is here.”
Braden helped the Wolfoids dig a grave for Sun Strider, Shredder’s mate. All members of the village turned out for a short, solemn ceremony marked by yips, yelps, and soft howling. 
When it was over, each went their own way toward the boars, toward the fields, toward the lake. Shredder stood alone in the village center, watching it all. 
He was responsible for the village and he couldn’t let them down. When the time was right, Bounder would send for volunteers to join them in the new world. He would pass the Alpha and go. Until then, the village counted on him. Bounder and Gray Strider put their faith in him. How quickly he’d failed, but no more. He’d make them proud. His ears perked as he listened to his people going about their chores. He heard the strange sounds of the humans putting on their gear. He couldn’t hear the ‘cat as it walked past, or the Tortoid as it swam by, nothing marking his passing.
He realized he had one thing he needed to do. He returned to their hut where the Android bodies were still sprawled. He dragged each of them to Sun Strider’s grave and arranged them, sitting as sentinels to protect her for eternity. With that done, he returned to see the companions off. 
Braden and Micah bowed and waved as they turned away from the village and headed aft. Aadi clung to his rope while G-War jogged alongside. Bounder and Gray Strider waited to rub necks one last time with Shredder, wishing him peace in his time of grief. And then, they too were off, walking quickly, two-legged like the humans.
“We’ll head straight for the aft bulkhead and once there, we’ll find the corridor we used before, the one that’s closest to the matter transfer chamber. Then we’ll join the others and wait. Maybe we can find crew quarters that are unoccupied where we can stash the survivors.”
‘Skirill, Zyena, are you with the people from Cygnus VI?’ Braden asked over the mindlink. 
‘Yes. They are here. I am with Doctor Johns now. He was the first one through. They know to stay away from the vines and to remain in this area. Are you far?’ 
‘Not far away at all, Ess. We are bringing two new friends, and Aadi is almost completely his old self. We’re looking for the corridor to the Engineering spaces now. See you soon, my friends.’ Braden closed with a smile. 
They started jogging, which the Wolfoids preferred. Micah was pleased not to have the Androids near her. Even after they changed, she couldn’t trust them. She shook her head, lamenting their collective failure with the Androids. First Pik, and then Sun Strider.
They started angling counter to Deck 10’s rotation. They covered ground more quickly, while finding the correct radial. The telltale sign would be the forward bulkhead covered with killer vines. The Wolfoids didn’t know what they were, but knew to avoid them. Braden and Micah agreed. The universal approach to dealing with the vines was to stay away. Maybe President Micah could order the Androids to clear out all the killer vines on the ship. That could happily reduce the numbers of both to more manageable levels.
The humans started feeling good about the shape of things to come.
 



 
58 – Peace
 
The remainder of the trip to the Engineering spaces was uneventful. Even the corridor with the dropped boxes of trash held no surprises. They walked down it carefully, Micah leading the way with her President’s bracelet held prominently in front of her. G-War, Aadi, the Wolfoids, and finally Braden brought up the rear. They stalked more than walked, prepared for anything. 
It was interesting watching the Wolfoids climb stairs. They dropped to all fours and bounded up them, holding their spears in one mutant paw while running on three legs. Their spears never left their paws. 
When they finally saw the red light of the Engineering Security Unit, they were both relieved and surprised. The final door slid open noiselessly and they were treated to the Engineering spaces, now bathed in a soft white light. They shrugged and put their flashlights away. Holly had been busy. 
Two Hawkoids flew toward them, landing expertly on the handrail of the walkway. 
Braden and Micah immediately moved close to scratch neck feathers and wing roots. Alarmed, Bounder and Gray Strider assumed attack positions. Aadi floated in front of them.
‘These are our friends. They represent the Hawkoid Nation, Skirill on the left and his mate Zyena. Meet Bounder and Gray Strider, Wolfoid leaders who will travel to Vii with us and prepare the planet so we can relocate some of the Wolfoids, guaranteeing their survival.’ 
‘My apologies for the alarm, Skirill, Zyena. This is all new to us. We are pleased to make your acquaintance.’ Bounder moved close and sniffed both the Hawkoids, who leaned back, away from the large muzzle of the fearsome creature.
Standing straight on their back legs, Bounder towered over Braden while Gray Strider and the humans were roughly the same height. The Wolfoid leader’s muzzle was long and wide. As he sniffed, his lips pulled back, showing a mouthful of sharp teeth and canines that extended below his lower jaw. His shaggy gray and brown hair gave him a rough appearance. Long hairs grew from his eyebrows, giving his face a sinister look. Braden watched the Hawkoid’s alarm as they took in his features. 
He scratched behind Bounder’s ears, the Wolfoid leaning into the human’s fingers, angling his neck to make sure the best spot was covered. Skirill chuckled. The fearsome creature also acted like a friendly dog. G-War stood on his back legs, putting one paw against the Wolfoid for balance as he leaned toward Zyena. 
‘Pik?’ Skirill asked over the mindlink. He knew the Lizard Man had died, but wanted to hear how.
“Holly told us where the Androids’ lair was, nexus, he called it. They were using those computers to access the rest of the ship. We waded in, all of us armed with blasters. It was filled with Androids, but Pik wasn’t afraid. He took a large group, standing in the center and tried to kill them all himself. What we didn’t know was that those units were inactive, but Androids shot at him from close by and around them. He was caught in the crossfire. But he continued firing, even as he died. That made it possible for us to move and return fire. Without him, we could not have cleared the nexus. We found Aadi and G-War accessed a terminal that an Android left active. That gave Holly the key, and we defeated the Androids,” Micah explained. The more she told the story, the easier it became to deal with Pik’s death.
‘We understand. It’s good that you were able to get blasters for him. The Androids were formidable enemies. They were as dangerous as a mutie Bear. And it’s good that the Golden Warrior is skilled in using Old Tech. Who would have thought our lives would depend on a ‘cat using a computer?’ Skirill said. Zyena bobbed slightly.
G-War dropped to all fours and headed down the catwalk toward the elevator. That was right, his furry paws saved them all and they better not forget it!
Braden doubled over with a good belly laugh. His friends were in perfect form. The Wolfoids looked confused, turning their heads one way and then the other. 
“We’ve been together for a while and each of us have our strengths, but the one thing we never forget is each other’s weaknesses. It keeps us humble.” Braden’s sincerity convinced the Wolfoids they’d done the right thing in joining the humans. 
“We have children on Vii, and I can’t wait to see them,” Micah added. 
‘You have a litter?’ Gray Strider asked. 
“No. We have twins. A boy and a girl,” Micah tried to explain.
‘A small litter then. We also look forward to seeing them. Maybe soon we will add another litter of our own, but this time, truly in the open air of an entire planet.’ 
Skirill interrupted them, nodding his head toward a group of humans below, waving energetically at the catwalk. 
“Almost forgot, we have visitors!” Braden said to the companions. “Hello!” he bellowed to the group below. “We’ll be right down.” He turned smartly and followed G-War toward the elevator. Aadi swam after them. 
 



 
59 – The Survivors from Cygnus VI
 
“You are Free Trader Braden, and you are President Micah. We are so happy to finally meet you,” Doctor Johns said, shaking Braden and Micah’s hands vigorously. “I can’t thank you two enough for everything you’ve done for us.”  The other eleven survivors surrounded them, slapping them heartily on their shoulders. Some of them tried to pet G-War, but he was having none of it. 
The Wolfoids stood apart, until they were introduced in addition to Aadi and the ‘cat. The survivors knew about the bioengineering efforts, but never realized the creatures would achieve sentience and then be given equal status with humans. 
They weren’t opposed. They were scientists. They simply never contemplated the variable. They huddled around the companions, studying them, until the companions’ discomfort pressed heavily on Braden and Micah through their mindlink. 
“Let’s go somewhere we can sit down. Maybe find a fabricator to get you some food?” Micah started herding the survivors away from the animal companions. 
‘Holly? Is there a room with a food fabricator anywhere near here? We need to get the survivors settled someplace better than on the floor. If there are Crew Quarters available, that would be best, but they need to be unoccupied. No electrified humans this time, please,’ Braden said.
‘Continue the direction you are going until you find the next radial access corridor. Follow it to the end. It will be identical to the other one. I’m not reading any activity from within. The Golden Warrior should be able to tell you if there are any creatures.’ Holly seemed to be better, less pressured and more in control. 
‘Thanks. Do you control the Androids again, Holly?’ Braden asked, wanting to be sure.
‘Yes. I am clearing up some issues now. I won’t start the transfer of the last group from Cygnus VI until everything is ready, and then it will go far more quickly.’ 
Braden reduced his window. “We’ll keep going in this direction until we see the next elevator and corridor access. We’ll take that to Crew Quarters which should be unoccupied.” He spoke to no one in particular, but the people deserved to know what they were doing and where they were going.
Skirill and Zyena flew ahead to find the corridor, to give them distance.
Braden wanted to run ahead as well. He didn’t want to lead a group like this into a fight. These people looked soft. None of them had weapons. They wouldn’t survive the first few heartbeats of combat, so it was his responsibility to keep them away from a fight. 
‘I know, lover. You carry the burden of keeping them safe, so you go ahead. I’ll bring them along, slowly, give you time to find a temporary home for us,’ Micah told him using the mindlink. She’d been listening to his thoughts, although she knew him well and could have easily guessed what he was thinking. There was no surprise in her thought voice.
“Bounder and Gray Strider, let’s go ahead, make sure the way is clear.”  He jogged past them as the group of humans stopped. The Wolfoids were only too happy to do something. G-War ran ahead while Aadi stayed with Micah. They didn’t have to travel far. They jogged to the next elevator and took it up, in one tightly packed group. The Wolfoids were uncomfortable inside the elevator, their fear evidenced by a strong scent. 
The doors opened after a few heartbeats and they continued down the catwalk toward the access corridor. Braden checked to make sure everyone had their bracelets. He waved farewell to the Hawkoids, who remained on the railing, and they entered the corridor. 
He looked behind him, noting the Engineering Security Unit on the wall. They had active bracelets. It was no threat. 
This corridor was clear and well lit. They walked boldly down its middle, passing doors to storage units, offices, and another elevator, which Braden checked and it appeared to be functional. 
When they reached the last door on the right, G-War sat before the Crew Quarters door and reached out with his ‘cat senses. He couldn’t feel anything. Braden trusted the ‘cat to find living creatures, but if there were Bots or Androids, G-War wouldn’t feel them. He pulled his blaster as the Wolfoids readied their spears. G-War crouched, prepared to bolt through the open door.
Braden waved his bracelet and the door slid aside. G-War ran through. Braden next. The Wolfoids walked through at the ready, but stayed in the doorway. Braden needed to talk to them about how to enter a room more safely. Standing in the middle of the doorway of an unknown room could get you shot.
Not in this case, though. The Crew Quarters were clean and unoccupied. Braden checked the first door of the left hallway. The room was neat, the bed made as if the person would return at any moment. He opened a few more doors and the results were identical. 
When the crew had departed the ship, they left these quarters intact and no one had been here since. This was a perfect place for the survivors to rest. He told Micah to bring them through. He contacted Holly and asked him to deactivate the Engineering Security Unit, which he did before Braden reduced his window. 
Braden found the fabricator in the kitchen, ordering a brownie to check it out. Ding. Mouthwatering. The brownie was stale, but the taste was close enough. He ordered a number of things, putting them back in the fabricator for recycling as soon as they were ready. After the tenth item, he ordered another brownie. He was rewarded with the taste he’d grown to love. 
Once Micah arrived, they could use the fabricator in the recreational area to make bracelets for the new arrivals. 
He looked for a room where he and Micah could stay. He opened the detailed map contained within his neural implant. He looked closely at this area and found one room that was double in size. He closed his three dimensional map. It gave him a headache every time he tried looked at it. No wonder Holly hadn’t shared it first. He knew the humans well.
He opened the door at the end of the first hallway to a room that also had a small office. The bed was bigger and it was perfect. He put his pack in the hallway in front of the door, claiming the room for his own.
Braden asked Micah for volunteers to carry the Hawkoids down the corridor. There was no place for the Wolfoids or the Hawkoids to stay in the Crew Quarters, but they could all stay on Deck 10, where they would be comfortable, flying and hunting. The more he thought about it, the more he realized that what he wanted for his friends, he wanted for himself. He recovered his pack. Doctor Johns and his wife could take the big room. The companions would all stay on the Livestock Level. To each what they considered the greatest comfort.
When Micah arrived with the group, Braden welcomed them to the crew quarters. The people beamed in joy at the sight of the clean rooms in the style they were used to. They put the Hawkoids on a table near the entrance and followed Braden as he led Doctor Johns and his wife to their room, pointing others to empty rooms along the way. The tour continued to the recreational area and the kitchen. The survivors looked at the fabricator skeptically. One showed Braden the food cube they’d brought with them. 
It looked disgusting, gelatinous, multi-colored with chunks of something indescribable floating within. Braden ordered a number of meals, eventually turning the fabricator over to the emaciated group. He hadn’t realized how thin they were. They were probably starving. They ate like it, once they tasted the offerings from the fabricator. Although he encouraged them to slow down, they couldn’t. He knew there would be some sick people, but everyone had to learn the hard way the first time they became fabricator gluttons.
Micah started the process to make bracelets for the group. At Holly’s direction, she ordered twenty-three Engineering bracelets. These would give the survivors access to the crew quarters and the Engineering spaces, but not Deck 10. They didn’t need anyone getting lost. 
Once the bracelets were distributed, with extras to Doctor Johns, Braden and Micah continued with small talk, but the others were drifting into food comas. They suggested everyone retire to their rooms and get some rest, as the matter transfer process had to be hard on them. 
The companions excused themselves and retreated to the corridor. The humans picked up the Hawkoids as they exited the Crew Quarters. Three steps later, the door to Deck 10 opened and they rushed through. The Hawkoids leapt to the sky and flew in lazy circles overhead. In the rush through the door, they ran into each other, Braden and Micah barely able to stay upright until the Hawkoids launched themselves into the air. The Wolfoids tripped and stumbled, falling into the humans while the ‘cat dodged smartly aside. Aadi floated after them, bobbing his head. 
The pile of humans and Wolfoids rolled forward until they freed themselves. Braden and Micah laughed as they sat on the catwalk, taking in the fetid air of the Livestock Level. Each time they entered the Deck, the waste from the livestock was overwhelming. The Wolfoids were used to it. Their pig herd contributed mightily, but there were other animals. Deck 10 and Deck 5 were identical in that they were the two largest of the ship. Bounder admitted that he had not explored the entire Deck. He’d lived his whole life in a small area of a great ship, and he hadn’t realized it. 
The Wolfoids were in for a treat when they arrived on Vii, as long as they weren’t overwhelmed. There wasn’t much time left before they’d be there, and the excitement built within the humans.  
Micah opened her neural implant and contacted Bronwyn. She told them all about the Wolfoids that were coming with them. The young girl was excited beyond measure, although she was also sad that she’d never get to meet Pik Ha’ar. She was not looking forward to seeing the repairs to Aadi’s shell and she insisted that Braden not let anyone else get hurt.  
‘I’ll do my best, little sweetheart.’ That was the only answer he could give. 
Axial and De’atesh were fine and happily growing up, little by little. How long had they been apart? According to Holly, it had been less than two months. It seemed like forever. They were standing on their own and would soon be walking, although Bronwyn suspected they’d go straight from crawling to running. They had energy to spare. With friends like the Aurochs, they needed it, too.
The Wolfoids were interested in the Aurochs. The largest creature they’d ever seen was the great sow of their herd. From what they saw of the frightened creature, it rivaled a cow Aurochs. Nothing would prepare them to see Brandt. He was the largest creature on all of Vii, at least as far as the humans knew. They’d seen none greater. 
And their children hung off his horns while G-War rode on his head. The Wolfoids related the image to their own pups climbing and playing on their parents. The Wolfoid Alpha, covered in pups, puke, and pee. They laughed together at the image. 
They weren’t more than ten strides from the door and little more than that from the survivors of Cygnus VI, but they lived a world apart, Braden and Micah having everything in common with the animal companions and almost nothing in common with the ancients from Cygnus VI. 
 



 
60 – The Return
 
The second group of survivors arrived with little fanfare. Braden and Micah met them, along with Doctor Johns and his wife. They were escorted to the crew quarters where they enjoyed the fabricator and relaxed in private rooms. 
Once the last group from Cygnus VI was on board, the ship had to be realigned. Holly moved the ship back to its original position above Vii. He used the Androids, but they were under his iron grip. They became more efficient and started fixing systems through the Traveler. A few showed up in the Engineering spaces to clean up the debris from the vines and repair the computers. The survivors didn’t think anything about the Androids, but the companions watched them warily. 
The vines refused classification and defied all efforts at their removal. Holly couldn’t figure out where they came from or what they fed on. The best he could manage was to reroute systems that were in their way, and then leave them alone. The same conclusion that Braden and Micah had come to turns ago.
Braden, Micah, and the companions spent their time on Deck 10, not going far and enjoying the openness. They even made a quick trip back to the Wolfoid village so they could introduce Skirill and Zyena. The Hawkoids were a big hit, flying low over the group and dancing in the sky above them. The pups yipped in glee. The others marveled at the abilities of the great birds. After a close landing where a tail feather got nipped by one of the younger pups, the two Hawkoids settled for a nearby branch that was higher off the ground. Children, they thought, a universal assault on the dignity of adults.
They felt the ship shudder as Holly rotated it for the braking maneuver. They did not have much time left on the ship, and for that, they were grateful.
Bounder took Shredder aside and talked with him for a long while. He shared his experience and brightened his mood with the grand promise of a whole new world. Bounder and Gray Strider had already seen more than the rest of the Wolfoids combined. The world was limitless and they were going to build the foundation. Shredder knew he could lead them. He had a plan to prepare that included a great deal of exercise. He wanted the villagers to be bigger and stronger for when they moved to the planet. They would have to fend for themselves in a way they couldn’t imagine, so he’d get them ready for anything. 
Bounder was pleased with Shredder’s commitment.
As Holly completed the braking maneuver and final alignment of the ship, Braden, Micah, G-War, and the Hawkoids raced to the forward bulkhead, looking for an elevator. They found one away from the vines and took it to Deck 8, where they called for anyone from the Rabbit People. Although they could hear them, no one showed themselves until Tekel appeared. They told her that there was room for up to five of the Rabbit People to join them going to Vii.
She was overjoyed and immediately had volunteers. She picked two couples, refusing to send a Rabbit by itself. They left with what they carried, not needing anything else. They all squeezed into the elevator and returned to Deck 10, where they raced back to the Wolfoid village. It took some convincing to keep the pups from going after the rabbits, which had always been one of their food sources. 
When Holly had the ship realigned, they said their final goodbyes and returned to the crew quarters and the twenty-three survivors.
Braden and Micah determined they needed to go first. They couldn’t have the survivors wandering the hallways of New Sanctuary unescorted. They would be met and shown around. Micah, with Holly’s guidance, fabricated a communications device for the survivors to use so they could talk with Holly or Braden and Micah at any time. Doctor Johns committed to coming last and that they’d leave everything in perfect condition in case the ship was needed again. 
They entered the chamber and were instantly revolted by the smell. They hadn’t thought to clean up the puke from the last transfers. Braden yelled out to Doctor Johns, suggesting they take care of the cleaning before anyone else used the chamber. The fabricator in the recreational area would give them everything they needed.
The companions each selected a reclining chair, reiterating the importance of staying still and not touching anyone else. The Wolfoids laid on the bellies, heads between their paws. G-War assumed a similar position. The Hawkoids tried to get comfortable, on their chests with their beaks on the headrests and their tail feathers trailing to the footrest. Aadi tucked his head and feet into his shell. He seemed at ease, like the humans. The other companions were anxious, especially the Wolfoids and Zyena, as they didn’t know what to expect. The Rabbits’ noses twitched and their long ears flicked. Only two of the Rabbit People joined Braden’s group. The other two would come with the next group. 
Two survivors from Cygnus VI accompanied them as well, to fill all twelve chairs. Doctor Johns’ wife, the last human, Riyanna, and their son Chrysalis joined them to help prepare for the others’ arrival. 
Holly slid the wall closed and they were cut off. Hairy tails were tucked in tightly between the Wolfoids’ legs. 
“Okay everyone, when we wake up, we’ll be home on Planet Vii. We’ll be in New Sanctuary, in a room just like this. We’ll get up, try not to puke, and walk out with our heads held high. Who could have done what we did? Who is going to do what we’ll do next? There’s a war to stop. And then there’s war to prevent. We can’t let Vii tear itself apart. We have the means to prevent it, no one else. That means we’re responsible for preventing it. That’s all, plus there’s deer left in the oasis. I’m thinking some fresh venison for dinner and then the Presidential Suite. The sky is blue, the water clear, and the grass is green. The beds are warm and the food is hot. There’s no place like home…” Braden’s rambling speech drifted as the walls shimmered and the transfer process began.
 



 
61 – Planet Vii
 
After the door opened and they were able to leave the matter transfer chamber, they followed the walkway to the elevator, knowing they had to take turns because they all wouldn’t fit. Braden took G-War, the two Hawkoids, and the two Wolfoids with him on the first trip to the top. They tumbled out of the elevator and passed through the door to the outside.
It was the middle of the night. Why didn’t Holly tell them when they’d arrive? 
It didn’t matter. The outside lights cast a pale glow. The Wolfoids breathed the air for the first time, enjoying how clean it was. Skirill and Zyena flew low, crookedly at first. Skirill quickly regained his smooth flight and landed on a low branch in a tree by the lake.  Zyena struggled to fly straight and had even more difficulty landing as she tried compensating for the ship’s spin that was no longer there. She finally made it after almost missing her landing. She was terrified when she finally grasped the branch, nearly breaking it as she held it in a death grip. Skirill moved close to her, rubbing his head along her neck to calm her. In no time at all, she’d fly like she was born there.
For now, it was time to rest. The Decks on the ship dropped their lighting four hours out of every twenty. The flora needed the semi-darkness for optimal growth. Even though it was daytime on the ship, the darkness summoned them toward its sleepy embrace. It was night and time to sleep.
G-War led the Wolfoids to the lake for a drink, encouraging them to find a grassy spot to rest until morning. When the daylight returned, he’d take them hunting, a real hunt without weapons. They were eager to do what they were bred for, engineered for. Braden watched the Wolfoids curl up together in the long grass as G-War walked over top of them to find a place in between, with plenty of Wolfoid fur to snuggle into. The ‘cat never ceased to amaze him.
The others arrived. Aadi floated serenely into the open air. He swam to the lake, staying near the others as he settled in for a nap. The Rabbits smelled the fields and headed that way, finding a warm place to rest between the lake and where the vegetables grew. Braden thought they’d be disappointed when they saw how things grew on Vii.
The humans stopped by the office hologram to make sure that the new additions to the oasis were recognized by the Security Bots and not considered a threat. The always pleasant hologram told them that Holly had taken care of it before they left the RV Traveler. He had clear visuals of everyone and every creature that was coming. They had also secured rooms for Riyanna and Chrysalis, the first two beyond the office. All the survivors from Cygnus VI would stay in that corridor. Braden and Micah retired to the Presidential Suite, finally alone to take long showers, enjoy the comfort of the bed, and get their clothes cleaned, too.  
When Braden and Micah awoke the next morning, they stretched, enjoyed each other’s company for a rigorous but brief amount of time, then took showers before eating and going outside. 
It was well into the morning, but the day was perfect. 
They’d missed the hunt. A large buck was in the clearing. Gray Strider licked a cut on her back leg while Bounder limped slightly. G-War watched them, shaking his head. 
When Braden held his hands, palms up in confusion, G-War answered simply, ‘Amateurs.’

“What does that mean? What happened?” Braden looked at the cut. He had some numbweed remaining in the saddle bags stashed in the maintenance shed from their wild trip on Brandt. 
Braden retrieved the saddle bags and located the numbweed to treat Gray Strider’s wound. He told her not to lick it and left it at that. At least she didn’t need stitches. The Wolfoids explained how they had outrun the deer and then approached from its front where the deer wasn’t too keen on being hunted. It fought back using its substantial horns. It took G-War flying at its haunches to distract it so the Wolfoids could get at its throat. In the end, it was a glorious kill! G-War rolled his eyes. Amateurs.
Although they were injured, they could not have been happier. After making sure they were okay, Braden ruffled their ears and let them be. They were free creatures to go or to stay, although he suspected G-War would have them join the caravan permanently. Or at least until the Wolfoids could intimidate the dog pack of Dwyer.
Micah contacted Bronwyn, letting her know that they were back. She asked if Brandt would come pick them up. Bronwyn suggested that she could bring the cart with the horses, the children, and Brandt, but Micah thought that was too much for the young girl and they weren’t ready for others like her parents to see New Sanctuary. Bronwyn signed off, a little angry but excited to meet the Wolfoids and the Rabbits. Micah had no idea who was coming or when.
Riyanna and Chrysalis strolled into the open, uncomfortable in the outdoors. Unnoticed on the ship, their skin was a sickly pale. They’d lived generations indoors. This was the first time they’d seen the sun without looking through a window. 
“I think you want to limit your time outside until you get a little bit of a tan,” Micah told them. She showed them around the oasis and introduced them again to the animal companions, where they could see them in a natural environment. The new humans shied away, but Braden and Micah remained insistent. They were every bit as intelligent as humans and they were equal partners on Vii. They planted that seed and nurtured it. 
The survivors of Cygnus VI had never seen animals. Everything was new to these ancients. 
‘Holly, can you put together some kind of introduction to Cygnus VII for them? Show them the animals here, the risks of too much sun, that kind of stuff?’ Micah asked Holly via his neural implant. 
‘That’s a good idea. I will compile something immediately. There are a number of videos in my library that I’ll be able to cut from. And then I’ll make sunblock available from the fabricators in their rooms,’ Holly offered.
‘And as we talked about, they only get access to the New Command Center. Maybe we can put up another building? A research facility, above ground, where they can do their work and still see the sky, the world around them. They’ve been inside far too long.’ Braden was shocked at their skin; it was almost transparent. ‘And access to the Medical Laboratory. I think they’ll need some attention from the Medical Bots, although they act healthy.’
‘I can check their vitals and access their condition at any time through their neural implants.’ Holly continued talking to himself about preparing the survivors for a long and fruitful stay at New Sanctuary, but Braden didn’t hear anything after ‘neural implants.’
‘Wait, Holly. You said they have neural implants? Then why did we give them a communication device and how do we keep them from getting into the system?’ Braden was alarmed. His pulse raced. He was losing control and they hadn’t arrived yet.
‘They have the communication device because I haven’t granted them access to my system,’ Holly said smugly.
‘Why, Holly, I think we finally understand each other.’ Braden smiled and nodded while Micah watched him, knowing he was talking with the hologram because she couldn’t hear his mind. He reduced his window, then thought better and closed it completely. The only voices he wanted inside his head were those of the companions.
They joined the Wolfoids at the buck and began cleaning it, feeding some of the choicer parts to Aadi, while the ‘cat dabbled in the giblets. A Server Bot hovered nearby, and the Wolfoids followed the humans’ lead in ignoring it. The Bot cleaned as they went, but to cook the venison, they had to build a fire beyond the oasis. The Rabbits stayed in the fields; being perpetual vegetarians, they found the killing and eating too distasteful to watch.
The Wolfoids had never seen a deer before or tasted venison. They were instant converts. They determined they would enjoy venison whenever they could. G-War didn’t partake of the cooked meat. Skirill and Zyena declined as they were determined to dine on fresh rabbit, then thought better of it, looking around quickly for the Rabbit People. Fresh ground squirrels would have to be their new staple. 
Skirill made Zyena fly until she could barely move her wings. He wanted her to get used to flying on Vii. She improved, but not enough to kill a squirrel for herself. Skirill bagged two, happily providing for his mate. 
Braden smoked what they didn’t eat to provision themselves for their trip. Then they waited. 
 



 
62 – Heading Home
 
After the other survivors arrived, Braden and Micah hurried to leave, although it had been only two turns since they asked Bronwyn to send Brandt. He’d previously made the trip in three turns carrying the two humans, the ‘cat, the Hawkoid, and pulling Aadi. It was going to be a tight squeeze heading home and they apologized profusely to Bounder and Gray Strider, who wouldn’t be able to ride. The Rabbit People, couples Delavigne and Patrice and Ferrer and Brigitte, would have to ride as they couldn’t run far. They were Rabbits, after all.
The Wolfoids couldn’t contemplate why they’d need to ride, even after the humans tried to explain the vast distance they had to go. The Wolfoids’ entire world had been inside a cylinder ten kilometers long. 
It was unnerving for them to look from the oasis and not see the horizon curving up toward the sky. 
“It turns the other way, away from us. And no, I have no idea why we don’t fall off. Yes, it feels different than the pull on the ship. Here, it just is. We stand upright and we’re held in place. On the ship, you get pulled a little to one side while standing upright. I felt lighter there, too. Do you feel heavier here?” Braden wanted them to be comfortable, knowing that talking about concerns made them less mysterious. 
‘We feel heavier. It seems so unnatural. I keep thinking I’m going to fall over,’ Bounder answered.
“I don’t feel the ship anymore. Holly called the condition sea legs. When sailors ride on a ship, they have to balance differently. That’s all this is, different. I think you’ll get used to it soon. When we first arrived on the ship, it felt funny, but within a turn we had our sea legs. Give it a little more time. You’ll be fine, running and jumping with the best of them,” Braden said.
They looked at the dry grasses of the recovering wasteland, watching the breeze ripple along.  They weren’t good at waiting, but they had to. Both Braden and Micah were itching to go. 
So they hurried up and waited.
And waited some more.
On the fifth turn after contacting Bronwyn, they watched the dust cloud rising in the distance. They thought Brandt was running hard toward the oasis. 
They were half-right. Brandt was running hard, but he pulled the wagon behind him. Though they told her not to, they were instantly excited to see their children. 
The companions rushed into the rolling grasslands to meet Brandt and Bronwyn while the Hawkoids soared over head, diving close to Brandt as he passed. Even though the wagon would have been more comfortable, she rode astride his neck, sitting awkwardly on the harness straps.
As the King of the Aurochs slid to a stop, the wagon tipped precariously, while Bronwyn scrambled down Brandt’s face to the ground. She ran past Braden and Micah to the Wolfoids. 
The humans raced to look into the empty wagon. Such excitement followed quickly by disappointment. They should have been happy that Bronwyn followed what they wanted by not bringing the children through the rainforest. She’d done better than they asked for. They gripped hands tightly as they walked back to see what kind of havoc the young girl was wreaking.
She was hugging the Wolfoids, her arms almost able to reach around their necks. The Wolfoids’ tongues lolled as they smiled and leaned into the hug. The Rabbits squeezed into the mix, getting their share of the young girl’s time.
“And this is Bronwyn, which you already know,” Micah said.
‘She radiates pure joy. I’ve never felt anything like it! We shall add her to our pack,’ Gray Strider said as she nuzzled her way back under Bronwyn’s arm. 
“I think you’ll see that she’s added you to her pack. You are powerless against it. Meet Brandt Earthshaker, King of the Aurochs. He’s in her pack, too. We’re in her pack, but we are the lowliest members. The ones she sends to bring food for the others.” Bronwyn gave Braden a mean look, which he responded to by sticking his tongue out. G-War rubbed noses with the King, before running up his face to sit on his head. 
The Wolfoids finally extricated themselves from Bronwyn’s embrace. She took turns hugging each of the Rabbits. She walked between the Wolfoids, her hands wrapped within their neck fur so she could introduce them to her best friend. 
‘Greetings! I am Brandt. Welcome to our little part of Vii. We look forward to showing more of it to you,’ he thundered in his thought voice. Bronwyn’s excitement always affected him. Then he turned to Braden, ‘If you could unhook me from this harness, I need to feed!’ The least important member of the pack, Braden, turned to the harness and set Brandt free in record time. 
Aadi floated near Brandt’s head as he attacked the grasses within the oasis, making his way toward the fields. The Development Unit seemed to be waiting for him. The companions turned away so they didn’t have to watch the showdown. 
Bronwyn skipped as she watched Skirill and Zyena dance in the sky. “I’m so happy you found your mate!” she cooed. They landed on a low branch just inside the green of New Sanctuary, where Bronwyn scratched Zyena’s chest feathers. “You are such a beautiful bird! I can’t wait until you have little ones. Will you name one of them after me?” Skirill managed a very human cough, although he blinked at his mate as she looked back.
The innocence of youth. The truth that she saw within their minds. Braden knew Skirill wanted to build a community and that he wanted to have his own children. Now he could do both from their home in the south. Skirill the Patriarch. It had a ring to it. As with all the new young ones, they’d be brought up in a world where all intelligent creatures were treated with respect, at least in the world they controlled. 
The survivors from Cygnus VI watched in awe as the great King rumbled through New Sanctuary, grazing as he passed. 
When Braden and Micah returned, they introduced Bronwyn to Doctor Johns. She shied away from him. The only one she was happy to greet was Riyanna, the last human. Bronwyn could tell the difference and she instantly didn’t like or trust the clones. She pulled hard on Braden and Micah’s hands, calling Brandt back so they could leave. 
‘What’s wrong? What do you see in them?’ Braden asked over the mindlink. 
‘There’s a darkness in their souls that I don’t like,’ she said quietly.
‘They’re clones, little sweetheart. Maybe something was lost when the humans were copied. I think they are good people. Holly will keep them here and they will help us keep Vii at peace,’ Micah answered. She nodded, her brown hair bouncing up and down as she continued leading them toward the wagon. 
“Now is as good a time as any to leave.” 
‘Holly,’ Micah said using her neural implant. ‘Send a Development Unit to load vegetables into the wagon for Brandt. We’ll be leaving soon.’
Braden ran back to their room to pick up a few things they had left behind, like his bow and pack. They put everything into the wagon and hooked Brandt into the harness. The Wolfoids, four Rabbits, and G-War jumped in with the humans. Aadi swam in through the back gate, and they closed it behind him. He drifted downward until he was braced within. He knew Brandt would move quickly and he’d be thrown about if he wasn’t ready. 
The Hawkoids flew overhead. They wouldn’t ride in the cart until the caravan entered the rainforest. 
Brandt wouldn’t spend much time in the rainforest. He didn’t like being wet and the road was good. He committed to make quick work of it, and they’d be home in just a few turns. They’d sleep in their own bed with their children beside them. They couldn’t wait. 
“Did we tell you about the endless rain?” Braden asked Bounder, wrinkling his nose at the thought of a wet Aurochs. 
 



 
63 – Battle for the Amazon Road
 
Brandt plowed forward through the second day of torrential rain, slower than he wanted as he wasn't able to see very far ahead. Everyone else cowered in the wagon, staying as dry as possible. The Wolfoids were miserable. They’d never been wet like this. G-War secured the one completely dry spot in the wagon, not surrendering it to anyone no matter how hard they tried to move him. Water flowed from the Hawkoids, and the head feathers puffed from the constant moisture. 
Everyone looked miserable, except for Aadi, making it a perfect time for the Amazonians to show up. 
The warriors stood across the road, barring Brandt’s path. They didn’t wear the armor woven by the McCullough villagers, and that raised concern. The King of the Aurochs snorted and stamped. Braden and Micah stood in the front of the wagon, in front of the covering so the rain poured on them. They loosened the blasters in their holsters. 
Bronwyn was the only one unperturbed. “Let me talk with them,” she pleaded.
“Not yet, little sweetheart. None of these Amazonians look familiar,” Micah said, keeping one hand on the little girl.
‘This doesn’t look good. Aadi, is there anything you can do? Bounder and Gray Strider, I suggest you get your spears ready, we may have to fight our way through. Those with blasters, get ready.’ The Wolfoids dropped the rear gate of the wagon. G-War slipped out and disappeared underneath. The Wolfoids prepared to jump. The Hawkoids sat inside, feeling useless. They could barely fly in a rain like this, let along contribute to a fight. The Rabbits leaned over the side boards, blasters at the ready.
Aadi swam out the back, around the wagon and past Brandt. Lizard Men appeared from the trees on their left, stepping out to be seen, then standing and brandishing their spears. The tension increased as the Tortoid swam forward, agonizingly slowly. 
The Wolfoids could wait no longer. They jumped into the rain and walked slowly alongside the wagon, taking a position below the humans. They stood like the Lizard Men, tall, spears on the ground like walking sticks, but gripped tightly like the weapons they were. 
The Amazonians didn’t move. Either they weren’t impressed or they were well disciplined. They didn’t understand that the Wolfoid spears were different than theirs. They should have been afraid. Brandt continued trying to talk with the Amazonians that blocked his path. His muscles tensed as he stood ready to run over the smaller creatures. 
Aadi finally floated before the unknown Lizard Men. They readied their spears, pointing them at him and menacing him. Brandt moved forward a couple steps, straining to run, but Aadi asked him to stop. 
The Wolfoids stood close to the wagon as the Amazonians along the trees repositioned themselves. More appeared and moved across the road behind them, blocking a retreat. The wagon was almost completely surrounded. Two of the Rabbits aimed their blasters out the back of the wagon. They didn’t seem afraid to fight.
‘Get ready to take those behind the wagon. Micah and I will cover the Lizard Men to our side. We’re coming down, and Bronwyn, you stay in the wagon,’ Braden said over the mindlink. The Wolfoids moved to the back as first Micah then Braden climbed over the side, splashing into a puddle on the road. They held their blasters, one in each hand, and aimed them at the Amazonians. 
‘Aadi, how’s it going up there?’ Braden asked.
‘They say that they are allies of Zalastar and they are asking for our help. They want us to leave the wagon and follow them into the rainforest.’ 
‘That’s not going to happen, Aadi. If Zalastar or Akhmiyar made the request, we’d consider it, but not from someone we don’t know who surrounds our wagon, threatens us. We don’t respond well to threats. If he wants us to trust him, then he moves aside and lets us pass. If not, then he risks the lives of all his warriors. He has no other choice. If he’s allied with Zalastar, then he’ll know that we are more than willing to fight.’
They waited while Aadi passed Braden’s conditions. They communicated, but it took an uncomfortably long amount of time before anything happened. 
Bronwyn stood in the front of the wagon, towering over Braden and Micah’s heads. Braden risked a look. He thought she was trying to talk with the Lizard Men. Anything that got them out of this without killing potential allies was a good solution. 
The warriors behind the wagon drifted back toward the trees, disappearing the heartbeat they entered the rainforest. The ones alongside the road were next. Those in front finally walked aside and stood at the edge of the trees. 
‘Hop in, everyone. Time to go,’ Braden told them all. The Wolfoids climbed in, then G-War reappeared. The humans climbed into the front of the wagon. Aadi waited for the wagon to come to him. 
‘Go!’ G-War yelled using his thought voice.
Brandt leaned forward and the wagon began to move. Then he bugled in pain as the rainforest belched a volley of spears, most heading directly into Brandt’s great side. 
“Duck!” Braden yelled as Micah pulled him down with her. The Wolfoids ducked in time as spears ripped through the wagon’s cover. The planking on the sides held firm under the onslaught. Braden and Micah took aim and depressed the triggers of their blasters. They waved the flaming light from right to left, then left to right, engulfing the rainforest. The Wolfoids pointed their spears out the back and launched lightning bolt after lightning bolt at unseen targets hidden among the trees of the rainforest. The Rabbits recovered and added their blaster fire at the trees.
“Go, go!” Braden yelled, encouraging Brandt while continuing to fire into the rainforest. Bronwyn screamed, covering her ears with her hands.
Brandt struggled and the wagon moved, slowly at first, then faster. They stopped firing as the ambush site dropped far behind them. The King of the Aurochs ran until he could no longer. The wagon slowed. Spears hung from his side and he bled heavily. The humans jumped from the wagon and ran to him, saddle bag of numbweed in hand. 
‘I’m sorry I need to rest. I wish I could pull the wagon further away, closer to safety.’ Bronwyn hugged his great face, tears adding to the rain’s torrent. They pulled spear after spear out, packing numbweed into the wounds to stop the bleeding and reduce the pain before they could sew up the worst of them. 
Bounder and Gray Strider traced a semi-circle around the wagon, holding their spears ready and sniffing the ground occasionally for signs of their enemies. The Rabbits stayed in the wagon, but aimed their blasters outward, ready to fire if needed.
Brandt sighed as his pain melted away. They thought he could walk, but pulling the wagon was out of the question. Braden accessed his neural implant and found their location on the map of the road through the rainforest. They were more than two thirds of the way through. They could walk the rest of the way. What bothered Braden the most was that this area should have been solidly in Zalastar’s control. 
What had happened while they were gone? Bronwyn didn’t know and that bothered him, too. 
“We’ll leave the wagon here and walk the rest of the way.” They’d sew up the King’s wounds later. Distance between them and the unknown Amazonians would be their best protection, Braden reasoned. As long as Brandt’s wounds weren’t leaking, they assumed he wouldn’t get worse. They unhooked the Aurochs from the harness, took what they could carry, including the two Hawkoids, and set off at a brisk pace.
Bronwyn pulled Aadi along, although he suggested he could hang on to the King’s tail in order to keep up. The little girl would have none of that. She wanted Brandt fully unencumbered, although that didn’t bother G-War, who rode on the King’s great head, completely soaked and looking miserable.
Bronwyn cooed to them all as they walked. Micah watched the little girl closely as Braden looked toward the trees, blaster in his non-Hawkoid hand. Bronwyn rocked slightly as she walked, trying to comfort herself as much as the injured companions.
Zyena turned her head almost all the way around to look. She felt helpless, but sympathized with the small human. Her perpetual joy was gone, lost somewhere within the Lizard Men’s dark souls. Zyena had seen Pik Ha’ar defend the humans, all the companions. He was the only Lizard Man she’d met. She hadn’t feared them at all, until now. As with all creatures, some were good and some weren’t. When they arrived at the promised open air, she would do more to protect them all. She swore to herself and her mate.
“How are you doing, Bronwyn?” Micah asked while rubbing the girl’s back with her hand. Micah thought the little girl had gotten taller; her head was already at Micah’s shoulder. How long had they been gone? How much had they missed?
Bronwyn didn’t respond. 
“What did you hear from them? It’s bothering you, I can tell. Share it with me and I won’t tell Braden,” Micah promised, knowing that Braden would hear the little girl’s voice directly. 
“They wanted us dead, and they wouldn’t say why. I asked them, told them we only wanted to be friends. In their minds, they had the image of one who looked like Pik, very much like Pik.” She’d taken the picture of Pik from the mind of one of the companions. Unfortunately, she would never get to meet the stalwart Lizard Man.
“The Overlords. Ancients of the Lizard Men. They started this war. If we’re to end it, they need to go. Maybe we could send them back to the ship?” She smiled at her own joke. On Deck 9, the Overlords wouldn’t be anything special. She fantasized about capturing them and turning them loose between the Lizard Man patrols. “We’ll find Zalastar or Akhmiyar and talk with them, find out what is going on and how we can help.” Micah hesitated, then continued. 
“I think their war is our war. I’m not sure we can stay out of it anymore as I know we have to return to New Sanctuary. There are twenty-three people counting on us and we’re counting on them, too.”
Braden watched Brandt’s sides heave with his efforts to walk. His wounds were no longer bleeding, but he was hurt. Although he couldn’t feel the pain because of Bronwyn’s empathic touch and the effects of the numbweed, he still needed to eat and rest. Braden called a halt when the rain let up sufficiently that he could see fodder on the eastern side of the road. The King turned to, ripping a huge swath through the heavy grass and bushes. They positioned themselves around him, humans, Hawkoids, Wolfoids, Rabbits, a Tortoid, and a Hillcat protecting their friend. 
Soon, Brandt was resting. They settled in for as long as it would take for the King of the Aurochs to recover sufficient strength to finish the journey to Greentree. 
The sun set and the sun rose anew before Brandt awoke, greatly refreshed. The numbweed had been cleaned out by the rain, so Braden used the last of Max’s tail hairs to sew up the worst of the wounds. They sparingly applied the last of the numbweed. Braden demanded that no one else get hurt. Everything they carried was soaked to the core. The Hawkoids flew from their perch in a nearby tree so the humans could carry them again. 
They hadn’t walked more than twenty strides when Lizard Men appeared in the road before them. Braden and Micah pushed the Hawkoids into the rain-sodden air, so their hands could be free. The two flew to a nearby tree, landing heavily.
Aadi swam ahead. 
Brandt and Bronwyn sighed in relief as they saw the Amazonian’s coverings. 
Zalastar. He jogged forward with the rest of his warriors. The Wolfoids pointed their spears in alarm, the Rabbits joining them in preparing to fight. Braden calmed them with a gesture. “These are friends,” he said with a smile as Zalastar and his warriors formed up around them, spears pointed toward the rainforest. He said he would escort them all the way home. There would be no more problems for Braden’s caravan. Zalastar also suggested that his people would move the wagon closer to the edge of the rainforest, making its retrieval at another time more convenient.
Zalastar was frustrated by the war as the enemy refused to be pinned down. They traveled in small groups, striking at rear areas, like the road where Brandt pulled the wagon. He expected to find one of his villages ransacked, its people killed. And that’s where the evil ones were able to intercept the companions. Zalaster was upset with the attack on his friends in an area where he had guaranteed their security. 
Then Bronwyn got between them and held the hand of the Leader of the Amazonians. She refused to hear anything else about the war, insisting on talking about fields of flowers, children, and all things pleasant. She perked up as Zalastar accommodated her. The humans couldn’t hear what they talked about, but she started skipping and they could feel her joy returning. 
Brandt walked boldly forward, forcing the others to jog to keep up. The rain stopped as they approached the northern border of the rainforest. The sky shone through the trees ahead. Skirill and Zyena flew down the tunnel and into the open. They soared, climbing higher and higher until Zyena was light headed, then they plummeted toward the ground. 
Zalastar and his warriors turned to travel within the tree line while the companions paralleled it to the north, heading to Greentree, their home, where their children waited for them. 
They’d talk with the Amazonian leader about the war later, when the time was right. For now, they’d enjoy the sun. Their pace quickened as they knew home was finally within reach.
 



 
Free Trader Book 4 – Battle of the Amazon
Overview
 
Until the Amazonian War is over, traders and villagers alike live in fear. They go about their business under the dark pallor of evil. The Lizard Man Overlords and the forces they command threaten small group strikes anywhere and everywhere, leaving every village along the rainforest at risk.
Traders hold on tightly as the Aurochs pull their wagons at a dead run. Speed keeps the Lizard Men from surprising them on the open road. The humans are under a siege that isn’t a siege.
The Overlords terrorize the south. Their influence grows as their bands of warriors spread far and wide, moving within the darkness of the rainforest. 
Braden has had enough. The villagers along the southern trade route deserve to live in peace. There is no one else to take this war to the Overlords and their minions. Braden and Micah need volunteers to carry blasters into the rainforest. They need the help of Zalastar and the loyalists if they are to find the Overlords and defeat them.
Will they? 
Free Trader Series Book 4, Battle for the Amazon is targeted for release in the Fall of 2016.
 



 
Postscript
 
If you liked Adventures on RV Traveler and would like to see the series continue, please join my mailing list by dropping me a line 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 – amazon.com/author/craigmartelle
Facebook – facebook.com/authorcraigmartelle
My web page – www.craigmartelle.com 
LinkedIn – linkedin.com/in/craigmartelle



Thank you for reading Adventures on RV Traveler. This book fulfilled a dream that I’ve had nearly forty years and that was to take my love of Brian Aldiss’ Starship and Robert Heinlein’s Orphans of the Sky and create an adventure on an interstellar ship that has been abandoned, yet teems with life. The Free Trader’s world has expanded to the skies!
Braden and Micah’s adventures will continue later in 2016. We need to find out what’s happening in the north. Has someone destroyed the trade-based civilization that Braden was raised to respect? What about the villagers from White Beach who were taken to the Western Ocean Research Facility? 
In my technothriller series, can petty politics keep Rick Banik from stopping the next terror attack? Taken from today’s headlines and my twenty years of experience in the intelligence community, the world is never far from tipping out of balance. The smallest events can have the greatest impact. Finding these and stopping them is an ongoing challenge to a free society. And your average citizen doesn’t even know what’s been done to protect them. 

 



About the Author
Craig is a successful author, on track to publish ten books in 2016. He’s taken his more than twenty years of experience in the Marine Corps, his legal education, and his business consulting career to write believable characters living in realistic worlds.
Although Craig has written in multiple genres, what he believes most compelling are in-depth characters dealing with real-world issues. Just like Star Trek, the original series used a backdrop of space, the themes related to modern day America. Life lessons of a great story can be applied now or fifty years in the future. Some things are universal.
Craig believes that evil exists. Some people are driven differently and cannot be allowed access to our world. Good people will rise to the occasion. Good will always challenge evil, sometimes before a crisis, many times after, but will good triumph? 
Some writers who’ve influenced Craig? Robert E. Howard (the original Conan), JRR Tolkien, Andre Norton, Robert Heinlein, Lin Carter, Brian Aldiss, Margaret Weis, Tracy Hickman, Anne McCaffrey, and of late, James Axler, Raymond Weil, Jonathan Brazee, Mark E. Cooper, and David Weber. Craig learned something from each of these authors, story line, compelling issue, characters that you can relate to, the beauty of the prose, unique tendrils weaving through the book’s theme. Craig’s writing has been compared to that of Andre Norton and Craig’s Free Trader characters to those of McCaffrey’s Dragonriders, the Rick Banik Thrillers to the works of Robert Ludlum.
Craig finds the comparisons humbling. All he wants is for his readers to relate to the characters, put themselves into those situations described in Craig’s books and ask themselves, what would they do if they were there instead?
Through a bizarre series of events, Craig ended up in Fairbanks, Alaska. He never expected to retire to a place where golf courses are only open for four months out of the year. But he loves it there. It is off the beaten path. He and his wife watch the northern lights from their driveway. Their dog has lots of room to run. And temperatures reach forty below zero. They have from three and a half hours of daylight in the winter to twenty-four hours in the summer.
It’s all part of the give and take of life. If they didn’t have those extremes, then everyone would live there.
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